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Anthropological field research is a means toward an end: ethnographic 
knowledge. Being a practice in the service of a discipline, it must rely 
on tried and tested habits, techniques, and strategies. It must serve 
a scientific, hence public, purpose rather than the needs and desires 
of a person; it must pursue theory rather than a private quest. This 
has been the conventional and reasonable view of the matter. But it is 
hardly a secret anymore—at a time when ethnography has become a 
matter of concern and a subject of debate among philosophers, stu-
dents of culture (if that is an appropriate label for those engaged in 
“cultural studies”), other social scientists, including historians, and 
even among artists—that our conventional certainties are no longer 
what they used to be.

This is not the place to tell the story of our certainties getting shat-
tered; it is too long and complicated. Instead, it occurred to me that 
it may be of interest to recall just one intriguing episode. When I re-
ceived my training at the University of Chicago, in a department that 
was hardly a marginal contributor to establishing anthropology as a 
modern, empirical, and scientific endeavor, separate courses on field 
methods were not part of the curriculum. Why? Other things were 
more important. Our critical energies were channeled toward dis-
cussion of theory. Debating theory rather than worrying about prac-
tice was a luxury we enjoyed, but not for long. Momentous changes 
brought about in our “fields” by incipient de-colonization abroad and 
social upheavals at home forced us to rethink the premises of our proj-
ects and to say what had gone without saying for a long time. Critical 

Preface
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x

anthropology emerged, inspired by Marxism, European phenomenol-
ogy, American pragmatist philosophy, and (Batesonian) ecology, and 
when we almost believed (falsely, of course) that the critical work had 
been done, there came Hayden White, Michel Foucauld, Edward Said, 
and others. Perhaps they seduced some of us to new kinds of grand 
theorizing and wallowing in post-modernism, but there is no doubt 
that they also moved us to new levels of critical reflection on what an-
thropologists actually do when they work in the field and at home.

Where does this collection of essays fit in the current anthropolog-
ical landscape? When we want to characterize publications as being 
important, we often call them seminal; they were, or are likely to be-
come, seeds. We have no corresponding term to designate work that 
brings in an exceptional harvest. In the historical perspective in which 
I read this volume, I cannot help but see it as reaping the fruits of crit-
ical labors that anthropology undertook, or had forced upon itself, 
during the last four decades. Most exciting for me has been to find, in 
chapter after chapter, evidence that distinctions and oppositions that 
once were thought essential to maintain—subjective versus objective, 
science versus politics, being agnostic versus being a believer, control 
versus abandon, to name but a few—appear to have been re-cast as 
what they should have been all along: quandaries that generate ten-
sion, and creative efforts producing knowledge that would have been 
impossible to attain (or to present) had anthropology persisted in the 
paradigms that were dominant a generation ago.

Moreover, as the editors make it clear in their introduction, theirs 
is by no means an idiosyncratic enterprise. They join a growing “lit-
erature.” I use this term advertently because it seems obvious to me 
that the writing represented here has matured into a genre expressive, 
as is the case of all genres that are alive, of a shared communicative 
praxis. It is a genre in which involved narration rather than mono-
graphic representation predominates but manifestly not to the det-
riment of scholarship and critical discussion. No matter what their 
orientation in anthropology may be, and taking into account that 
a certain boldness displayed in these essays may cause anxieties or 
aversion, reasonable readers—all of us, we assume—will not be jus-
tified in dismissing what is offered here as gratuitous navel-gazing, 
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hypertrophic reflexivity, exhibitionist confessionalism, or whatever the 
invectives may have been in recent years.

Lest I get carried away with praise, I should add a few critical re-
marks. Gratifying as the positive response to my observations on ec-
static moments, not as impediments but as integral parts of field re-
search, may be, the prescription, if it is one, should be treated with 
caution. The ecstatic in our work is not limited to “the field,” a point 
made by the editors and one of the contributors, Guy Lanoue. He 
warns us against the dangers of a new kind of spatialization-cum-
reification of the “field” that may have the effect of forgetting time—
the time it takes to make and represent ethnographic knowledge af-
ter having left the field. Another point is perhaps of a more personal 
nature. The position I reached with the essay subtitled “From Rigor 
to Vigor,” and later in Out of Our Minds, had a history, one part of 
which seems to have gone unnoticed: the inspiration my generation 
of critical anthropologists took from Dell Hymes and his “ethnogra-
phy of communication.” Neither he nor some other important con-
tributors to that particular turn in the recent history of our discipline 
are mentioned in this volume.

I am not suggesting that this is an omission that should be remedied. 
Such seeming absence may, as is often the case, be proof of effective 
presence. Nevertheless, we should keep the memory of where “we come 
from” alive. Finally, I must confess that reports of ethnographers em-
bracing either the religion of those they study or some other religious 
faith (particularly Catholicism; see the repeated references to Victor 
and Edie Turner who became Catholics following their experience of 
rituals, both of healing and of initiation, among the Ndembu, in Af-
rica) make me uneasy. As a certified Catholic agnostic I would not for 
a moment deny the importance of religious knowledge, especially of 
the kind of bodily experience that comes from participating in ritual, 
in ethnographic inquiries of religion—as long as this does not make 
us ignore the fact that the discipline that got us to where we are now 
had its beginnings during the Enlightenment as part of a movement of 
emancipation from religion. Arguably, that movement has not ended 
with success, but it should not be abandoned either.
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Does this not also hold, analogously or homologously, for anthro-
pology itself? Crossing boundaries between faith and science, dream 
and reality, reason and madness is fine, but, for the time being at least, 
I expect society will let us earn a living as explorers rather than crossers 
of boundaries. Of course, it is an achievement, demonstrated here, that 
we no longer have to act as guardians and defenders of boundaries.

I wish this volume the success it deserves. Novices and seasoned 
practitioners both will learn much just from reading the introduction. 
But I am sure they will not be able to stop there; I wasn’t.



The idea for this collection of papers first came to mind in the course 
of a conversation we had at the annual meeting of casca (Canadian 
Anthropological Society/Société canadienne d’anthropologie), in Mon-
treal, in 1994. Bruce and I were meeting for the first time, soon af-
ter the publication of Being Changed by Cross-cultural Encounters: 
The Anthropology of Extraordinary Experiences. As we talked, we 
shared the conviction that experiences such as those presented in Be-
ing Changed and those described by Bruce in his chapter in this book 
deserved more attention since they challenged widely held assump-
tions about how fieldwork actually unfolds when one is deeply in-
volved in the lives and environments of one’s hosts.

This initial conversation led to the organization of a symposium on 
this topic at the 2000 casca annual meeting in Calgary, Canada. As a 
title for this event we chose Ethnographic Objectivity Revisited: From 
Rigor to Vigor. The description of the symposium read as follow:

The title of this symposium is borrowed from a paper by J. Fa-

bian published in 1991. In this paper, Fabian wrote that “much 

of our ethnographic research is carried out best when we are ‘out 

of our minds,’ that is, while we relax our inner controls, forget 

our purposes, let ourselves go. In short, there is an ecstatic side 

to fieldwork which should be counted among the conditions of 

knowledge production, hence of objectivity.” Contributions to the 

symposium will explore the contents, preconditions, and ethno-

graphic relevance of ecstatic experience—including experiences of 
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personally and socially significant visions and dreams in the con-

text of fieldwork.

Since then, many more conversations on this topic with colleagues 
in other national and international conferences led to the decision in 
December 2003 to engage in the preparation of this book. It contains 
the expanded and revised versions of the four papers presented at the 
casca symposium, along with the contributions of twelve other col-
leagues. Many among them are well-established authors in their own 
right, with numerous significant publications to their names; others 
are at the early stage of their teaching and academic careers, coming 
after most creative fieldwork as manifest in each of their chapters. The 
quality of their contributions led one reviewer to write that “there are 
several junior authors within the collection whose work I would ad-
vise [the University of Nebraska Press] to seek out for future book-
length publication.”

Each chapter makes original contributions to sociocultural anthro-
pology and makes obvious our indebtedness to the men and women, 
old and young, who have been our teachers and mentors in the field. 
Through patient association with us, they showed us how to be at-
tentive to their lives and to ours as they unfolded, in their environ-
ment, as they feel and know it. Throughout the book, readers will 
become familiar with some of these mentors. In three chapters, con-
tributors chose not to identify by name individuals with whom they 
interacted and from whom they learned so much. This is the case for 
Peter Gardner with the Dene of Canada’s Northwest Territories, Anahí 
Viladrich with the Argentine tango dancers in the city of New York, 
and Millie Creighton in Japan. In all other chapters, we know who 
the key mentors were: Shura Chechulina and Nina Uvarova among 
the Kuriak in the northern tundra of the Kamchatka Peninsula; Glo-
ria, Marvin, and Morris among the Kainai in southern Alberta; Jes-
sie Wirrpa in Yarralin, in the Northern Territory of Australia; Mi-
chel and Sylvie among Spiritualists in Montreal; Mary Ellen Thomas, 
Udlu Pisuktie, and their children in the Canadian Arctic; Alhadj Touré 
among the Mandinga of Guinea-Bissau; Alexis Seniantha among the 
Dene Tha of northern Alberta; Marie and her dog among the Sekani 

Acknowledgments



xv

of northern British Columbia; Don Antonio and Don Patricio among 
the Mazatec in Mexico; Vera—a young Maya weaver, and Alyssa in 
California; Don Tun Kaían and Manuel among the Maya in Guate-
mala; Ustar Zahir Hussain and Zakirji in New Delhi and California; 
Roberto Mendez Mendez, the Jaguar Twins, and Bishop Luis in the 
region of San Andrés, Chiapas, Mexico. The circumstances in which 
these individuals encountered us over extended periods of time in their 
homelands or in their places of adoption vary. In all cases, these men-
tors prompted us, as professionals and fellow human beings, to strive 
with greater determination to “reach the highest goal of our work,” 
which consists in “fashioning representations of other cultures [and 
of other people] that do not erase their immediacy and presence” (Fa-
bian 2000, 120).

We are most grateful to Johannes Fabian for the preface to this 
book. We thank the two anonymous reviewers whose judicious com-
ments and supportive recommendations enabled us to improve upon 
our work. We are grateful to Mélanie Simoneau from the Faculty of 
Human Sciences at Saint Paul University (Ottawa) for the prepara-
tion of the electronic version of the manuscript and to Alexis Goulet-
Hanssens for checking all references included in the chapters against 
the entries in the general bibliography at the end of the book. Thanks 
also to the staff at the University of Nebraska Press for their enthusi-
astic support for this project. Finally, but not the least, this book has 
benefited greatly from the skills of copy editor Jackie Doyle. As is the 
case with all publications, in this book there are undoubtedly points 
of views and facts that we, or others, will later want to modify or cor-
rect. The shortcomings, whatever they may be, although unintended, 
remain our responsibility.
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In “Ethnographic Objectivity Revisited: From Rigor to Vigor,” the 
opening chapter of Anthropology with an Attitude: Critical Essays,
Fabian maintains that “much of our ethnographic research is carried 
out best when we are ‘out of our minds,’ that is, while we relax our in-
ner controls, forget our purposes, let ourselves go. In short, there is an 
ecstatic side to fieldwork which should be counted among the condi-
tions of knowledge production, hence of objectivity” (2001, 31).1 We 
are in basic agreement with this view. We know firsthand that in our 
own research activities we gained significant insights and knowledge 
precisely when we found ourselves, inadvertently, beyond the boundar-
ies of our initial research intentions and proposals. The ecstatic side of 
our fieldwork was experienced when the single-minded pursuit of data 
within a clearly defined research agenda was momentarily set aside, 
and the opportunity to enter deeply into the world of our hosts was 
embraced. To our surprise, this led to insights and knowledge that re-
defined the relationships with our hosts, deepened our ability to inter-
act with them in more meaningful ways, and opened the door to epis-
temological and ontological issues that begged to be addressed.

We believe in the importance of reporting and reflecting upon these 
crucial transformative moments experienced in the field. We know that 
to stick “with ethnography through thick and thin” is to also partic-
ipate in efforts by many other anthropologists “to write one’s way 
out of a tradition that one wants both to preserve and change” (Mar-
cus 1998, 231, 234). In this book, the aspect of the tradition to pre-
serve is that of intensive and extensive fieldwork, at home or abroad, 

Introduction

Embodied Knowledge: Steps toward a Radical 
Anthropology of Cross-cultural Encounters

jean-guy a. goulet & bruce granville miller
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as a condition of ethnographically based knowledge; the aspect of the 
tradition to change is that of the systematic exclusion of oneself out 
of one’s ethnography, especially when it problematically concerns the 
setting aside of events or of experiences that challenge our own epis-
temological, ontological, and ethical assumptions. This change, her-
alded by contributors (Fernandez, Breidenbach, Samarin, Janzen, and 
Wagner) to the special issue of Social Research on charismatic move-
ments, edited by Fabian in 1979, is well under way, as obvious in the 
recent work of numerous colleagues.2

The main objective of this book is to deepen our knowledge of the 
ethnographic self in interaction with others, and within the field. Field 
refers here to both the home environment of our hosts and to the dis-
cipline that defines our intellectual horizon in our pursuit of knowl-
edge. This quest is at the heart of all disciplines, including anthropol-
ogy. The research methods, qualitative or quantitative, that we draw 
upon in our investigations are the means to discipline and sustain the 
generation of reliable knowledge about a wide range of social insti-
tutions and practices. Systematic comparisons between cultures and 
across historical periods enable us to identify differences and simi-
larities between and within various human populations. In this man-
ner, we seek to understand the impact of constraints, physical and in-
stitutional, on social behavior, and to grasp more fully the creative, 
intersubjective, social dimension of all human lives. This has been 
the case since the beginnings of the discipline, when, in eighteenth-
century Germany, “a sense of the environmental context of human 
experience led to a fascination with non-Western cultures and the full-
blown pursuit of ethnography—a term coined for Germany by Au-
gust Ludwig von Shlözer” (Zammito 2002, 236).

Given this book’s focus on the interaction between ethnographers 
and their hosts as a condition of ethnographic knowledge, all contrib-
utors describe and discuss the work that they, as professional anthro-
pologists, and their local mentors, interpreters, and momentary life-
companions actually engage in as they interact in situ to “create their 
indeterminate realities, and act in them” (Barth 1992, 66). To be in-
volved or implicated with others in their world is to become both a 
relatively incompetent and competent actor in coactivity with those 
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who are local. These local actors, in turn, are also, to some degree, in 
the dark about various aspects of their home environment. In such cir-
cumstances, as ethnographers we come to acknowledge “the fact that 
interaction promoted through long-term participation produces not 
only ‘observations’ but also conceptualizations and insights that are 
clearly a joint creation of the anthropologists and his/her local part-
ners in interaction” (Barth 1992, 65).

In The Ethnographic Self, Amanda Coffey comments favorably on 
“instances where researchers have reported extraordinary experiences 
that have occurred to them during fieldwork,” noting that “these ex-
periences are extraordinary in the sense that conventional fieldwork 
wisdom would dismiss or be unduly pessimistic about them” (Cof-
fey 1999, 33). She mentions Being Changed by Cross-Cultural En-
counters: The Anthropology of Extraordinary Experiences, co-edited 
by Young and Goulet (1998), which contains examples of such “ac-
counts by social anthropologists who have seen or experienced the 
unusual or unexpected during fieldwork. These include seeing a spirit 
(E. Turner, 1994a); acquiring the powers associated with a shaman 
(Guédon 1994); and witnessing the reappearance of the dead (Goulet 
1994a)” (Coffey 1999, 33). In Coffey’s view, since “these accounts are 
based on the ‘real’ experiences of the researchers, and echo the expe-
riences of other social actors (or members) in the field,” they should 
not “be conceptualized (and indeed criticized) as ‘going native’ types 
of story” for “they are presented in a somewhat different light: as 
evidence of knowledge gained that would otherwise have remained 
partial and opaque” (Coffey 1999, 33). In other words, Coffey ar-
gues that the exclusion from one’s ethnography of the insights gained 
through the ecstatic side of fieldwork is unwarranted and detrimen-
tal to the development of the discipline. This is why we welcome Fa-
bian’s “call for more attention to ecstasies” in the production of eth-
nographic knowledge (2001, 31).

From this epistemological perspective, Amanda Coffey’s “concern 
is not so much with the ‘truth’ of such accounts, as with the ways in 
which they challenge the harsh rationality of the distinction between 
observer and observed in the conduct of fieldwork and reconstruction 
of culture” (Coffey 1999, 33, our emphasis). It is in this vein that we 
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explore the contents, preconditions, and ethnographic relevance of 
the “ecstatic side of fieldwork” —including, but not exclusively, expe-
riences of personally and socially significant visions or dreams in the 
context of fieldwork. From this vantage point, “ecstasis, like empa-
thy, communication, and dialogue, as well as age, gender, social class, 
and relations of power, belongs to concepts that impose themselves 
when we reflect critically about what makes us succeed or fail in our 
efforts to produce knowledge about Others” as we interact with them 
in their worlds (Fabian 2000, 280).

While fieldwork remains the hallmark of anthropology as a disci-
pline, contemporary anthropologists no longer subscribe to the eigh-
teenth-century European assumption that “traveling in space also 
meant traveling in time,” the Others encountered being “earlier ver-
sions of themselves” (Fox 1995, 16). Following the pioneering work 
of Said (1978), Wolf (1982), and Fabian (1983), it is now generally 
accepted that others should be seen not “as ontologically given but 
as historically constituted” (Said 1989, 225). “The representation of 
others and of ourselves is always, and necessarily so, a derivative of 
social positions and interpretive assumptions, those of the anthropol-
ogist and /or of the other” (Goulet 1998, 251). Experiential ethnogra-
phers accept this. They reflect upon the processes whereby they enter 
the field, associate with others who become their hosts and mentors 
in their world, and endeavor as best as they can to become “one with 
them, but not one of them” (Obeyesekere 1990, 11).

As experiential ethnographers, we know that once engaged with 
our hosts in their lifeworld, we could not simply exit the field at a 
convenient time and declare the experience over and done with.3 In-
stead, we found out that the field was co-extensive with our homes, 
our minds, and our dreams, and involved even the bodies of our own 
family members and friends who were themselves sometimes affected 
and transformed by our ethnographic practice. To our surprise, we 
realized that they too could end up being directly engaged in our ex-
traordinary experiences. For many researchers, fieldwork involved a 
sort of non-linear, non-Newtonian, quantum physical world in which 
related, connected events unfolded simultaneously in various loca-
tions. Various examples are provided in the subsequent chapters. While 
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some of these examples evoke a road-trip, travelogue sensibility, they 
are not one-way trips in space and time. They do share something 
with the literary genre created by Kerouac and Kesey in which travel 
through space into unexpected cognitive domains supplements other 
modes of knowing.

In this book, as in Fabian’s work, “the current meaning of ecstasy 
as nonrational, erratic, escapist, enthusiastic behavior (such as that 
described in, say studies of cult and movements)” is rejected (Fabian 
2000, 8). Ecstasis is not one among many other possible research 
methods, “something to pursue in the practice of ethnography—get-
ting drunk or high, losing one’s mind from fatigue, pain and fever-
induced delirium, or working oneself into a frenzy” (Fabian 2000,
181). In other words, ecstasy is not “a kind of behavior” one engages 
in, but a “quality of human action and interaction—one that creates 
a common ground for the encounter” with the Other, in his home-
land (Fabian 2000, 8). The ecstatic side of fieldwork is understood 
here at this potential to step outside one’s taken-for-granted body of 
knowledge (academic and worldly) and truly enter the realm of the 
Other’s lifeworld. Stated differently, and most importantly, “Ecsta-
sis, in a nontrivial understanding of the term, is (much like subjectiv-
ity) a prerequisite for, rather than an impediment to, the production 
of ethnographic knowledge” (Fabian 2000, 8). Ecstasis is the condi-
tion that enables us to embark on an ethnographic journey that takes 
us into uncharted territories.

In essence, this is what all contributors to this book endeavored 
to do. If we argue against a positivist view of anthropology, we hold 
strongly to a disciplined effort to produce valid and valuable ethno-
graphic knowledge. If we recognize the necessity of being out of our 
minds part of the time while in the field or in our usual home and ac-
ademic environments, we also insist on being in control of our aims 
and of standard ethnographic skills such as learning local conven-
tions and abiding by them when communicating and learning with 
our hosts. Ecstasis as a pre-condition of ethnographic knowledge is 
evident throughout this book, not only when we report how we ex-
perienced lack of control and were unable to follow well-articulated 
research agendas.
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The epistemological value of ecstasis is truly grasped when we dis-
cover that, while letting go, we were also able to draw upon unan-
ticipated abilities to experience the real. In this sense, ecstasis “is not 
the theoretical, logical opposite of control but becomes its pragmatic 
and existential negation.” In brief,

Ecstasis, like empathy, communication, and dialogue, as well as 

age, gender, social class, and relations of power, belongs to con-

cepts that impose themselves when we reflect critically about what 

makes us succeed or fail in our efforts to produce knowledge about 

Others. (Fabian 2000, 280)

We may add that this knowledge is also about Ourselves interacting 
with Other subjects in their world (Fabian 2000, 279). This is why 
experiential ethnographers strive to write accounts of personal expe-
riences in the field without falling victim to the accusation of being 
narcissistic, and thus invite the native’s reprimand: “That’s enough 
talking about you, let’s talk about me!” (This joke, attributed to Mar-
shall Sahlins, is reported by George Marcus [1994, 569] and repro-
duced by John Van Maanen 1995, 29.)

In many collections of similar papers, experiential ethnographers 
do not write about themselves out of self-indulgence. Rather, they 
acknowledge the significance of transformative moments in the field, 
ones that changed them in a manner that definitely modified how they 
viewed, reacted to, or understood events lived with others in the field 
(Kisliuk 1997, 39). To include such moments in one’s ethnographic 
account is to present not only knowledge obtained but also the pro-
cesses through which such knowledge was gained and the circum-
stances in which such processes became operative.

The papers included in this book tend to differ significantly from 
the ones published in Being Changed by Cross-Cultural Encounters
(Young and Goulet 1994). Essays in this book pay much closer at-
tention to the impact on the researcher and on one’s research proj-
ect of the social, economic, and political contexts of the lives of the 
people with whom the ethnographer lives and works. This book fo-
cuses on the “ecstatic” side of fieldwork more than does The World 
Observed: Reflections on the Fieldwork Process (Jackson and Ives, 
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1996a) and other similar collections of fine essays, such as Construct-
ing the Field: Ethnographic Fieldwork in the Contemporary World
(Amit 2000). In common with contributors to such books, we chal-
lenge the notion of a “field” that exists prior to and independently of 
the ethnographer actively interacting with others in their home envi-
ronment. Moreover, in a very practical way, we demonstrate how to 
creatively engage the intellectual, ethical, and practical dimensions 
of the challenge described in Figured Worlds: Ontological Obstacles 
in Intercultural Relations, namely to elucidate the “ontological con-
ceptions upon which culture is ultimately based, and in the friction 
between which, in a pluralistic world, conflict is generated” (Clam-
mer, Poirier, and Schwimmer 2004, 1). In continuity with Fieldwork
Revisited: Changing Contexts of Ethnographic Practice in the Era of 
Globalization (Robbins and Bamford 1997), of Auto-Ethnographies: 
The Anthropology of Academic Practices (Meneley and Young 2005), 
and of Critical Ethnography: Method, Ethics, and Performance (Mad-
ison 2005), we extend the range of contexts in which to consider is-
sues of professional accountability and ethical decision making in co-
activity with others in their worlds.

In our field experience, transformative events lived with others in 
their world cannot be wished away. Our hosts know this and we do 
too. They expect us to take seriously what we have lived with them 
and have learned from them. In other words, the expectation is that 
we rise to the challenge of effective and respectful cross-cultural com-
munication. We are called to transcend our own ethnocentrism and 
to explore forms of knowledge production and knowledge dissemina-
tion that serve the best interests of our hosts and our profession. This 
is why the following chapters are all about ethnographically based 
experiential knowledge and depict others and oneself in interaction. 
These papers demonstrate the value of shifting “from participation 
observation to observation of participation” (B. Tedlock 1991) and 
of recognizing that “critically understood, autobiography is a condi-
tion of ethnographic objectivity” (Fabian 2001, 13).

The significance of this recognition is best understood if we com-
pare and contrast the positions taken by Geertz and V. Turner in re-
spect to anthropological approaches to the study of religion and/or 
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rituals and also to the study of other aspects of people’s lives in their 
home environment. They take a very different stance as to what is 
the appropriate distance or standpoint from which to gain significant 
knowledge about the realities we intend to investigate. In Islam Ob-
served, Geertz contended that in the study of religion, we anthropol-
ogists wait for the propitious moment to interview individuals “in a 
setting about as far removed from the properly religious as it is possi-
ble to get. We talk to them in their homes, or the morning after some 
ceremony, or at best while they are passively watching a ritual” (1971,
108). Geertz reasserts this point in a recent essay when he writes that 
“one doesn’t, after all, so much ‘examine’ religion, ‘investigate’ it, 
as ‘circumambulate’ it. Skulking about at the edge of the grove, one 
watches as it happens” (Geertz 2005, 13–14).

The association of moving among others in a stealthy manner to 
avoid detection with scientific objectivity or interpretive clarity calls 
for forms of control of self and of other. I look, always, from the out-
side. At best, I interview the Other as he walks home away from the 
ritual in which he participated. Doing so, I preclude any possibility 
of sharing with him the experiences that would have been mine had I 
engaged with him in singing or dancing, making offerings, or calling 
on the assistance of spirits. Conversely, he knows that he is speaking 
to an outsider, someone who cannot speak from experience. What 
will he tell me? What will I be able to understand from his account 
of his experiences?

Circumambulating religion, or for that matter any social phenom-
enon, removing oneself from ritual settings as much as possible, is to 
preclude the possibility of discovering what one would sense and know 
from within that setting. This possibility is precisely what experien-
tial anthropologists seek to gain. Contributors to this book gain this 
experience not as an end in itself, but as a means to learn firsthand 
what people talk about when they describe their lived experience. This 
is particularly called for when, among people, “the attitude of ‘do it 
and see if it works’ is widespread” (Kawano 2005, 1). Learning how 
it works in the “real world” of our hosts is definitely transformative 
as illustrated again and again in the following chapters.
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Geertz maintains that since “we cannot live other people’s lives, and 
it is a piece of bad faith to try,” it follows that as ethnographers in-
terested in the meaningful lives of others “we can but listen to what, 
in words, in images, in actions, they [others] say about their lives” 
(1986, 373). Notwithstanding his stated interest “in the meaning-
ful lives of others,” to which most anthropologists would subscribe, 
Geertz exemplifies a commonly shared methodological assumption: 
that it is possible “to understand [a] native religion and yet remain 
outside of it” (D. Tedlock 1995, 269). In a similar vein, Fabian argues 
that if early explorers, and after them ethnographers who espoused 
a positive view of their activity, “seldom ever sang, danced or played 
along” with their companions and hosts, it is because “their ideas of 
science and their rules of hygiene made them reject singing, dancing, 
and playing as source of ethnographic knowledge” (Fabian 2000,
127). This rejection leads to impoverished understanding of human 
lives and social institutions. Perhaps the widespread reticence among 
anthropologists to sing, dance, play, and pray with their hosts stems 
from the recognition that “performing rituals might eventually lead 
to personal commitment to religious ideas and doctrines” (Kawano
2005, 1–2).

To subscribe to the sort of anthropological investigation advocated 
by Geertz is to ignore native views on epistemology and to privilege 
limited Eurocentric canons of investigations (Goulet 1998, 253). This 
is fundamentally why Victor Turner differed so profoundly from Geertz 
on these matters. He does not claim that we can live other people’s 
lives, nor do we. He knows however, as we do, that we can do more 
than interview people outside or after their involvement in a given ac-
tivity, ritual or other. As demonstrated in our papers, we know first-
hand the merits and benefits of learning rituals “on their pulses,” “in 
coactivity with their enactors,” making ourselves “vulnerable to the 
total impact not just of the other culture but of the intricate human 
existences” of others with whom we come to share time and interac-
tion (V. Turner 1985, 205). Implicit in this approach is the notion of 
the body as becoming mindful through interaction with others, the 
idea of the body that literally embodies thoughts and ideas (Lock and 
Scheper-Hughes 1987).
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It is in the context of “joining in,” of being in the midst of social ac-
tivities enacted “in co-activity” with our hosts, that we suspend our 
social conditioning. Doing so, we distance ourselves from an inter-
pretivist “conception of ethnography as observation” (Fabian 1979b, 
26, emphasis in original). We also move beyond the “notion of eth-
nography as listening and speaking (rather than observing)” (Fabian 
1979b, 27, emphasis in original).4 To “move” with others, in associa-
tion with them, in the context of their activities is to engage in radical 
participation in their world. Under such conditions, as demonstrated 
again and again by contributors to this book, ethnographers do have 
“sensory and mental knowledge of what is really happening around 
and to them” (V. Turner 1985, 205, in Goulet 1994a, 26).

In Religion and Modernity: Some Revisionary Views, Geertz ap-
pears to open the door to the kind of radical participation discussed 
here as a mode of gaining entry into the world of our hosts whose re-
ligious views we wish to appreciate and understand.5 In this recent 
paper, Geertz notes that social scientists turned their attention away 
from religion over the past decades because they assumed—wrongly 
they now recognize—that religion was a waning social force. Since re-
ligion is here to stay, a permanent feature of the world stage, Geertz 
maintains that we must revise some of our assumptions and set guid-
ing principles to direct us in its study. Chief among these principles 
is that of proceeding from the “Native point of view.”6 To do so, he 
argues, “we need a combination of phenomenological analyses, that 
enable us to connect with the human subjectivities at play, with what 
believers really think and feel” (Geertz 2006b, 6).7 Each and every 
chapter in this book does this, demonstrating time after time that it is 
possible to connect with our hosts in their world. How do contribu-
tors do so? By adopting indigenous epistemological and ethical per-
spectives. By parting with some deeply ingrained academic habits of 
thought to engage in radical embodied participation in a wide range 
of social settings, in co-activity with their hosts. The outcome of this 
approach is seen in the fine phenomenological descriptions of their 
experiences of transformation in the field. In the end, we recognize 
with Geertz (1971, vi) that “an anthropologist’s work tends, no mat-
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ter what its ostensible subject, to be but an expression of his research 
experience, or, more accurately, of what his research experience has 
done to him.”

In this book, as in publications mentioned earlier, readers are often 
startled by accounts of this sort of knowledge gained through radical 
participation in the world of others. In this experiential perspective, 
reliable ethnographic knowledge is generated through radical partic-
ipation and vulnerability, not distance and detachment. How else are 
we to grasp a “people’s point of view, their relation to life, to realize 
their vision of their world (Malinowski 1953, 25; emphasis in origi-
nal). In brief, ethnographers “use ‘participation’ much more radically 
as a method than most interpretivists have imagined” (Barth 1992,
66). The recourse to radical participation as a method enables us, “if 
only for a moment, to reach the highest goal of our work, fashioning 
representations of other cultures that do not erase their immediacy 
and presence” (Fabian 2000, 120).

Together, all the essays in this book argue that “the triumph of logic 
and rationality, the clever architecture of theoretical artifices, and the 
cunning methods devised for novice researchers do not make science” 
(Fabian 2000, xii). What, then, do these procedures do? According to 
Fabian, “What they do promote is ascetic withdrawal from the world 
as we experience it with our senses. In the end, science conceived, 
taught, and institutionalized in such a manner is sense-less” (2000,
xii). Against such a conception, we can choose to come back to our 
senses. We write, then, in a manner that captures meaningfully the 
immediacy of the experiences that challenged us to think beyond our 
taken-for-granted notions of the real and of true knowledge.

Radical participation as a process becomes intrinsic to our search 
for knowledge and understanding of the human experience. Through 
radical participation or experience of the ecstatic side of fieldwork, 
we discover new forms of engagement with others in the everyday 
world. We are then confronted with the realization that we often 
can’t find the line to know if we have passed it, that we have tran-
scended the academically defined boundaries of the knowable and are 
therefore in relatively new territory. We are then confronted with an 
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alternative: either repress the experience, or express it in an intelligi-
ble form for colleagues and the public at large to grasp. 

At the heart of this transformation in the field lies hospitality: that 
of our hosts (human or otherwise), who introduce us to their social 
world in all its complexities; that of ourselves, who learn from per-
sonal experiences important dimensions of the human potential for 
meaningful interaction with others; that, finally, of the discipline that 
seeks to understand as best as possible how human beings shape their 
experiences of themselves, individually and collectively, in the context 
of shifting circumstances and convictions.

The sixteen contributors to this book convey to readers a sense 
of the deep humanity of those who have been mentors. This was so 
among Aboriginal peoples in Australia for Deborah Rose; in Mexico 
for Edward Abse, Duncan Earle, and Jeanne Simonelli; in the United 
States for Janferie Stone and Bruce Miller; in Canada for Peter Gard-
ner, Barbara Wilkes, Edmund Searles, Guy Lanoue, Bruce Miller, and 
Jean-Guy Goulet; and in Siberia for Petra Rethmann. Other contrib-
utors write from contemporary urban settings in which they were 
transformed through their interaction with individuals and groups 
who in their environment are considered marginal. For Deirdre Mein-
tel, these were Spiritualists in Montreal; for Anahì Viladrich, Argen-
tinean immigrant tango dancers in New York City; for Denise Nut-
tall, tabla drummers in New Delhi and San Francisco; and for Millie 
Creighton, members of various minority groups in Japan. If there is 
one notion that stands out from these essays, it is that “just as mind 
and body are not separate entities, so person and place are character-
ized by their interactive connectedness” (Kawano 2005, 129).8 (See 
map of peoples and places mentioned in each chapter.) This book thus 
demonstrates that consent to be touched by lived experiences and let-
ting go of predetermined agendas lead to significant contributions to 
an anthropology of cross-cultural encounters.

Notes

1. In Calgary in May 2000, at the annual meeting of the Canadian Anthropological So-
ciety, we (Jean-Guy Goulet and Bruce Miller) drew on Fabian’s work to organize a sym-
posium entitled Ethnographic Objectivity Revisited: From Rigor to Vigor. Four of the pa-
pers presented at this symposium were revised and expanded to become part of this book 
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(Creighton, Goulet, Miller, and Wilkes). Twelve other like-minded colleagues have gra-
ciously agreed to contribute their own original work to this book.

2. In this respect, beyond Fabian’s reminder that “autobiography is a condition of eth-
nographic objectivity” (2001, 12), the titles and contents of recent publications is reveal-
ing. See the works listed in the bibliography by Amit (2000), Behar (1996), Coffey (1999),
De Vita (2000), Dewalt and Dewalt (2002), Jackson and Ives (1996a), Okely and Callaway 
(1992), Reed-Danahay (1997), Smith and Kornblum (1996), and Wernitznig (2003). This 
constant stream of papers that transcend the “false dichotomy” between the personal and 
the professional self (Bruner 1993) demonstrate that contemporary anthropologists are more 
likely than their predecessors to report their dreams in their work, as noted by B. Tedlock 
(1991) and Goulet and Young (1994). Nonetheless, E. Turner and colleagues’ observation 
(1992) that ethnographers are generally embarrassed to use their own dreams and visions 
in their work is apparently as accurate today as it was thirteen years ago.

3. In this introduction, as in chapter 8, the expression lifeworld is used as defined by 
Schutz and Luckmann (1973, 3) as “that province of reality [as opposed, for instance to 
the province of reality of art, science, or religion] which the wide-awake and normal adult 
simply takes for granted in the attitude of common sense [as opposed, for instance, to the 
attitude of the artist, of the scientist, or of the mystic].” See Rogers (1983, 47–66) for a 
comprehensive examination of this concept central to phenomenology.

4. This is the view espoused by Fabian in 1979, in the context of a series of papers or-
ganized around “the ideal of anthropology as interpretive discourse” (Fabian 1979b, 27).
The choice of this key concept to organize a collection of essays is built upon Foucault’s 
view of discourse as a type of event about which one may ask “how is it that one particu-
lar statement appeared rather than another?” (Fabian 1979b, 28). This theoretical view, 
which avoided equating culture and linguistic expression (or speech acts), also carried 
“connotations of activity in space and time, of unfolding in a process of internal differen-
tiation, and of openness to response and argument from audience” (Fabian 1979b, 29). 
Discourse is not even listed in the index of Anthropology with an Attitude (2001). Fabi-
an’s recent collection of critical essays continues nonetheless to deal with praxis, openness, 
and transformation. The index includes many entries that are central to the sixteen essays 
presented in this book: authenticity, autobiography and ethnography, body, embodiment, 
confrontation and communication, ecstasis/ecstatic, ethnography and authority, intersub-
jectivity, memory work, narration and narrativity, recognition and alterity, understanding 
and misunderstanding.

5. This paper was presented at the international and pluridisciplinary colloquium So-
cial Sciences in Mutation, held in Paris in May 2006 and organized by the Center for Soci-
ological Analysis and Intervention (cadis). See www.ehess.fr/cadis/english/index.html for 
the program of the conference.

6. My translation from the French version of this paper, Geertz 2006b, 5. “L’étude de 
la religion . . . devrait s’opérer a partir, comme on dit, du ‘point de vue de l’indigène’” 
(Geertz 2006, 6).

7. My translation from the French version of Geertz 2006b, 6. “Et pour cela nous avons 
besoin . . . d’une combinaison d’analyses phénoménologiques, à même de nous mettre en 
contact avec les subjectivités humaines en jeu, avec ce que les croyants pensent et ressen-
tent vraiment.”

8. For examples of this kind of ethnotheory, see De Boeck 1998, Feld and Basso 1996,
Lovell 1998, and Kawano 2005.
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We begin with three descriptive accounts of unanticipated participa-
tion in events that directly confronted ethnographers with dimensions 
of life that drew them beyond the parameters of their immediate re-
search agenda and taken-for-granted epistemological assumptions. In 
the process, we discover how anthropologists transcended their initial 
predilection for this or that theoretical perspective and came to work 
and to learn beyond the vantage point from which they thought they 
would carry out all their research. They learn that the substance of 
their fieldwork brings them to participate in events that are beyond 
their “capacity to understand and to control” (Toelken 1996, 1).

In the opening chapter, “On Puzzling Wavelengths,” Peter Gardner 
shows how even seasoned anthropologists run headlong into experi-
ences they deem paradoxical, extraordinary, shocking, or baffling. He 
found himself confronted with a series of these in the course of study-
ing “Northern Dene” during the 1970s in the Canadian Northwest 
Territories. He shares four of these experiences, leading the reader 
closer and closer to the paradoxical and puzzling: recourse to the 
state of drunkenness to solve problems of communication; cases of 
extraordinary communication with dogs to perform unprecedented 
and totally untended tasks in medical emergencies; manipulation of 
what the Dene call “power” to alter the course of events; and his get-
ting into trouble after he, himself, stumbled upon a wholly new way 
of seeing—thereby perceiving things that he knew had to be impos-
sible for him to see.

Petra Rethmann’s chapter, which follows Gardner’s, is entitled “On 

Part One

Beyond Our Known Worlds
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Presence.” She explores what constitute two supposedly contrasting 
sides of fieldwork: intimacy and alienation. While intimacy suggests a 
sense of profound togetherness and state of oneness, alienation points 
to a darker side of fieldwork, suggesting isolation, disconnection, and 
separation. These two states, far from being mutually exclusive, are al-
most always at the heart of what we do in the field. Rethmann works 
through senses of intimacy and alienation by closely examining states 
of “being out of one’s mind” and “being in one’s mind” during an in-
tense fieldwork period from 1992 to 1994 in the northern Kamchatka 
Peninsula in the Russian Far East. Learning how to drum became an 
intrinsic part of learning how to be with herself in the world, in the 
same way those around her had learned to be at home with themselves, 
often in eloquent silence, in their environment. Throughout the anal-
ysis of these states, she brings into dialogue a phenomenological ap-
proach with political ethnographic material.

In her own chapter, Barbara Wilkes asks basic questions: reveal or 
conceal? What is the place of ecstasis in one’s ethnography? In an-
swer to these questions, she argues that the adoption of a somewhat 
dispassionate or scientific stance in research does not mean that we 
must be passion-less in the field. Rather, as suggested by Fabian, pas-
sion—understood as both drive and suffering—can be seen as a con-
dition of knowledge. In this perspective, ethnographic objectivity is 
the outcome of passionate personal experience that mediates between 
the I and the Other in the production of ethnographic knowledge. Tell-
ing the story of how she came to participate in and appreciate Kainai 
ways of learning about one’s place in a web of significant relation-
ships, Wilkes offers a new kind of scholarship, one that fully accepts 
the challenges of decolonizing methodology and writing. This new 
scholarship that has yet to emerge fully in its own right is “based on 
Aboriginal cognitive and spiritual maps”; it “adheres to Aboriginal 
protocols at all stages of its enactment,” and it uses “Aboriginal meth-
odologies, as appropriate to local traditions and the subject matter 
being addressed” (McNaughton and Rock 2004, 52).

Beyond Our Known Worlds



Even seasoned anthropologists run headlong into things they find par-
adoxical, extraordinary, shocking, or baffling when they are engaged 
in fieldwork.1 I had several experiences like this in the course of a study 
during the 1970s, and they all had to do with communication. They 
entailed surprising interaction between humans; almost unbelievable 
understandings between dogs and their masters; people dealing with 
forces they called power, with extraordinary consequences; and, fi-
nally, my perception of things that I knew were impossible for me to 
see. All these experiences beg to be shared. I was living and working 
at the time in a Northern Dene settlement, in a richly forested part of 
Canada’s Northwest Territories, about an hour’s flight from the near-
est road. But, before I broach what it was the Dene had in store for me, 
you surely need a bit of background on what the community was like, 
what sort of a person is reporting all this, and what it was that took a 
colleague and me into the Subarctic to undertake the research.2

Background

The Dene Settlement

Like many communities in the north, the settlement we worked in 
had grown up around an early nineteenth-century trading post on the 
bank of a large river; the Catholic Church had also been there almost 
from the start. Because our project proved to be quite intense for ev-
eryone, and because the people were wonderful about it, I think they 
have earned a bit of privacy; it seems appropriate to leave the place 

1. On Puzzling Wavelengths

peter m. gardner
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nameless to help ensure this. The number of people actually in resi-
dence peaked seasonally at slightly more than a hundred Dene adults. 
There were just over a dozen Euro-Canadians as well, including a gov-
ernment-appointed settlement manager, two rcmp officers, a nurse, 
forestry staff, two teachers, a store manager, a Catholic priest, a Prot-
estant minister, and a few of their family members. Depending on the 
time of year, a trickle of travelers came and went by boat, by sled, on 
foot with pack dogs, or by bush plane.

It was a serene place, so far from the bustle of twentieth-century 
Canada that, unless the radio was on or the mail had just arrived, we 
gave the outside world scant thought. After all, the Northwest Terri-
tories in those days had thirty-one square miles per person. This hide-
away of ours was green with spruce, pine, tamarack, birch, aspen, 
and balsam poplar as far as we could see. Our settlement lay just be-
low the confluence of two large rivers.

The smaller of the two flowed in lazily, between high bluffs, from 
swampy lands to the east; the other was a wide, swift, cold, and tur-
bulent river that rose at the Continental Divide and drained a sizable 
area in the northeastern Rockies. Low mountains were visible across 
the big river, to the west. Behind us, forested lowlands dotted with 
uncountable fishing lakes and scattered patches of muskeg stretched 
on and on for hundreds of miles.

The community looked surprisingly dispersed to me. It was a mile-
and-a-half long, made up of several loose clusters of log cabins and 
canvas tents broken up and spaced by groves of trees.

A couple of the most distant cabins were located in forest on the far 
side of the river. I was unprepared to see tents in use right through the 
winter, both in town and out on traplines. Eventually, I was to learn 
myself what it felt like to sleep in tents and cabins at –30 to –35 de-
grees Fahrenheit while accompanying several men on their traplines in 
midwinter. And, to my astonishment, the shelters were left unheated 
except at mealtimes. Tough people!

The community had a small nucleus of public buildings that in-
cluded a Hudson Bay store, a school, police and nursing stations, for-
estry buildings, a log-built community hall, the settlement manager’s 
office, and several government houses. Inland from the river, beyond 
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a dense stand of young trees, there was a grassy firebreak that served 
in both dry summer weather and in snow as our landing strip.

Most families spent two to nine months of the year away in the 
bush, meaning that the segment of the population actually present 
in the settlement was usually well below its theoretical peak. Whole 
families went to fishing lakes for the summer; many more spent the 
winter months in trapline cabins and tents. Their comings and go-
ings were timed in accordance with weather conditions: snow, ice, or 
dry ground being needed for easy movement on land and open wa-
ter for travel by river.

Dene appreciated the rewards of living in both settings. The town 
had its social and technological richness, and the bush offered per-
sonal freedom. People gave clear signs of anticipating eagerly each 
move from town to bush and bush to town. Anyone having a va-
cation retreat should be able to understand this; it feels good to get 
away from congestion and equally rewarding to return to the usual 
amenities and bustle. I accompanied the young chief to his trapline 
on his first trip of the winter, setting out on the very day that ice on 
our smaller river was deemed safe to cross. A scant five miles from 
the settlement, he stopped, built a fire to heat a frying pan of snow 
for making tea, grinned at me, and summed up his feelings in two 
words: “No boss!”

Despite their involvement in the world fur market, the people had 
certainly not given up hunting and fishing for their sustenance. Fresh 
or dried moose meat could be found in 90 percent of the households 
on any given day, every month of the year, with caribou, bear, and 
beaver to supplement it, or perhaps rabbit meat in a pinch. Fishing 
for whitefish, lake trout, northern pike, burbot, and sucker was also 
an activity that went on all year, except in late winter, both for hu-
man consumption and as food for sled dogs. There were also game 
birds, plus berries in season. And people from the elderly down to 
the most modern youngsters still went through meticulous ritual dis-
posal of moose heads, fish innards, and so on, when butchering, do-
ing so out of respect for the creatures that they had been obliged to 
kill in order to sustain themselves. A youth might playfully have stood 
up in a moving boat and put a .22 long bullet through a moose knee 
to bring it down, but the killing itself remained a serious activity. 
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Before they had guns, steel traps, and snare wire, Dene used a vari-
ety of dead falls and nooses to procure game, enormous ones being 
needed for moose. Knowledge of how to construct this traditional 
equipment persisted, even among young adults who eagerly built and 
demonstrated it for me.

The Writer

I have been a rambler most of my life, growing up in various parts 
of England, western Canada, an isolated Maori community in New 
Zealand, and the United States of America. And, by the 1970s, my re-
search in anthropology had already taken me to the jungles and cit-
ies of India and to Japan as well. Personal and professional experi-
ence had taught me that the options for human living are many and 
diverse. This surely contributes to the relaxed, open stance I take in 
life. And it seems to have fed my appetite for enquiry and for yet more 
encounters with new peoples and places.

But, there is an equally strong and altogether different side of me. 
From early boyhood, I was certain my life was going to be that of a 
scientist. The rigor of science had a profound appeal to me. I was a 
physics major at the outset, then veered off after two years into scien-
tific study of a yet more intriguing subject—people. Given what you 
are about to read, it is important to know from the outset that I not 
only have a deep trust of my senses in professional matters but am a 
committed empiricist in private matters, too. Bear this in mind.

Our Study

What had taken a colleague (Jane Christian), me, and our two fami-
lies to the Subarctic was a problem having to do with thought, indi-
vidualized thought. Toward the end of an earlier project, among hunt-
ers and gatherers in south India’s dry, forested hills, I saw strong hints 
throughout my notebooks that those individuals I knew best differed 
even from other family members in the way they categorized and la-
beled essential items, such as food species and the woods from which 
they made their basic tools for subsistence. But, was that really so, or 
had I been sloppy in my research? If I was right about the interper-
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sonal diversity, how marked were their differences? Were they greater 
in some subject areas than in others and, if so, what might account for 
that? Unfortunately, I began thinking about all this toward the end of 
the study. By then, I did not think I had either the professional tools 
or the time to test all my hunches before I left the field; only further 
formal study could reveal the nature, extent, and causes of such vari-
ation. But, I must confess that I had a growing curiosity as to whether 
there were differences across the world’s societies in the extent to which 
people exhibited individualized concepts and beliefs. Perhaps it could 
even be quite marked (see, especially, Gardner 1966, 2000).

Émile Durkheim told us almost a century ago, in Les Formes Élé-
mentaires de la Vie Religieuse (1912), that the sharing of concepts 
was necessary in a human society, and most of my fellows in anthro-
pology had no apparent disagreement with him. They spoke comfort-
ably about Navajo beliefs, or about Ainu concepts, as if these were 
standardized from one human head to another within each society. 
The general public did this too. Yet, only four years after Durkheim’s 
theoretical pronouncement, the young Bronislaw Malinowski, a fact-
oriented fieldworker, painted a wholly different portrait of people in 
his paper Baloma: The Spirits of the Dead in the Trobriand Islands
(1916). He reported that personal opinion varied from person to per-
son within communities in the New Guinea area, and it was only pub-
lic belief, as expressed in formalized myth and ritual, that was stan-
dardized. Some early-twentieth-century pioneer scholars in sociology 
and folklore talked in the same vein.

It you stop to think about it, the nervous systems in which we take 
care of all our perceiving and thinking are inherently private. We also 
have entirely different histories and experiences from one another even 
within a small community. A lot of our knowledge simply has to be 
idiosyncratic. Let me turn the picture around: how could one ever ex-
plain any of us having knowledge, concepts, or beliefs that are iden-
tical or closely similar to those of our neighbors?

As a result of discussion I had with the late June Helm, we had cho-
sen Northern Dene as a people with whom we could take up these 
questions. My interest in the north began when June heard me describe 
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my data from the Indian jungle at a conference at the National Muse-
ums of Canada in 1965. She told me right away that my huntergath-
erers in India sounded similar in their values and their individualistic 
behavior to a hunting band she had done research with in Canada.

Studying people in the way we planned involved interviewing large 
numbers of bush- and town-oriented men and women of all ages and 
backgrounds. It also meant working with them as much as possible 
in their own tongue, a Dene (or Athapaskan) language that was dis-
tantly related to Navajo and Apache. Our Canadian field site was far 
from the mainstream, so only a third of the adults who lived there 
had developed much facility with English. This may have been pre-
cisely the situation we sought, but actually conducting the interviews 
in their language was a daunting prospect, for Athapaskan languages 
were notoriously difficult to learn. Remember the “Wind Talkers” in 
World War II. More than the first half of our time would have to be 
spent acquiring the ability to undertake what we had set out to do. If 
that was what it was going to take, however, that was what we would 
have to do. And the study did bear fruit (Gardner 1976; Christian 
and Gardner 1977).

Being Drunk to Communicate

The most readily explained of the surprises I faced was the practice 
of pairs of individuals becoming stone drunk together, ritually and 
in certain circumstances, as a means of solving communication prob-
lems in their relationship. It was not at all obvious to me, initially, 
that heavy drinking had a positive contribution to make to commu-
nication; surely, we all realize that alcohol consumed in excess can 
only impair understanding. To appreciate how their practice works 
we need to look, first, at the general values of Dene and at the rela-
tionships among adults in their society.

I described the settlement as having loose clusters of log cabins and 
canvas tents. These tended to belong to sets of families that were not 
only closely related to one another but also associated with given hunt-
ing and trapping areas lying upstream, for instance, or downstream, 
or toward the mountains. The loosest cluster of all, the cabins across 
the river, belonged to two amiable brothers who dwelt more than half 
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a mile from one another. But then half a mile is only a few minutes’ 
walk. People liked to live near relatives and spend time with them, 
but they exhibited an exaggerated need for space.

Within limits, Dene households ought to be independent and self-
sufficient, they believed. Nonetheless, because their main sources of 
food were enormous, it made sense to share any large animal kill with 
close relatives and with whomever else in the community dropped by 
for a share. This was absolutely routine with moose or caribou; I saw 
it done, too, when a trapper brought in the carcasses of ten beavers at 
one time, a substantial amount of meat. It was quite clear to us that a 
couple of men who never hunted were given shares of meat hesitantly 
and reluctantly. We heard them scorned for living such that they and 
their dependents always turned out to be receivers of food.

Pairs or small groups of people worked as teams in brief tasks, such 
as hunting, butchering, hide scraping, and building cabins or sleds, 
but they did so as well in season-long trapping arrangements. These 
long-term partnerships had to be especially stressful for the individ-
ualistic Dene. If trapline partners happened to be grandfather and 
grandson, or uncle and nephew, this might not happen, but it seemed 
inevitable that unrelated partners would experience difficulty in cop-
ing with disagreements and differences of opinion when coordinated 
work was called for.

I learned about this from direct experience. The first person who 
took me out to his trapline for a few days found me puzzling at times. 
For reasons I did not really understand, he would look at me now and 
then with a searching, troubled expression. I sought to participate 
as much as possible and be helpful, but my suggestions and actions 
weren’t always received as I had hoped. Perhaps I was not comport-
ing myself as a learner should. Perhaps I made too many suggestions, 
or made them too eagerly, or it could be that some of my ideas struck 
him as being off the wall. He also behaved as if he thought I was an-
noyed over his losing his rifle shells along the trail as a result of stor-
ing them too casually. In truth, I was. By and large, it was a good trip, 
however, and these were subtle little matters. While they all passed 
without discussion, they remained undealt with.

In my mind, the biggest problem of all came when he asked me to 
stay at his house right after we returned, in order to have several rounds 



0
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
0
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
0
1
2
3
4
5
6

On Puzzling Wavelengths

24

of drink. To his great dismay, I declined. I did so on the grounds of my 
own culture-bound ideas: that our outing was now over, that it hap-
pened to be my customary meal time, and that I owed it to my family 
to let them know I had returned from the bush in one piece. I had no 
idea why my companion appeared injured by my insistence on going 
home right away. Fortunately, he seemed to have strong commitment 
to our association, and I believe he wrote off my walking out on him 
as a simple function of my ignorance and innocence.

What I eventually came to see was that it was usual for partners 
to hold their tongues over differences of opinion while at work, then 
get intoxicated together when they came back to the settlement for a 
break. I stumbled slowly into my appreciation of this technique. Alco-
hol relaxed them enough to overcome the restraint they had grown up 
with, freeing them to express all that had been bothering them while 
working together. Loud arguments and fights were a routine aspect 
of these post-teamwork drinking bouts; injuries sometimes resulted. 
But the sweet part of using intoxication in this way was that, the next 
day, one was permitted to claim amnesia for all that had been said and 
done. After they got disagreements and irritations off their chests, the 
partners could, and did, walk off together once more with a smile. Co-
operating with other members of society, when one has been trained 
from childhood to be a quiet and undemanding person, an indepen-
dent decision maker, and a self-reliant worker, calls for a high level 
of restraint on everyone’s part. Suppressing one’s discontent for days 
at a time has to be stressful. I came to see the practice of workmates 
drinking alcohol together as allowing them important and licensed 
moments of cathartic irresponsibility in a society that otherwise called 
for an almost unbearable level of responsibility.

I watched one courting couple use the same technique. They put 
aside everything else and staggered around in a totally drunken state 
together for two days while they opened up toward each other and 
began to negotiate formation of their relationship. I kept an eye on 
them. They came to blows at one point and, because he was consid-
erably larger and stronger than she was, when she came to our door 
for refuge, we let her sit down for a few minutes in our kitchen. When 
her fiancé arrived at our place, close on her heels, we lied through our 
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teeth and denied having seen her. After a few minutes, she thanked us 
and slipped back out with a smile to get the process of their mutual 
opening restarted. Then he stopped by next day and told us sheep-
ishly, “Yesterday, [pause] you done right.”

My understanding of all this came slowly. What a wonderful drink-
ing bout we had after three of us worked for several days to make a 
new (toboggan-style) sled of birch we had cut ourselves! Although we 
did not accumulate much that needed to be resolved during this proj-
ect, there were a couple of minor peeves, and I did have a sense that 
it would be good for us all to air them. When a grumble or two did 
come at the height of the party, I experienced an epiphany: I at last 
appreciated the fact that we were doing something far more serious 
than taking a celebratory drink.

I learned to play the game. Later in the project, an elderly man 
asked me to come over in the evening to share his home brew. I did, 
but I was welcomed with more than a constantly refilled mug. As we 
slowly fell into intoxication, he began to attack me bitterly for hav-
ing included only one member of his family in my sample, his daugh-
ter-in-law. What a sharp tongue he had! He knew nothing, of course, 
about our rigorous stratified sampling techniques or about the set of 
criteria by which we selected people to work with us. Realizing full 
well this time what was happening, instead of subjecting him to a de-
fensive discourse on scientific method, I let him get all his resentment 
off his chest. The next day, he sidled up to me hesitantly in the Hud-
son Bay store, wearing a tense, sheepish smile. “My wife tells me I 
didn’t talk good to you last night,” he said. “I don’t remember,” I re-
plied, in the requisite, singsong voice. As it dawned on him that I was 
offering a culturally appropriate response, his smile changed charac-
ter. It grew into a relaxed grin. And the two of us walked off as bud-
dies with other matters to talk about.

Communicating with Dogs

Some years ago, a priest’s sled arrived in midwinter at the isolated 
trapline cabin of a family I worked with during my pilot project in 
the north. The priest’s dogs were starved and scrappy, their harnesses 
were tangled, and the priest, himself, was delirious with pneumonia. 
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The trapper faced a difficult situation. The weather was nasty, food 
was short, his wife was in the hospital at that time, and, as he was 
caring alone for several young children, he could not simply ask his 
children to look after themselves while he did the 120-mile round trip 
to transport the priest to Fort Simpson hospital. And there were too 
many in the family to consider all going in a single sled. So he covered 
the ill man up with the blankets he could spare, hitched his own dogs 
to the priest’s sled, and knelt down to talk with his lead dog. He told 
it to take a wooded route around the shoulder of the low mountain 
they lived on, then follow the Mackenzie River to Fort Simpson and 
its hospital. We are not talking about following a clear, simple, much-
used path. There are branching trails, the route around the mountain 
was a brushy one, and the river ice was perilously rough. There were 
innumerable places for untended sled dogs to get into difficulties. 
How the lead dog kept to the right trail, how it managed to head off 
dog fights, how the team avoided getting their traces tangled in the 
underbrush, and how they kept to their task for sixty miles without 
further human assistance will never be known. But Fort Simpson in-
habitants can give us the end of the tale: a sled with no driver, carry-
ing a bundled up and now unconscious priest, ascended the steep riv-
erbank and came to an orderly stop on the main street of the town. I 
learned about this feat years after the fact from two of the daughters 
who witnessed the start of the trip and from residents of Fort Simp-
son who were able to tell me about the priest’s arrival and survival. 
The real story for me, though, has to do with communication between 
a man and his lead dog.

I have a companion tale about a much-admired man I interviewed 
and know personally. One winter night, he rolled into a fire in his open-
air trapline camp. His face and one arm were terribly burned. Despite 
excruciating pain, he readied his sled, harnessed all his dogs to it, and 
instructed his lead dog to take him twenty miles up river to the com-
munity’s nursing station. Then he simply collapsed into the sled. As 
in the previous account, underbrush and rough ice made it a treach-
erous and difficult route for dogs that had to make their way on their 
own. And, again, we have the story that everyone in the community 
knows, of the man’s dogs arriving untended and coming to a halt di-
rectly in front of the nursing station with their unconscious load.
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Both the lead dogs were asked by their masters to do a novel task—
to travel to a distant but known place, without any further guidance—
and both are attested to have accomplished precisely what they were 
instructed to do. If I did not know the people and the places involved, 
and if the two stories were not so similar in their details, I would have 
to admit to quite a measure of skepticism.

Coping with Power

Dene dealt with what they called “power,” and did so with what I 
viewed as unexpected consequences, including consequences for me. 
Power was a preoccupation. Although I did not intend to study the 
subject, I kept encountering evidence that the Dene thought of power 
as abounding in nature. Some attempted to share what power they 
had themselves obtained; others attempted to manipulate it. I noted 
four aspects to it. First, there were creatures in the forest that seemed 
to be ordinary birds and mammals but were, in actuality, spirit beings 
able to protect particular individuals. Second, there were truly fright-
ening creatures such as frogs and huge underground beings that, al-
though alive, were incapable of consciousness. Third, people sought 
spiritual knowledge through dreams or altered states of conscious-
ness. What they learned thus might be shared with the community. 
Finally, there were people who manipulated power ritually for per-
sonal benefit. These several aspects of power are more closely linked 
than they may sound, as you will see.

Protecting Beings

One day, while a sixty-six-year-old Dene man and I were leafing through 
a bird book, he launched into a tale about a strange happening in a 
quiet bush camp, years before. A lone American coot had waddled into 
the camp, right up to his tent and cooking fire. Everyone knows that 
coots are shy waterfowl, yet his little intruder showed not one trace 
of fear. His explanation for its boldness was that the bird he ever af-
ter called “my visitor” was in fact a personal protecting spirit.

A young man also talked about birds. He was a huge, heavy fel-
low, built like a defensive lineman for a professional football team. 
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Some years ago, in midwinter, he had been running across the ice on 
a fishing lake some twelve miles from town. His leg suddenly dropped 
into a crevice in the ice that he had not seen on account of the glare. 
Because of the massive bulk of his upper body, he fell forward with 
enough force to snap both bones in his lower leg. Going back to his iso-
lated cabin made no sense. Abandoning whatever he had been doing, 
he started crawling toward town on his hands and knees, on into the 
night, dragging his limp leg behind him. The pain and cold were aw-
ful. There were times when he simply had to halt for a rest and times 
when he probably collapsed unconscious. Although this was hardly 
the time of year to be seeing them, he soon realized that geese were 
flying along with him, giving him protection. As he tells the tale, the 
details of his hours and hours of painful crawling are trivial; what he 
really wants to tell is the tale of his geese. He takes for granted that 
their protection saved his life.

One old man I knew well, who was ridiculed behind his back for 
making birch bark containers (he does “women’s work,” they said of 
him), once intimated that he never went out to hunt because he had no 
protecting spirit. He was savvy about power, though. Indeed, he asked 
if he could give lessons to my eleven-year-old son whom he thought 
had a promising, pattern-finding mind. But he was candid with me 
about his personal dread of going too deeply into the forest.

Creatures beneath the Earth

People regarded it as empirically attested that creatures resembling di-
nosaurs lived beneath the earth. For one thing, a man from our com-
munity had worked at the wellhead, on a gas-drilling crew, at the time 
the well was due to blow in. He told his fellows afterward about the 
strange moaning he had heard in the pipe when the well finally struck 
gas. He didn’t mean “moaning” in a figurative sense; for him the wail 
came from something disturbed by the drilling. These great subter-
ranean creatures were even nearby. Who didn’t realize that beavers 
could not possibly survive in such a cold place? The mere presence of 
beavers in the ponds around us testified that something dwelt below 
each pond, warming the water sufficiently for beavers to live there. 
In midwinter, one occasionally sees yellow water overflowing the ice 
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in forest streams. People became excited when they saw my aerial 
photo of one such overflow quite near us. The yellow liquid was, of 
course, monster urine.

There was understandable fear of small relatives of the huge beasts 
as well; even bold teenagers would not touch or approach frogs, which 
their classificatory verb stems told me they regarded as living but un-
conscious beings. They would look at one, shiver, and retreat. For our 
neighbors, then, there was ample evidence of the creatures of a lower 
realm, and it was all around us.

Dreams

Dreams are a means for getting knowledge, and this, in turn, can be 
a source of power. It is understandable, then, that dreams are valued 
and sought. Although dreams often come to us at night, we may also 
be visited by them when unconscious, a valued state. Unconsciousness 
was achieved in a variety of ways in the past. Since the 19th century 
there has been the easy path of alcohol intoxication. I once watched 
a playful twelve-year-old with a Pepsi bottle in his hand staggering 
realistically down our street and telling a buddy in a slurred voice, 
“Maybe I pass out tonight.” A game? Certainly so. But it reflected the 
goals of the adults around him. People who drank to achieve uncon-
sciousness were labeled “alcoholics” by two welfare staff with whom 
I discussed this, a diagnosis that makes no sense medically if intox-
ication occurs only a few times a year. One has to bear in mind the 
value of trance states for many Native North Americans. I acknowl-
edge that inebriation can be a source of problems, but we are talking 
here about religion, not problematic recreation.

The settlement had two wells. Authorities wondered why Dene used 
well water for washing clothes but went down to the river’s edge for 
drinking water, regardless of whether it ran clear or thick with silt. But 
we noticed our neighbors going to the wells when they fetched water 
for making home brew. The explanation was simple. The subterranean 
world, including its water, is dangerous because of the power found 
down there. Remember the monsters. Yet, how attractive that power 
becomes when one is pursuing the world of important dreams.

Except for the New Year’s Eve dance—a drunken, but Western-
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style function that was held in the community hall—dances generally 
took place on grassy banks on long, golden summer evenings. All that 
was called for were an open space, a fire, a couple of drummers, some 
dancers, and people who have “songs” to share.

The spirit of sharing was what struck me. Earlier I described the 
individualism of the Dene; this is the point at which I can give you a 
glimpse of an activity that brought out the coherence of the community 
as an organic whole. Drummers provided a loud, hypnotic beat as a 
singer led a line of male and female dances in a slow circle. They locked 
arms, swaying in a simple step together as they followed along. What 
I have called “songs” might be better called chants. They are strictly 
in the Dene tongue, and each is the personal property of a singer, for 
it is a text that has been received by that person in a dream. Every-
thing I learned about the songs is consistent with what Robin Riding-
ton has told us so eloquently in his Trail to Heaven (1988) and Little
Bit Know Something (1990), about comparable song among the ad-
jacent Dunne-za peoples. In sharing them, the singer offers to others 
spiritual knowledge that he or she had been given about the trail we 
all must follow after death. It was a precious offering that shortened 
the path. And what a gift for the anthropologist to have two smiling 
grannies step out of an ongoing dance, take him firmly by the elbows, 
and insert him into the dance line between them.

Sorcery and Kindred Phenomena

Medical and other researchers can tell us a great deal about the actual 
effectiveness of certain rituals. There appear to be several physiolog-
ical means by which belief one is under a magical attack can have fa-
tal consequences. Let me give one example. An endocrinologist, Curt 
Ritcher, has examined autopsy reports of people in the city of Balti-
more who died believing they had consumed a lethal dose of some poi-
son—when, in fact, it was proven later they had taken a far smaller 
dose than would have been fatal (1957). These Baltimore cases, med-
ically studied deaths from magic attack in the Australian desert, and 
experiments with comparable reactions in lab rats, show that being 
resigned to the inevitability of death can have a prompt and fatal ef-
fect. It leads to a major production of an adrenal hormone that pre-
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cipitates a rapid, well-understood syndrome called vagus death. It usu-
ally takes a human about seventy-two hours to succumb.

And Barbara Lex has hypothesized yet another physiological ex-
planation for vagus death. She holds that it could be brought on by 
what the medical world calls “tuning” in the automatic nervous sys-
tem. Reciprocal relationships between the sympathetic and parasym-
pathetic systems can fail, such that “stimuli which usually elicit re-
sponse in the non-sensitized system instead evoke a response in the 
sensitized system” (Lex 1974, 820). The body of the victim can pre-
cipitate its own demise in more than one way. We have a variety of 
scientific reasons to take magical death seriously.

Some evenings during the summer, elders could be heard drumming 
and chanting in the woods. People simply said they sought power. 
Although this subject was well outside the scope of what I chose to 
study, I kept tripping over it. A male neighbor of ours believed him-
self to be the target of someone’s sorcery. His wife, however, was de-
scended from a line of ancestors who had been famous for manipulat-
ing power. I have heard her say, in all earnestness, that her grandfather 
controlled the great, feared subterranean creatures. She, apparently, 
was using every means she had to counter the attack on her husband 
and save him. It was an ongoing aspect of their life.

But, look at the following case, which involves injury rather than 
death. Early during our study, a youth accidentally gave a companion 
a broken leg. The victim’s mother came storming out of her house, 
wagging her finger at the one who caused the accident, shouting, 
“My son will not be the only one to break his leg!” In the next sev-
eral months, young men in the community suffered six broken legs. 
These seesawed back and forth between the two families originally 
involved. One was actually self-inflicted: a youth had recently come 
out of hospital where doctors had repaired his badly smashed leg and, 
in the course of demonstrating a karate chop to a friend, he acciden-
tally re-broke his own limb. Another case in the series was yet more 
bizarre. At our New Year’s Eve dance, an intoxicated youth from one 
of the two families sped off on a snowmobile with his brother’s fi-
ancée astride the machine behind him. They hit a tree at high speed. 
Both were thrown clear and the only serious injury was a broken leg 
for the driver.
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Enough is enough, the two families thought. A powerful Cree med-
icine man was flown in at great expense from southern Alberta to try 
to bring the whole business to a halt. He was pale and huge, standing 
a head taller than most people in the community. And everyone looked 
at him anxiously. After all, the Dene term for Cree translates as “en-
emy.” Once the visitor had completed his rites in private, the jubilant 
chief attempted to get a dance going. We had the requisite drums and 
people. The Cree medicine man himself even started to play a drum. 
The chief, however, totally failed to entice anyone to follow him in the 
circle he trod. At least the broken legs came to an abrupt end.

I made mistakes in the field, especially toward the end. Hearing a 
fight, I looked out my window to see a middle-aged woman on the 
doorstep of her cabin, two doors away, arguing with two men. This 
is the neighbor I described earlier who was heavily involved with 
power. While it is my usual practice to avoid all surreptitious photog-
raphy in the field on ethical grounds, I picked up the camera and shot 
the scene. There was a strange noise as I pressed the shutter release. 
For some reason, the camera stopped working. I borrowed a replace-
ment camera and mailed my own to a repair shop in Chicago. In due 
course, the shop wrote back asking what I had done to the camera. 
Its entire shutter mechanism lay in a puddle at the bottom of the in-
strument, every single piece undone. When my film came back from 
processing, I got another shock. The picture of the fight had come 
out, but over the powerful woman’s head there was a black vortex. 
This I report as a skeptical scientist, for whatever it is worth. None 
of it was ever explained.

Seeing with One’s Eyes Closed

Summer is a season for socializing, with dances, stick games, and chil-
dren playing on into the seemingly endless evenings. That is when the 
fewest people are tied up with work. It is also the time of the year when 
the community reaches its peak size and when there are several great 
changes in the usual character of interpersonal relations.

The stick game was a wholly different matter from dance. It didn’t 
unite, it divided; it didn’t bring the two sexes together, it was just for 
men. Yet, there was a comparable spirit of intense excitement and in-
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volvement. The stick games were always played in a big tent near the 
riverbank, to several loudly beating drums. While, technically, the men 
gambled, the short willow sticks they stood to lose took only a couple 
of minutes to make. Two teams of about four men each knelt facing 
each other across a central blanket. Each member of one team hid an 
object in one hand behind his back. It could be a penny or a pebble. 
Then, in unison, they put both clenched hands in front of them, un-
der the edge of the blanket. The captain of the opposing team taunted 
them and, by suddenly using one out of a large set of hand signals to 
indicate the hand in which each opponent held his hidden object, he 
flashed his signal to them. All the opposing team members then opened 
their hands to show whether they had won or lost. The point was not 
accruing profit; it appeared to be a specially licensed way of compet-
ing in a society that otherwise discourages headlong competition.

During some of my last evenings in the field, men were playing 
stick games near the riverbank in the usual way. After watching for 
two or three hours one night, I was permitted to join the chief’s team. 
Later, when the chief announced his need for a bathroom break, I 
asked him whether I could serve in his place as an interim captain. 
This was a serious matter for him. He looked pained, hesitated for 
ages, then awkwardly agreed to it. Knowing only a few of the signals, 
all I could do was make my best effort. I knelt, head down, wonder-
ing how to second-guess all my opponents. I even closed my eyes to 
concentrate. When I closed them, I had a strange sensation. It was as 
if there were a dark blob to the right or left of each opponent who 
faced me. For some reason, I chose my signals as best I could to match 
them. And my clumsy signals had a strange effect. I was actually dev-
astating the other team. Following several rounds of this, someone 
in a back corner of the tent suddenly called out, “You are cheating. 
You closed your eyes, so you can see.” Embarrassed, unable to deny 
the charge, I had to terminate the game. Thirty-one years later, I still 
wonder about this one.

Opening Up

I told you in my introduction that our project bore fruit. Jane and I 
determined that the Dene varied considerably from one another in 
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their terms, concepts, and broad frameworks for thinking about things 
that were familiar and important to them. This was evident from their 
terminology for birds, fish, moose anatomy, trap parts, and so on; it 
was also clear from the ways they oriented their traps and from their 
sense of how, where, and when to fish (Gardner 1976, Christian and 
Gardner 1977).

Variations in their moose anatomy terms were representative. Recall 
that moose was every family’s foremost source of meat, and it was the 
creature whose killing was marked by the most-elaborate rituals of re-
spect. Just as everyone ate moose, every adult butchered it. Parties of 
male hunters did butchering as a group; so did husbands and wives, if 
they felled one while traveling or while working on their trapline.

When I interviewed thirty-two people about moose anatomy with 
a picture of a moose skeleton before us, my subjects proved able to 
name even the minor bones. In one extended family, during a trial run, 
three of the adults systematically divided a moose leg into two named 
parts and showed me the boundary; the other three divided it clearly 
and elegantly into three named parts. They came to know about this 
variation in casual conversation with one another afterward, then 
brought me in on their discussion. Their two approaches could not 
be reconciled. It was not as if they had provided me with general and 
specific versions of the same thing, or with the classification of meat 
versus one of bone. They were surprised—and amused as well—to re-
alize that their bush-oriented family was host to two contrasting ways 
of conceptualizing a valued part of their precious moose. The spine 
of the moose and its main sections were labeled even more variably 
across the community. There were three main terms for the spine as 
a whole, and diverse, divergent approaches to naming its four recog-
nized parts. Everyone characterized the spine and its lumbar segment 
in particular as “connectors,” but there was more than one way to 
express this in their tongue. How divergent were they? Starting with 
the most prevalent term for the spine as a whole and each of its four 
segments, it would seem possible to come up with a “most represen-
tative” set of terms for the spine. Are you surprised to learn that only 
one of my thirty-two consultants, an elderly woman, gave me that 
precise set of terms?
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Because you were probably not ready for them, you may well con-
sider these findings on variation from person to person to be almost as 
baffling or extraordinary as things that I’ve described to be strange to 
me. I suspect you do, because your experience is different from mine. 
By virtue of my background, I have come to anticipate that each new 
culture I study will be uniquely systematized and a new approach to 
reality. If we are lucky in the field, we anthropologists not only get 
glimpses of these differing realities but sometimes also achieve expla-
nations of them that we can accept scientifically. That is one of the 
supreme pleasures of life in the field.

Every once in a while, however, the glimpses we get are the kind that 
only tease or baffle us. The dog tales, the totally disassembled camera 
shutter, and the persistent “visions” I had in the course of captaining 
the stick game, belong to the latter kind of experience. The last two, 
especially, have left me absolutely stumped. While the empirical facts 
of these cases are as clear to me as can be, and while my mind con-
tinues to ask for a rational explanation of them, I am obliged to con-
clude for now that reality is more complex than the scientific side of 
me has been able to accept. But, then, I have never been one to ask that 
my experiences be simple or predictable. If I had asked that, I would 
surely never have ventured out into far corners of our rich planet. And, 
surely, life without puzzles would be life bereft of all flavor.

Notes

1. This chapter draws on and elaborates material from five chapters of Journeys to the 
Edge: In the Footsteps of an Anthropologist, Columbia: University of Missouri Press, 2006.
I thank the curators of the University of Missouri for permission to use material published 
in that book.

2. Research on the Northern Dene was supported by nsf grant gs 43057 and an Urgent 
Ethnology Programme contract from the National Museums of Canada. Preparatory and 
pilot projects were supported by University of Missouri Research Council grants urc nsf
1201 and 1209. Because our project was collaborative, Jane Christian and I fed each other 
information and theories all year. While she contributed to my understanding of the com-
munity, our perspectives were often quite different. She is not in any way responsible for 
the thoughts I am offering here.
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This article of three parts deals with the paradox of being out of one’s 
mind, while simultaneously being in “the present.” Taking its cue from 
the title of this book, it asks about two kinds of being “out of one’s 
mind.” The first kind refers to the kind of anxiety, fear, and despera-
tion that scholars, including students, teachers, and researchers, fre-
quently experience in relation to their work. It is the kind of being out 
of one’s mind that makes one wonder if one’s work is good, robust, or 
vigorous enough. If it is appreciated by one’s peers. If it will be pub-
lished. If it can garner funding. These are questions full of anxiety, 
worry, and fear. When they are experienced as overwhelming, unbear-
able, or strong, they can truly drive one out of one’s mind.

I believe that these are questions that trouble more academics than 
those people usually let on. They are also questions that relate directly 
to the second kind of “out of one’s mind” that I want to explore here. 
This is the kind of out of one’s mind that, paradoxically, leads one 
back to one’s mind, to a state of wholesomeness and peace, instead of 
leaving one stranded in states of anxiety and desperation. It is the kind 
of being out of one’s mind in which one does not exist in the grip of 
emotions but in a state of mindful-ness and awareness. I first experi-
enced inklings of this kind of being out of one’s mind in the summer 
of 1992 when I lived with a reindeer-herding brigade in the northern 
tundra of the Kamchatka Peninsula. In the beginning, I truly thought 
I would go out of my mind. In the tundra, there were no longer any 
points of reference or knowledge to which I could adhere. There was 
a great deal of uncertainty and irritation. The boundaries between the 

2. On Presence
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spheres of what I thought then were reality and fiction began not only 
to blur but to collide. Feelings of anxiety, helplessness, and despera-
tion set in. They shaped a great deal of what I then experienced. Shura 
Chechulina was the woman I, like so many other people in Tymlat, the 
village in which I lived, called grandmother. It was only through her 
teachings that the first kind of being out of one’s mind became more 
clear to me, and venues into the second kind of being out of one’s mind 
opened up. It is the second kind that interests me here.

Many of the insights offered in this article derive from the almost 
five years I spent in the northern Kamchatka and Chukotka peninsu-
las in the Russian Far East between 1992 and 2000, in periods vary-
ing from one month to two years. These were formidable years that, 
from the beginning to the end, set me on a path that returned me to 
some of the issues and themes by which I had always been intrigued, 
whose pursuit inspired me to embark on an academic career, and that 
I had begun to forget in the course of my graduate education. But the 
insights offered here also emerge out of the wisdom offered by Bud-
dhist teachings, in particular the Zen teachings of the Soto schools. I 
have encountered these teachings only recently, but much of what I 
have gathered from them relates to a kind of inner patience and peace 
in which life is no longer controlled by the fear and anxieties of the 
mind. It is not necessarily the case that these teachings are exclusively 
related to Eastern philosophies. Within the context of Western spiri-
tual traditions, Francis of Assisi and Teresa of Avila, for example, de-
veloped certain meditations, peaceful and compassionate practices and 
writings. I have found these teachings inspiring in a variety of con-
texts, for a variety of reasons. They also inspire me here.

From an academic point of view, the problem with the teachings 
and names of those identified above is that they do not possess many 
intellectual credentials. For the most part, these teachings and teach-
ers are the objects, and not subjects, of critical inquiry. In fact, infor-
mation about their philosophies and wisdom is more easily found in 
the curricula of religious studies departments than in the seminars and 
courses of cultural anthropology. Buddhist, spiritual, mystical, and 
other kinds of teachings provide the sites (for example, Obeyesekere 
1984) but not frameworks for inquiry. Looking for literature con-
cerning this article, I have come across only Michael Jackson’s (1998)
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Minima Ethnographica, which builds on Buddhist teachings to some 
extent. These teachings, indeed, are often slated into prefabricated 
rubrics concerning such esoteric-sounding phenomena as shamanis-
tic, supernatural, and mystic. That’s why, at least in university con-
texts, they are often regarded with great suspicion, ridicule, or trep-
idation. Again, at best they are the objects but not subjects of study. 
For example, I have a friend who is currently writing on South Afri-
ca’s Truth and Reconciliation Committee and would love to use the 
writings of Pema Chödrön, a Tibetan Buddhist nun, for her explica-
tions. Alas, she feels that in the academy these writings might be, yet 
are not, part of the accepted interpretative record. More often, they 
are part of that New Age science and religion that academics, my-
self included, love to criticize. Self-respecting academics rarely like to 
think of themselves as spiritually too far out.

In this essay, I want to turn some of these academic conventions on 
their head. I am asking what it means to be out of one’s mind, second 
kind, not only for academic research and practice but, perhaps more 
generally, for one’s life. The guiding metaphor for this exploration is 
the notion of the presence. Presence is a term with which I became 
familiar in the context of the Zen teachings that I mentioned before. 
It is a notion that does not dwell on the future or the past but reveals 
what is (this is it!) in the presence, the moment, the now. I have found 
this notion both inspiring and useful for examining more closely what 
keeps me often out of my mind, first kind. These are worries, anxiet-
ies, and fears, often emerging out of a (personal) past and translating 
into my interpretation of the present, or anticipations of the future 
in which my mind paints frightful scenarios and images, scenarios in 
which I fail, always falling short of one thing or other. It is the pres-
ent, the kind that keeps one in one’s mind without letting it run the 
show, that I seek. And I am asking why, in this case related to a few 
research issues, this seems often so hard to do.

This essay is divided into three parts. Part I tells the story of an ar-
ticle that I published a few years ago and whose afterlife continues to 
engage me. The article was generally well received, but also consid-
ered, at least by some, as too romantic. I am asking how and why this 
was the case. Romanticism may be everything: a well-worn feature, 
indictment, and allegation in anthropological circles, but it can also 



Petra Rethmann

39

be part of a self-imposed denial of what I have called elsewhere (Reth-
mann 2000) the “poesis of life.” Essentially, I ask what we miss when 
we fail to recognize our own analytical conventions and limitations. 
Part II elaborates on the presence of silence. There is a great deal of si-
lence in the northern Kamchatka Peninsula and Chukotka (as almost 
everywhere in the North, as I’ve been told), but ethnographies them-
selves have evinced a great deal of silence about the notion of silence. 
Why is this the case? And what can silence teach us about the pres-
ence? Part III brings aspects of these questions together. It does not 
rehearse or summarize the arguments and thoughts I have provided 
in parts I and II but rather asks what we can learn from them. It does 
this in a somewhat roundabout way. It works through what I think 
of now as the lessons of Shura Chechulina. When I use the word les-
son here I do not mean self-conscious teachings delivered in the style 
of a talk or lecture. Neither do I mean the passing on of fixed knowl-
edges and wisdom. What I mean are openings, forays into (at least 
for me) new forms of being that are more audacious, centered, and 
connected than the ones I knew so far. Trying to be present to what 
is, with all its multitudes, challenges, and facets, is perhaps one of the 
greatest challenges there is.

In 1995, when I was first writing up the materials of my fieldwork 
into a dissertation, I looked at it as a journey. Instead of including a 
chapter entitled “Introduction,” I began with a section entitled “De-
parture.” The purpose of this move was to keep a sense of travel, 
movement, and openness—after all, I was writing about people who 
moved with their reindeer herds often across the land—alive. For the 
same reason, the dissertation did not offer a conventional conclusion 
that summarized its findings but instead a chapter entitled “Arrival.” 
Again, I wanted to keep the flux and flow of life alive. In this piece, 
too, the underlying idea is to get at something one might call “life.” 
Not just in its existential but also its experiential sense.

Romanticism

In the year 2000, I published an article in American Ethnologist en-
titled, “Skins of Desire: Poetry and Identity in Koriak Women’s Gift 
Exchange.” The article, from what I projected as the Koriak point 
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of view, dealt with such mundane and everyday affairs as the sewing 
and tanning of animal skins and hides, in particular, those of reindeer, 
but with the aesthetics and exchange practices. The theme of this arti-
cle had emerged out of two particular experiences. First, since my ar-
rival in Tymlat, I had worked in the local masterskaia, a small work-
shop that was part of Tymlat’s collective farm where women skinned, 
tanned, and sewed the hides that brigade workers in reindeer-herding 
camps in the tundra sent to the village. Second, I had spent a great deal 
of time in those camps and the tundra and wanted to find a way to ar-
ticulate the love and care with which people referred to animals, and 
the ways in which they articulated that love to refer to themselves. By 
and large, the argument was set against the rather functionalist frame-
works that, at that time, were still prevalent in Russia-centered an-
thropology to explain the architecture, clothing, and foods of north-
ern Russian reindeer herders. I wanted to give expression to the feel, 
sense, and smell of fur and hides, to their palpability. I also wanted 
to give expression to the experience of their touch. To the symmetri-
cal, carefully thought-out, and outrageously beautiful patterns with 
which people, in particular women, arranged and sewed fur. In this 
sense, “Skins of Desire” was as much the outcome of Koriak desires, 
as perhaps it was the outcome of my own desires.

In, and beyond, the intellectual circles in which I then moved, the 
article was well received. But a funny thing happened. It was, some 
said, too romantic. The idea of romance was rarely elaborated, but 
I think what people meant was that it was too loving, too extraor-
dinary and idealistic. “Skins of Desire” built on my visceral sense of 
living in the tundra but also on the experiences, feelings, and words 
of Koriak women and men who clearly loved the animals with and 
by which they lived. This was new territory in northern Russian re-
search. It flew in the face of a historical materialism that posited evo-
lutionary stages and organizational features as the ultimate in explan-
atory logics. It forced analysts to think about animals as more than 
vehicles for food, clothing, shelter, and transportation, and instead as 
both subjects and objects of aesthetics, art, and desire. It provided, I 
thought, a more encompassing view of both animal and human lives 
in the northern Kamchatka tundra.
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A caveat is here in order: In the Tymlat of the 1990s, Koriak ideas 
and animals, and associated life in the tundra, went beyond ances-
tral traditions. Moreover, there were deep generational differences. 
In those years, Tymlat was a ruined place. As a result of the increas-
ing presence of Russian merchants and traders at the northeastern 
shore, Tymlat emerged in the mid-nineteenth century as a small set-
tlement (Vdovin 1973, 54) in which Koriak women and men be-
gan to live permanently. Originally populated by Nymylany, a self-
designation used by the groups usually described as Maritime Koriak, 
in the mid-1950s it was transformed into a sovkhoz (state-run col-
lective farm). But in the mid-1990s, Tymlat displayed all the historic 
signs of the Soviet dream of progress and modernization, the ruin of 
that dream, and the sense of a life run down. Many Koriak women 
and men I knew, indeed, considered leaving the village for the tundra, 
a consideration in which material factors played an important role. 
The bureaucracy and institutions of the Soviet Union had fallen al-
most completely apart, and life in northern Kamchatka villages was 
marked by increasing social competition, anger, hostility, and jealousy. 
There were severe shortages in money and food, and, really, people 
asked, how much money would they need in the tundra, and would 
there not be enough food to eat? But beyond these material advan-
tages that people hoped life in the tundra would bring, there was also 
a sense of longing for its calmness and peace or, at least, that was what 
people hoped to find there. In Tymlat, these dreams were often con-
trasted with the metaphors with which people described life in the vil-
lage (voniaet; literally, “it stinks”). “Stink” can have many meanings; 
for example, it can describe the terrible material conditions result-
ing from economic collapse, unemployment, drinking, and the high-
blood pressure (davlenie) that kills women and men before they reach 
their mid-forties. People resort to stealing, marriages do not last, and 
people envy (zavistiat) each other the little they have. There is an in-
creasing sense that people have become selfish and think “only about 
themselves” (tolíko dlia sebia).

So, in my interpretation there may have been a certain romanticism 
at work. Perhaps some of my own, for I clearly enjoyed living on the 
land (projecting romanticism on other places, projects, peoples, and so 
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on, has become every anthropologist’s nightmare), and perhaps even 
some generated by Koriak women and men. But what is this roman-
ticism we are speaking of? Is it just part of the exoticism with which 
Western anthropology and thought has for so long forced others, Na-
tives, mystics, “the mad,” and so forth, into offensive slots? Or is it 
part of the naive notion that the natural world can save us from the 
pressures of modern life, the onslaught of the capital economy, infor-
mation technology, and industrialization? I do not think so. If the ar-
ticle contained any traces of romanticism, it was a romanticism born 
out of the sources of pleasure and joy of living on the land, and the 
hard realities of life in the village, and also the knowledge, pleasure, 
stories, and wholesomeness (at least for the most part) of Tymlat’s 
elders. I do not mean to sound dreamy or simplistic. But neither do 
I think that romanticism, if that’s what we mean, should be reduced 
to almost always a point of accusation. For what we easily convict as 
too romantic may also provide openings into new realms of knowl-
edge, comprehension, insight, and awareness.

For all the rightful-ness of the comments mentioned above, I sus-
pected that something else was at work here also. For the next ques-
tion is: To whom, and for what reason, did the article appear to be 
too loving and affect-laden? The question is not aimed at individu-
als, but rather asks about scholarly sentiments and conventions. I sus-
pect that the article was deemed too romantic also because it worked 
against analytical trajectories that were then still dominant in post-
Soviet cultural anthropology, and certainly with regard to analyses 
concerning the Russian North. Socialist realism’s doctrine of parti-
jnost (or “Party-mindedness,” that is, the stipulation that many sci-
entific and literary works be infused with the party’s point of view 
(see also Clark 1981), had also left its mark on anthropological an-
alytical trajectories and led to the production of ethnographic texts 
that were largely set in evolutionary frameworks, with little diversion 
from the social progress-embracing story line that marked Soviet an-
thropology to a large extent.

This is not to say that the Soviet Union’s ethnographic record is en-
tirely homogenous, but there is an argument to be made for an un-
derlying formulaic prose that generated highly conventionalized texts 
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(Rethmann 2001, Sorin-Chaikov 2003). These texts have performed 
different functions, ranging from analyses of historical change in in-
digenous regions to supporting official myths about the progress of 
the Soviet Union. What they did not do, and were not destined to do, 
was to convey a sense, a feel, of living. But that was what I then saw 
as my task. To do precisely this: to put into words not only what ani-
mals, fur, and all the other things might mean but how all of this was 
experienced, what life in northern Kamchatka was like. That was 
what I had set out to do.

Although, among other things, “Skins of Desire” was meant to chal-
lenge conventional Soviet-centered analytical trajectories and inter-
pretations, it was not meant to be heretical. It truly emerged out of 
a kind of viscerality that marks living on the land. It was not meant 
to provide yet another functional analysis of reindeer husbandry and 
herding but rather to convey a sense of presence, of just “being with” 
and “being there” (Taussig 1987). This, it seems to me, is one of the 
hardest things to convey, although this difficulty should not prevent 
us from trying. Perhaps it is so difficult because, so far, nobody seems 
to have worked out what, really, that notion of “being” is. Some sort 
of nothingness, Zen teachers might say. And those most frequently 
evoked—Heidegger, Sartre—might agree. For most anthropologists 
it goes without saying that “being” is culturally and historically con-
tingent, never simply a given that is always already there. And yet, 
in a way, “being” is always already there—perhaps in infinite ways, 
but there.

SilenceSilenceSilenceSilenceSilence

In late January 1992, I arrived for the first time in Tymlat. We, a local 
reindeer herder, Tymlat’s veterinarian, and I, had embarked on this 
journey by dog sled because at that time helicopters were no longer 
flying, and fuel for snow mobiles was expensive and rare. The night 
was freezing, and the journey arduous and long. The snow was al-
most too soft for travel, and our sled continued to sink deeply into 
it. The veterinarian loosened the reigns of the dogs and, snow to our 
hips, we began to push. Halfway on our way to Tymlat, we stopped 
for a couple hours at a place people in the region call piannoe ozero,



0
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
0
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
0
1
2
3
4
5
6

On Presence

44

“Drunken Lake.” On the journey from Ossora to Tymlat, or on the 
way back—Drunken Lake is where people usually stop to drink. The 
reindeer herder went off. The veterinarian and I sat on the sled, star-
ing into the starry night, waiting for our guide to return. In those 
hours, we did not say much, but there was no uncomfortable silence. 
The night was cold but beautiful, and there was simply not much to 
say. The silence was full and perfect; words would have marked it as 
empty and unfulfilling.

In the tundras of northern Kamchatka and Chukotka, I encoun-
tered this sort of silence frequently. It did not matter if I found my-
self drinking tea for hours with Koriak friends in silence, whether in 
the village or the tundra. If broken at all, the silence was interrupted 
only by the word eshche, whose intonation in those situations simply 
meant “more tea?” Or sometimes I found myself in the camp, watch-
ing reindeer with others for hours on end. And sometimes we just sat 
outside in front of the tent, tanning. At other times, we stood for a 
long time, observing the direction of the wind, trying to tell if tomor-
row the snow would be heavy enough to let us embark on sustained 
travel. There were many moments like this, all of them marked by si-
lence. As for me, I frequently experienced these moments as peace-
ful and whole, because nothing mattered then except the company of 
people, motions of the body and hands, tea, or the feel of the weather 
and the wind.

How does one begin to think about silence? And, even more dif-
ficult, how does one speak about it, about that which, almost by its 
very nature, is unspeakable. Silence is hardly the sort of thing, if thing 
it be, that makes for good ethnography. Not much, except perhaps 
for the boredom that Michael Taussig (2004, 59) mentions—could 
be less the stuff of exciting ethnographies or more resistant to rep-
resentation. Ethnographies rest on the written word, and everybody 
wants to know what people said. But why do people remain silent? 
Especially when there is nothing in particular to hide? I do not think 
that the reason is the lethargy to which, at least in northern Kam-
chatka and Chukotka, some fairly high-ranking administrators, in-
digenous and otherwise, sometimes refer. As if silence, like the leth-
argy (so they say), were innate. Perhaps it is just the sense of the land, 
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the presence of the tundra that calms people. In it one can feel one-
self more clearly. No wonder, then, that Native bands in Labrador, 
Canada, for example, have introduced retreats on the land to tackle 
issues, such as those related to drinking, that are to be found in vil-
lages and communities.

There is a great deal of silence in the North and, as I have said, it is 
hard to put that silence into words. Silence is never quite empty, and 
much learning can transpire in quiet moments. So, this is perhaps the 
misunderstanding, the trap into which ethnographers tend to fall: 
The only thing worth attending to are worlds of sounds: the bark-
ing of dogs, the chatter of people, the noise of the city, and so forth. 
In the tundra, it is not so much the words of humans but the sound 
of the breaking ice, footfalls on the hardened snow, the gush of riv-
ers, the cries of wild swans, the crackling of grass, the puddles of wa-
ters that grow into ponds, the yelping dogs, the rustling of feathers 
in the snow, and so on, that fills the silence. This is not noise. These 
are the barely audible sounds that get lost when one’s focus is on ei-
ther the absence of talk or the obsession with verbal communication, 
the discomfort that can arise when one is not comfortable with si-
lence. How to describe this silence? And how to make sense of it not 
only in an ethnographic but in an existential way (however unpopu-
lar this may be)?

I have thought for a long time that anthropological writings on the 
North are underrated. There is perhaps not an immediate lushness 
of landscape that grabs one’s attention, and there are even perhaps 
not the kinds of theoretical explications that have been attributed to 
a former anthropology, a regionally based anthropology (Melane-
sia comes to mind). But notwithstanding some of the terrible polit-
ical and economic conditions of Native living in the North, there is 
also a great deal of calmness and peace. That is perhaps the reason it 
is so challenging.

For all the time I spent in the Russian tundra, the silence has never 
bothered me. I often relished and enjoyed it. But I also recollect times 
of discomfort, and the sense of being out of my mind. Even after all 
the time that has passed, I remember the panic I felt when I thought 
about the necessity, the impending task, to render that silence into an 



0
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
0
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
0
1
2
3
4
5
6

On Presence

46

ethnography, a dissertation. The thought that at some point in the not-
so-distant future I would need to return to Canada (where I went to 
graduate school for my dissertation), would need to return to supervi-
sor, university, or department, and somehow would have to transform 
this silence into a dissertation, articles, and eventually a book kept 
piercing my enjoyment. I grew desperate at the thought of not having 
enough “data.” Writing and silence seemed a contradiction in terms. 
I felt I was being asked to come up with interesting ethnographic de-
tails, or to explain cultural functions and patterns. But how could si-
lence be interesting, and how could it be explained?

A great deal of my dissatisfaction with writings on the North, in-
cluding my own, is that these writings never seemed able to capture 
the essence of things. I am aware that this is a rather out-of-date state-
ment, destined to garner criticism in some of the academic quarters to 
which I belong. And I am even not quite sure what I mean by essence 
here. I certainly do not mean that there is some sort of overarching, 
metaphysical, or universal spirit that lurks in the north and that one 
could unravel, but when I think back to those moments of silence, in 
houses, camps, and in the tundra, it seems as if there was something 
going on that related to an intrinsic sense of being. It is this sense that 
I have found most challenging and intriguing. Perhaps the expres-
sion “the feel of life” jives better here, certainly in the sense that it is 
more palatable to most social scientists. And here I am not interested 
in fighting over expressions. What continues to fascinate me is the 
being-ness of being. And it is from this that I continue to learn.

As for the Koriak women and men I knew, silence is almost a nat-
ural component of time. And to me, this silence has always felt like a 
moment of presence. So, instead of allowing the silence to melt into 
language, a device to propel a plot, it should be perhaps left as what 
it is: a connection with something larger than the self.

Presence (November 3, 2004)

I have reworked this article several times, but I have reworked this 
section most. I still find it difficult to speak about the presence. It is as 
if it were something awkward. I am somewhat uncomfortable with 
advancing such a notion in a book with academic credentials, that is. 
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Anxieties related to the first kind of being out of one’s mind kick in. 
Aren’t the points I make overworked and clichéd? It is a worn-out 
truism to point out that fieldwork can be accomplished only in the 
presence. Isn’t it too self-reflexive? Knowing that my current project 
is more steeped in the history of political imaginations, why do I want 
to talk about the presence? And do I, in a certain way, have the guts 
to talk about it only now? These are some of the questions that have 
troubled me in the context of this writing.

As I said in the beginning, I have learned about the notion of the 
presence only recently. And this is strange because it is essentially what 
I teach my students, but I have a harder time doing it myself. For the 
message is: Do not do only what is doable, but do also what you are 
passionate about. Follow your heart. As one eminent scholar said to 
me recently, “That’s great that you follow your heart.” “Doesn’t he?” 
I wondered.

Let me make one more point—albeit in a roundabout way, via a 
detour through experience and writing. Take, for example, the cover 
of Writing Culture, a book of profound influence in the discipline, 
and one with far-reaching implications for our anthropology’s own 
professional self-understanding. Ethnography is not simply a form 
of the real but is also fabricated and fictitious, the message says. You 
see Stephen Tyler sitting on the steps of the veranda, writing, amid 
people quite aware of him. And although writing, using language, is 
a large part of what we do, it also struggles to convey what I have 
been calling here “presence.” Perhaps that kind of mindfulness and 
awareness, if you want to think about it that way, is better conveyed 
through experience, to be then followed up by its reflection (for ex-
ample, via writing).

Shura Shishkin, the woman I called grandmother, was not at all 
convinced by the anthropological project. It was she who demanded 
a different kind of presence. Writing, even taking photographs as a 
hard-nosed form of cultural documentation, made sense to her. Af-
ter all, she saw language and knowledge around her, to speak with 
the words of Koriak elders—dying (vymiranie). Her concerns were 
the concerns of many elders, not only in the peninsulas of the Rus-
sian Far East, but beyond. People forgot their language, their stories, 
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their ancestral teachings, their myths. Forgot the rituals. Forgot giving 
thanks to the spirits. Began to forget to protect themselves from the 
evil ones. Began to forget, and had already forgotten much. In Tym-
lat, elders of her kind rarely condemned the government, or as peo-
ple called it, “the power” (vlast’), but seemed to imply that the safe-
guarding of particular ways of life was their responsibility. As Nina 
Uvarova, an elder and a friend of Shura Shishkin, said so poignantly: 
“Today it makes me sad that I cannot talk with some of my children 
and grandchildren. They don’t understand our language anymore, and 
they tell me things I don’t understand. Today people say it’s the gov-
ernment’s fault, but I am not sure. I believe it is up to the parents, my 
daughters, to tell their children about our way of life.”

To whomever it was who should convey the myths, practices, and 
stories, and there were and are many discussions around this in Tymlat 
and beyond—Shura Shishkin was a person of high spiritual standing. 
This was made most clear by the way people visited her. Most of the 
time, Shura Shishkin simply sat on the floor in the one room that she 
shared with her granddaughter and three great-grandchildren, ranging 
in age from nine months to six years. When her granddaughter had to 
leave the house, Shura Shishkin took care of the children, in particu-
lar the youngest. She did not speak Russian, and like so many other 
elders in northern Kamchatka was almost blind. This was because of 
the reflections of the sunrays on the snow, people said. At her house, 
the door was always open, and people would drop in just to sit with 
her for a while. It made them feel better, they said. And it was true. I, 
too, used to sit with her. It made me feel better as well.

Shura Shishkin was often called when somebody had died. She was 
in charge of the proper process of rituals. Koriak spirituality involves 
the existence of “another world” (drugoi svet). In essence, that world 
is a replica of the world that can and is directly experienced, and it 
exists in the here and now. When people—or animals—die, the liv-
ing have to make sure that the dead person reaches the other world. 
Reaching the other world involves a ten-day-long hike along a treach-
erous path. Animals and other kinds of beings can attack, and one 
needs at least a stick and a drum to make it to the other world. Men 
also often take spears with them, and women are given needles and 
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threads so that they can immediately set themselves up in the other 
world. Shura Shishkin had to make sure that all of this happened. 
On those occasions, she insisted on my presence. She held up objects 
given to the dead person so that I could better photograph them. She 
also taught me something about the proper dealings with (what we 
call) magic mushrooms (mukhamory) and spirits. The day I left to 
live in a reindeer camp in the tundra, she gave me little parcels filled 
with lauteng, a sort of sacred grass, reindeer flesh, beads, and tobacco. 
They were for me to drop on the way to the camp, to ensure my pro-
tection and safety.

Shura Shishkin’s idea of learning, I believe, was steeped in experi-
ence. And what that meant was that one had to be present. Not just 
“there,” but fully aware of the moment, of the now. To be fully open 
to what was happening in the moment. And nothing evinced this bet-
ter than her insistence that I needed to play the drum. There were two 
old drums hanging over her bedstead, and one of her grandchildren 
had scribbled little pictures on one of them. While Shura Shishkin ap-
peared unconcerned, in the beginning I was troubled by this. For, to 
my mind, initially at least, the drums were part of Koriak artifacts, 
ritual objects, sacred, through which one could communicate with 
the spirits. Or so it had been written in the books on Siberian anthro-
pology. In fact, I had written an ma thesis on the concept of ecstasy 
in Siberian shamanism around the area of Lake Baikal and thought I 
knew something about it. For Shura Shishkin, it turned out, the drum 
was living and not dead. To me the drum was interesting but, in a 
way, also dead: I had never used it. Shura Shishkin saw things quite 
differently. Who cared if there were a few scribbles on it? Perhaps her 
grandchild had had fun drawing those pictures, and perhaps it made 
him quiet. The drum could still be used to quiet oneself and others, 
and to call on other beings.

And this was what Shura Shishkin set out to teach me. To play the 
drum. Let’s be clear: I was never very good at it. Moreover, most of 
the time I felt embarrassed. I had read so much about anthropologi-
cal criticisms of fieldwork, research, and “going native” that I entirely 
refused to play. I was, after all, a person with a critical mind—and 
mostly only allowed myself to experience things through the mind, 
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not the body. I was somebody who liked, and still likes, theory and 
intellectual thought. But that these were strengths as well as limita-
tions only slowly occurred to me.

So, every morning I found myself sitting on the ground, playing the 
drum and producing strange sounds. This, I continued to feel, was a 
truly absurd position. People moved in and out of the room, looking 
for Shura Shishkin’s granddaughter, looking for their children, wonder-
ing if there was some bread and tea (these were the days when short-
ages were all-pervasive in Russia). Nobody seemed particularly per-
turbed at the sight of me sitting on Shura Shishkin’s bed and singing, 
but I also received a few knowing smiles, as if people knew, and they 
probably did, what grandmother was up to. So, I was sitting there and 
trying to sing. And, damn it, it rarely worked. Sometimes I thought I 
managed, but Shura Shishkin remained dissatisfied. She suggested I 
sing from within (from the heart?) because it was there where proper 
singing was produced. In my mind, this translated into “deeper.” It 
did not work, and I went almost out of my mind.

Resistance was rising. Resistance against Shura Shishkin’s lessons, 
fieldwork in general, and people in Tymlat. I was so much in my mind 
that I could not even appreciate Shura Shishkin’s teachings as teach-
ings. Teaching, to me, meant involving arguments, sentences, and 
words, not practice, listening to one’s self, and silence. In retrospect, 
these kinds of teaching seem almost zen. (I have a colleague who spent 
a great deal of his life working with a Native group in the Canadian 
North and who, too, says that the closest equivalent that comes to his 
mind when he thinks about them or their teachings is zen. But, just 
like me, my colleague has never talked publicly about it.) There was 
a serenity, quietness, and peace connected with the teachings that I 
find hard to describe.

Now, in hindsight, I think that all Shura Shishkin was asking of me 
was to be present. And to do that, I had to let go. Let go of the anx-
iety and desperation. Of my discomfiture. Of my shame. Of the sto-
ries I was telling myself about myself. This was what it meant to be 
in the present.

There were many moments when I hated fieldwork. Where I thought 
I wasn’t cut out for it. When a sense of fear and desperation was so 
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overwhelming that it submerged everything that I truly enjoyed and 
liked. There were many difficult moments, and I associated most of 
them with failure. But the difficulties lay within me. Not simply in the 
form of partiality and bias but also in what I had brought to the sit-
uation. Anxiety and fear, not ease. And I realized a few things. I had 
a hard time being the kind of anthropologist that I thought I needed 
to be: Shouldn’t I be busy running around with pencil and paper, ask-
ing important questions that would secure my anthropological fame? 
Shouldn’t I come up with some marvelous descriptions of some rit-
ual, tragedy, or important event? Ethnographies were full of myr-
iad descriptions of interesting rituals, incidents, and myths. Most of 
the time, however, fear, alarm, and panic set in. Panic at not asking 
enough questions, not being inquisitive enough, not getting enough 
data, not being sociable enough, being an ethnographic fiasco. Until, 
at some point, it dawned on me that this was simply not what I liked 
to do. I loved listening to people’s stories, but I did not like to be in-
quisitive about them, in particular when I did not know people well 
enough. I loved being in northern Kamchatka, but at that time, I saw 
little sense in statistical, numerical, and other kinds of positivistically 
driven research when everything seemed so chockfull with experience. 
I just really liked “being there.” And when I could reach that stage, 
things went more smoothly.

But somehow I thought this was not what my discipline asked me 
to do. This is perhaps one of the most important things I learned: to 
stay with myself. Connectedness. Perhaps it is this that easily creates 
a certain kind of romantic image. Who knows? But this connected-
ness is also part of the silence that can and does translate into open-
ness and awareness.

In a way, I felt out of my mind during the entire time I spent in north-
ern Kamchatka. Halfway through my first stay, somebody gave me a 
sticker, one of those badges that were ubiquitous in the Soviet Union 
and usually displayed Lenin, Stalin, or some other functionary or hero 
of labor in some aggrandizing pose. The one given to me was slightly 
different. It did not flaunt somebody’s stature but outlined the phys-
ical shape of the Kamchatka Peninsula. There was, too, an inscrip-
tion: Kamchatka, eto strannoe mesto, “Kamchatka is a strange place.” 
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There was laughter from my friends when I realized what was written 
on the badge, perhaps because those closest to me had an idea that the 
wording mirrored quite well how I felt while I was there. And with 
every return, that sense of wonder and strangeness that I experienced 
the first time in the Russian Far East would come back. Now, I have 
not been in the Kamchatka Peninsula for a long time, but I still have 
that badge. It is a constant but also well-hidden reminder of the ex-
traordinary sense of self I experienced in the peninsula. Of presence. I 
say well hidden because, as you might realize by now, in many places 
silence is key, and these things are rarely talked about.



The paper consists of an accounting of a series of ecstatic experi-
ences that arose from and informed my work among the Kainai (or 
the Blood Tribe), members of the Blackfoot Confederacy in south-
ern Alberta. On the basis of personal experiences and experiences 
reported by colleagues in publications and conversations, it is clear 
that the transformation of the researcher by virtue of immersion in 
a fieldwork culture is not merely inevitable but desirable, as trans-
formations contribute to the production of meaningful, valid ethno-
graphic knowledge. Accordingly, this paper argues that in the end, 
“who I am,” as transformed through ecstatic experience, contrib-
utes not only to personal and professional development but, more 
importantly, to the production of valid local knowledge.

I begin with a reflexive narrative of my journey, starting in 1996, on 
the path toward the Sundance. This account is modeled after Kainai 
epistemological principles to clarify the meaning of the narrative and 
is presented in a format consistent with Kainai storytelling traditions 
as four steps to the Sundance. I follow with a review of some of the 
principles that govern the production of knowledge among the Kai-
nai, to argue that ecstatic experiences contribute to the production of 
valid ethnographic knowledge and that the failure to share such sto-
ries of ecstasis does a great disservice to the discipline and its practi-
tioners and especially to our fieldwork cultures.

3. Reveal or Conceal?

barbara wilkes
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A Circuitous Path to the Sundance

The First Step

Serendipity marks my personal experience with the Sundance. In the 
spring of 1995, I was a third-year undergraduate at the University of 
British Columbia satellite campus at Kelowna (now the University 
of British Columbia–Okanagan). During the Easter holiday, my par-
ents arrived from Calgary for an extended visit with myself and my 
spouse at our home in Oyama (about midway between Vernon and 
Kelowna). We had recently acquired a twenty-foot motorboat with a 
sleeping compartment, a fridge, a stove, and other amenities to spend 
weekends on the lake. We decided it would be a lovely way to spend 
an Easter Sunday with my parents.

When we arrived at the marina, a golden eagle, sitting high in a 
nearby tree, drew my attention. I perceived it to be very distressed and 
was convinced it would not survive. As I watched, I was overcome by 
an intuition we ought not go out on the lake. There was not a single 
rational reason that this should be the case, as the sun was shining 
and the lake was calm. I hesitated to mention it to my husband, who 
is generally inclined to go along with such intuitions because of their 
relative accuracy. Finally, I drew him away from my parents and di-
rected his gaze toward the eagle. We stood for a few minutes discuss-
ing its condition, and I expressed my apprehension that we should 
not go out on the lake. My husband wondered if it would be fair to 
my parents, as this would be their only opportunity to see the lake. 
In the end, we agreed to take the boat out, and I tried to rational-
ize my feelings about the eagle by telling myself it was likely old and, 
perhaps, starving.

A few minutes later, my mother and I were sitting at the front of 
the boat, gazing at the hill, when we spotted a group walking along 
the edge at the top of a cliff about seventy-five feet above the level of 
the lake. We noticed a young girl walking some distance apart from 
the others. I had barely said, “Oh, my God, she’s going to slip” when, 
sadly, she did. She landed on the rocks at the water’s edge, and we 
sped toward her. We called 911 to provide directions to the accident 
site. By the time we reached the rocks, others had climbed down the 
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cliff and were attempting to assist the girl. We offered blankets to try 
to prevent shock and to keep her as comfortable as possible until the 
paramedics arrived.

Nearly half an hour later, the paramedics had still not reached the 
area, as there were no roads leading to her location. Ultimately, one 
paramedic made his way through the bush to a position nearby and 
called out to us. He requested we go back to a cove to pick up the 
others and their equipment. He continued overland, scaling the rock-
strewn cliff walls to try to reach the girl. We picked up the other para-
medics and returned to the accident site to drop them off. The condi-
tions made it exceptionally difficult for the paramedics to maneuver 
and administer care. After a few minutes, they asked to load the girl, 
now fixed to a stretcher, aboard. We agreed. The stretcher was loaded 
across the bow of the boat, where I sat to hold it steady.

As we slowly made our way back to the cove, where the ambulance 
awaited, I held the stretcher in one hand and the girl’s hand in the 
other. She appeared to be no more than eleven or twelve years of age. 
She was momentarily semiconscious and cried out for her mother. I 
soothed her as best I could and tried to ensure she remained calm, as I 
feared any sudden movement might cause the stretcher to slide across 
the fiberglass bow. At one point, she appeared to look directly at me 
and cried, “Mom.” “It’s alright,” I said. “You’re ok. You’ve been in 
an accident, and we’re taking you to the ambulance. It’s alright. Your 
mom loves you, and she’ll be here soon.” It was all I could think of 
and was what I hoped another mother would say, were my own child 
in similar circumstances. Yet it was woefully inadequate, and I admit 
I was relieved when she again lost consciousness. Sadly, when we ar-
rived at the cove, the paramedics pronounced her “dead on arrival.” 
They nonetheless administered cpr as they transferred her from the 
boat to the ambulance. Remarkably, as we prepared to pull away, we 
heard them shout that they had re-established a heartbeat.

The next day the newspapers published her name. Elena had a thir-
teen-year-old twin brother who had, mercifully, not been present at the 
scene of the accident. She had gone out for a walk with some friends 
and their parents, but the soft moss on the edge of cliff had caused her 
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to lose her footing. Elena spent several days on life support in the hos-
pital, where she underwent surgeries to reduce and contain the swell-
ing of her brain. Ultimately, the damage proved too extensive. Tragi-
cally, Elena passed quietly a few weeks after Easter Sunday.

Why do I tell this story? Oddly, it represents my first step on the path 
toward the Sundance. My family was terribly shaken by the incident, 
and we all attended victim counseling, though for different lengths 
of time. After the initial visit, I refused to return, reasoning that I had 
had a moment with Elena, and, consequently, had a sense of closure 
the others lacked. I was determined to deal with the situation in my 
own way. Weeks later, however, I was still very distressed. Should I 
contact Elena’s parents to express my condolences? I felt I should tell 
them she had called for her mother. However, I vacillated too long, 
missed the funeral, and then felt that to contact them would only in-
trude on their grief and increase their pain. For weeks I thought of lit-
tle else. Other than brief attendances at classes, I remained at home 
most of the time.

Several weeks later, believing it would do me some good to get out 
of the house, my husband encouraged me to attend an archaeologi-
cal field trip that I had previously scheduled. The purpose of the tour 
was to view a number of ancient Native pictographs, either carved 
or drawn on the rock walls of the hills above Kelowna. The highlight 
of the tour was to be a visit to a promontory overlooking Okanagan 
Lake, which local Native legends maintained had been a former sa-
cred site used for vision quests and healing rituals. More than any-
thing else, that is what appealed to me. On the morning of the tour, 
not yet prepared to be social, I decided to walk alone. As I did so, I no-
ticed a Native woman who was slowly falling behind the group. She 
appeared to be struggling to breathe, held one hand over her chest, 
and stopped frequently to rest. I slowed my pace, hoping she would 
catch up and, when she did, we introduced ourselves. Her name was 
Gloria. A little embarrassed, Gloria indicated she had been watch-
ing me (much to my chagrin!) and believed that I was “troubled” or 
“suffering.” I explained how impressed I was that she had perceived 
anything at all, as I thought I had done a good job of concealing it. 
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Despite the fact we had just met, I relayed Elena’s story. When I fin-
ished speaking, Gloria shared her own story, giving the details about 
how she had lost her eldest son in a motor vehicle accident on Easter 
Sunday. I commented on the coincidence that we had had similar ex-
periences on Easter Sunday. Gloria emphatically replied, “There are 
no coincidences. Everything happens for a reason.” By way of proof, 
she cited the fact that we had both been “tuned in to each other” be-
fore we had known we shared similar experiences, and that each of us 
had been so accurate in our perceptions of the other. Gloria explained 
that, “In the Blackfoot way,” (she is a member of the Blood Tribe) our 
meeting had been “intended.” We had both been “brought” or “led” 
to the same place, and at the same time, so that we would meet. Glo-
ria believed we were intended to share our mutual grief and build a 
strong friendship.

As we made our way up the mountain, Gloria spoke at some length 
about the Sundance, a ceremony I knew relatively little about. She in-
dicated she was engaged in “preparations” to dance at the Eagle Soci-
ety Sundance in mid-June. This intertribal Sundance society was not 
affiliated with a particular band or tribe and was not drawn from a 
single cultural tradition. Several times, she stressed that she was go-
ing to dance for her son. I noted she did not mention him by name 
but consistently referred to him as “my boy.” When I inquired, she 
indicated it was not proper, in “her way,” to speak the name of a de-
ceased until the first anniversary of the death. At that time, she would 
sponsor a “give-away” and distribute all his belongings to his fam-
ily and friends. Anything left over, she would burn, and the smoke 
would release him back to the Creator. In so doing, she explained, 
she would let him go. Only then would it be acceptable to speak his 
name. Eventually, we reached the promontory where the group had 
stopped to rest and eat lunch. We located a nice spot quite close to the 
edge where we sat by ourselves. Suggesting that we were, perhaps, too 
close to the edge, Gloria reassured me: “It’s ok. This is a holy place. 
Nothing will happen here.”

As we sat, a golden eagle swooped up the side of the ridge, startling 
us both. Neither of us had seen or heard him coming. We watched 
intently as he circled over our heads several times and, then, just as 
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quickly, quietly disappeared. Though I had told Gloria about Elena’s 
story, I had not mentioned my intuition about the eagle, and I was sur-
prised when she proclaimed it “a sign” that Pi’ita “Eagle” had taken 
an interest in me. Gloria suggested that Pi’ita’s flight signified to her 
that I should attend the Sundance, albeit as a supporter not a dancer. 
“Not yet anyway,” she laughed. “That won’t happen until Creator 
wants it to.” Gloria explained that a “purpose” had been set in mo-
tion “to help you and me in some way.” As politely as I could, I indi-
cated I knew very little about the tradition of the Sundance, or Native 
spirituality, for that matter. In response, Gloria spent the better part of 
the day explaining the particulars of the pictograph and vision quest 
sites. She patiently answered my questions to ensure, she said, that I 
would have what I needed. I indicated I would like to learn more, and 
Gloria suggested I should attend my first sweat lodge ceremony the fol-
lowing Saturday, at a Sundance Lodge maintained by her friend and 
fellow dancer. I accepted the invitation, and the following weekend, 
while in the lodge, I brooded over Gloria’s notion that some “pur-
pose” had been “set in motion.” Following the sweat, I committed 
myself to attend regular “preparation” sweats with Gloria, at Mer-
ritt. Within a week or two, I had also agreed to attend the Sundance. 
As Gloria had suggested, I would attend as a supporter; though I still 
had little idea what that meant or what it entailed.

The Second Step

Most of what I learned at that first Sundance I gleaned from work-
ing with the elderly “aunties,” “grammas,” and others (both men and 
women), either in the open-air kitchen, or in the makeshift day-care 
center used for the dancers’ children. For four days, I cooked and gath-
ered firewood, served Elders, cleared and washed dishes—often until 
2:00 or 3:00 a.m., despite the fact that the entire camp was awakened 
each morning before sunrise, and I was “dancing” the first round of 
the day before the first light over the mountaintops. This, perhaps, 
sounds deceptively simple. Let me assure you it was not. In some ways, 
the experience defies description and certainly exceeds anything I had 
ever experienced. Dancers are focused on two things: their prayers and 
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the dance. In contrast, supporters do virtually everything else required 
to be done, and it is physically exhausting work. Nevertheless, the 
camp’s remarkable warmth, collegiality, mutual support, generosity, 
affection, and humor were irresistible. The anthropological training 
I had received served me quite well. I kept a detailed journal of each 
day’s experiences; recorded names, addresses, and kinship relations; 
detailed family genealogies, tribal, and individual myths and stories; 
and wrote down numerous personal reflections. The entry that stands 
out most clearly is the ecstatic experience that represents the second 
step on my path to the Sundance.

As the dance progressed daily, it became increasingly evident that 
the quality and intensity of the dancers’ suffering had expanded and 
deepened. Some fell to the ground exhausted, dehydrated and shak-
ing weakly. To my surprise, the others ignored them entirely, main-
taining a sharp focus at all times on their own “purpose” and reluc-
tant to interfere in the “gift” of the “dream” that was perhaps being 
offered to those who fell.1 The temperature soared and often exceeded 
40 degrees Celsius. The humidity was all but visible. There were no 
clouds or breezes to offer temporary relief. Nonetheless, the dancers 
appeared joyful, compassionate, and humble, at times even radiant 
as they fell and rose, cried and prayed. As the final moments of the 
dance wound toward their ultimate release, the dancers engaged them-
selves ever more fully, drawing on even deeper reserves of strength that 
many had not known they possessed, to “push” to the finish, to ful-
fill their commitment. Shortly before noon, and with a total absence 
of fanfare, they danced out of the circle for the last time as the drums 
ceased the all but ubiquitous steady beat that had prevailed from sun-
rise to sunset for the four days.

I watched with the others through the now-shriveled and dusty 
leaves of the arbor enclosure, as their “helpers” brought them tiny 
cups of berry juice. Though their need was obviously great (having 
had no food or water for four days), each took a moment to gestic-
ulate a prayer of silent gratitude for the “gift” they cradled between 
their hands. They sipped slowly, and with obvious relish, and the im-
mediacy of their revival was evident. Smiles broke across their faces, 
their eyes twinkled, and they laughed and joked with one another. 
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Parents sought out their children and gathered them into their arms 
momentarily. Their intense pride was unmistakable to all who were 
watching.

After a short time, the dancers rose as if a single being and formed 
yet another single line, the men leading the women, as was custom-
ary. With measured steps, really hurting now after a brief rest, they 
made their way back into the Sundance circle and formed a long, cres-
cent-shaped line facing the eastern gate. The supporters drifted into 
the circle, where they formed a receiving line that brought the danc-
ers face to face with grandparents, parents, spouses, siblings, children, 
nieces, nephews, and friends. As the spectators filed past, the dancers 
solemnly shook hands with strangers, and caressed friends and fam-
ilies with near abandon. Tears flowed freely and without shame in 
both the men and the women.

There was little sense of urgency in this final performance. In fact, 
it appeared as if no one was anxious to have the ceremony come to 
an end. As had the others, I made my way up the line and eventually 
reached my friends Gloria and Edna. We laughed and cried as we held 
each other, and I exclaimed how proud I was of them and how incred-
ibly strong I thought they were. Surprisingly, they both indicated they 
were also proud of me. They exclaimed that I had made it through 
my first Sundance and they were now certain that when the time was 
right, I would dance. Having witnessed the inconceivable hardship 
and suffering they had just experienced, I was not at all convinced 
that I had what it takes to fulfill such a prophecy.

As the lines continued to move past each other, I shook hands and 
hugged other dancers. Over and over again, as I thanked these vir-
tual strangers, I was caught off guard as each, in turn, also thanked 
me: “For pulling me through!”; “For giving me strength!”; “For help-
ing me maintain my focus!”; “For being strong!”; “For having strong 
prayers!” they said. More confused at each stop, I reached the end of 
the line and shook hands with Calvin, the Sundance leader, or spon-
sor, whose words were equally shocking as he congratulated me and 
said, “See you next year.” As I moved away, I reasoned he was simply 
being polite, or had perhaps confused me with another supporter.
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The very last person in the line was Marvin, known as the “Med-
icine Man.” Over the course of the Sundance, I had learned that 
many of the women had “a crush” on Marvin and were also in great 
fear of him, believing, they said, that he had “certain” powers about 
which they rarely elaborated but often joked. In fact, the women 
thought I was very brave to have spent some time alone with him in 
the kitchen on the first evening of the dance, when he had arrived in 
the kitchen shortly after midnight at the conclusion of the first pub-
lic sweat, and he came in looking for something to eat. All the food 
had been packed away for some time, so I offered him a steak I had 
in my cooler, cooked it for him, and sat with him as he ate. While he 
certainly radiated a strong presence and gave the impression of hav-
ing experienced unfathomable depths of suffering, I was left with an 
overall impression of wisdom. Beneath his somewhat inscrutable fa-
cade, he appeared, to me, at least, to be a very “gentle” man. As I 
came face to face with him on the final day of the Sundance, I put out 
my hand, but he did not take it. I hesitated, becoming confused and 
somewhat embarrassed.

A moment or two passed as I stood in front of him before I looked 
up at his face. He was smiling slightly, and when he caught my eye, he 
actually laughed! I did not know what to do, but the stories the women 
had told about Marvin’s “strange powers” ran through my mind. My 
impulse was simply to walk away. An awkward moment passed be-
fore he softly said: “You know, I’ve been watching you. What Cal-
vin said is right. We will see you again—as a dancer.” I stuttered and 
mumbled as I tried to explain that while I was honored at the sugges-
tion, and grateful for having been given an opportunity to learn about 
the Sundance, I thought it unlikely I would dance. Again, he simply 
smiled, giving the impression he knew something I did not. Finally, he 
put out his hand, but as I reached for it, he once again withdrew it. I 
believe I audibly gasped that time, and was even more humiliated. But 
as I turned to walk away, not knowing what else to do, he reached 
out and embraced me (something I was later told, by those who had 
noticed it, was quite unusual) and wished me luck in my “prepara-
tions.” Having finished paying my respects, I walked away from the 
line to seek Gloria and Edna.
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As I approached, Gloria smiled and reached for my hand. We stood 
together, not speaking but making contact and listening to the talk all 
around us. One of the eldest aunties standing in the group next to us 
passed her granddaughter into my arms. This was no common infant 
but the Sundance child, who had been born the previous year, follow-
ing the ceremony. I stood stunned, closely cradling and looking at the 
sickly baby. Though I knew relatively little about her condition, the 
rumor was that there had been “bad” dancers the previous year who 
were, perhaps, “on drugs” and who had caused the child to be born 
“sickly.” In fact, she had been born prematurely and had never taken 
well to breastfeeding because of some form of stomach malformation 
that required she be bottle fed a mere two ounces of milk, at two-hour 
intervals. I also knew the family was planning a naming ceremony im-
mediately following the Sundance. While it had not been said out-
right, I had been left with the impression the child might not survive. 
The parents were thus anxious to conduct the ceremony.

All at once, Gloria, Edna, and I became aware that an excited whis-
per had begun to make its way through the crowd. We sought its 
source, as did the others. We noted people pointing animatedly to-
ward the sky. We looked up and, flying above our heads, making a 
pass directly across the circle from the eastern to the western gates, 
was Pi’ita, a golden eagle! The crowd erupted in unrestrained excite-
ment, waving their arms in the air, trying to catch the eye of a friend 
or a dancer to share their exhilaration. “A blessing,” someone whis-
pered; a “great power,” another said. I glanced at Gloria and Edna, 
who had tears streaming down their faces, and realized that I, too, 
had begun to cry. It was all the more remarkable as the eagle did not 
simply make a pass and continue on its way. Rather, as I stood, cra-
dling the Sundance child in my arms, it circled over our heads (some 
said four times—though I was too distracted to notice). While others 
ran about the circle tracing its path, Gloria, Edna, and I stood rooted 
in place—literally awestruck. I could feel the heart of the Sundance 
child blending with the beating of my own. As I gazed at the child 
who lay so quietly oblivious in my arms, I experienced the most pow-
erful and compelling impression of warmth and completion that can, 
I think, only be described as sheer joy.
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When the eagle finally left the circle, Gloria looked at me intently 
but spoke quite softly, asking, “Did you feel that?” “Yes! It was amaz-
ing. It must have been the eagle whistles! I’ve never seen an eagle cir-
cle a crowd like that before!” I babbled. She smiled. “No, it wasn’t 
the whistles,” she said. “No coincidences, remember?” She continued. 
“No. Who’s the one holding that Sundance baby?” she said, looking 
at me intently. “We all prayed for that one [the baby] at that tree, and 
some of us prayed for you.” Firmly, she insisted, “This was meant for 
you. I told you before Pi’ita has taken an interest in you. And that’s a 
good thing. I just know you’re gonna dance—and soon!” I was nearly 
staggering as I passed the child back to her auntie. All I wanted was 
to get away from there, to put the circle behind me as quickly as pos-
sible. I could neither comprehend nor rationalize in any meaningful 
way what had just happened, despite having witnessed it myself. I des-
perately wanted to retreat, to be alone, away from all the eyes that 
had, apparently, so resolutely followed my every move for four days. 
I needed to quietly “reason” out what I had experienced.

I walked away from Gloria and made my way through the crowd. 
As I approached the exit at the eastern gate, Marvin stood in my path. 
I stopped several yards away, not wanting to engage in conversation, 
and he momentarily but intensely scrutinized my face. Having appar-
ently satisfied himself as to some aspect of my condition, he gave a 
short, sharp nod, smiled enigmatically, turned, and walked away. Based 
on his manner and the intensity of his visual inquiry, I was convinced 
he had overheard what Gloria had said. However, at that distance it 
seemed impossible that he could have, and the more I tried to reason 
it all out and grapple with the accuracy of my perceptions, the more 
assured I became that Marvin, indeed, had uncanny powers.

That was the summer of 1995, and, although these events represent 
the second step on my path to the Sundance, I did not dance with my 
friends at Merritt. Instead, I moved to Calgary the following spring 
to undertake a master’s degree, and later entered a PhD program, to 
examine the social construction of disability among the Kainai. I did 
not realize that my research would represent the third step on my 
path to the Sundance.
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The Third Step

In 1996 I engaged in a great deal of rapport work among the Kainai, 
sat on several boards and societies, and met with the members of a 
variety of local agencies. My fieldwork formally began on the reserve 
in the summer of 1997. I was invited to attend a teaching circle spon-
sored by the members of the Blood Tribe Disabilities Society. The so-
ciety’s plan was to teach a third-grade class on the reserve everything 
they needed to know about disability. Essentially, their purpose was to 
humanize the disabled by debunking popular stereotypes the students 
may have inherited from others. Each speaker (two male quadriplegics, 
a male paraplegic, and a female amputee) explained the cause of their 
disability and assured them they could approach a Native disabled 
person to give them a hug, or simply speak to them directly without 
apprehension, if they chose to. They wanted to convey the fact that 
they experienced the same joy, sorrow, pain, fear, suffering, and laugh-
ter, and failed and succeeded in their lives in the same manner, and to 
the same extent, as the non-disabled or able-bodied did.

When joining them, my friend Butch introduced me to Carolla, 
one of his relations, who was, he pointed out, the women’s Sundance 
leader on the “north end” of the reserve. She was (and is) as engaging 
and intelligent a woman as I have ever met, and following the meeting 
I drove her home and stayed for tea. Carolla asked how I had come 
to the reserve, how I knew Butch, and why I wanted to work with 
the disabled. In addition to “caring for the women” at the Sundance, 
Carolla explained she was also involved with the Blood Tribe Disabil-
ities Society. Within a period of five years, she had had a limb ampu-
tated as a result of a motor vehicle accident, had undergone breast-
removal surgery for cancer, and had been diagnosed with diabetes, but 
remained strong, vibrant, engaged, and dedicated to the Sundance and 
the disabled. In turn, I explained the connections between my family 
and the disabled, having originally met Butch through my husband’s 
former employer, the Canadian Paraplegic Association. I also told Ca-
rolla of my recent move from the Okanagan and some of my experi-
ences with the Eagle Sundance Society.

I was curious about any differences between the Eagle Society 
Sundance and the Sundance on the reserve. Carolla explained that 
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Butch’s having introduced her as the “leader” of the women’s Sun-
dance was somewhat misleading, her role was simply to “look af-
ter” the women. The leader was her elder brother, Maurice Crow 
Spreading Wings. I explained how I had been invited to dance several 
times but had always refused (though I did not give a reason). I said 
I missed my friends and the weekly sweat-lodge ceremonies. Carolla 
indicated she had a sweat lodge in the backyard, which had “come 
to her” through an elder brother who had passed a few years earlier. 
She generally held a sweat each Saturday afternoon. In addition, Ca-
rolla explained she was holding the first Sundance fast of the year the 
following weekend. She added further details about the event, by way 
of invitation in the “Blood Way,” stating when it would begin, what 
the women needed to bring: their sleeping bags, a dress for the lodge, 
something in which to sleep, their pipes, and some sage and tobacco. 
I explained, somewhat disappointed, that I was not a pipe carrier. Ca-
rolla assured me it was unnecessary to hold a pipe to participate in 
a fast. In fact, the only way to earn such a pipe was to make and ful-
fill a Sundance commitment, which many of the women had done, or 
would do, following the fast.

As I left Carolla’s home that evening, I contemplated the possibility 
of attending a fast and reflected on the “coincidence” that it would be 
held on Easter weekend. My thoughts returned to the events on the 
lake in the summer of 1995. Perhaps Carolla, Maurice, and the Sun-
dance were part of the “purpose” Gloria had foretold? I mused at the 
statistical probability of Carolla’s being the first person I met socially 
among the more than 9,200 members of the community. Adopting 
a purely pragmatic and somewhat expedient attitude, I reasoned it 
might not be such a bad idea to spend the Easter weekend at a fast. 
Accordingly, I arrived the following week early in the evening, unan-
nounced, at Carolla’s home.

Carolla had been expecting me to “turn up” and had prepared a 
place for me. As we worked together fixing the food for the feast before 
the midnight commencement of the fast, I began to doubt. What had 
I committed myself to? I knew I would comport myself well enough 
in a sweat lodge but had grave reservations about the prospect of a 
full fast without food or water for four days. It was not until much 
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later in the evening that I realized the rules of the fast also precluded 
touching water—no washing or tooth brushing—for the duration! At 
that point, I nearly panicked and had to work diligently to subdue a 
sudden desire to make an excuse and leave.

That Saturday evening, it rained, which in the Blackfoot “way” 
signifies that the Creator has “taken pity” on the fasters and shown 
compassion. Accordingly, we were allowed to take a small amount 
of water. The catch was that it had to be rainwater collected from the 
“natural” environment. Carolla advised us there was a hole in the 
eaves trough at the front of the house. Myself and the others, bare-
foot and in our pajamas, were soon scrambling desperately in the dark 
through the thick, clay mud, trying to catch a drop of rainwater in a 
jar as it leaked through a hole in the gutter.

On the final evening of the fast, after the feast had been cleared—
some given away to friends and relatives, and the remainder packed 
away—the women gathered around the kitchen table to sit and talk, 
and I sat across the table from Yvonne, a quiet young woman who ap-
peared to be about thirty-five years of age. I indicated to Yvonne that 
I had recently moved from the Okanagan Valley to Calgary. Yvonne 
replied that she had a sister who lived there and who was also a Sun-
dancer. Yvonne knew about the Eagle Sundance Society, the satellite col-
lege in Kelowna, and the sweat lodge at Duck Lake. Incredibly, I found 
myself was face to face with a sister I did not know Gloria had.

As it was late and most of the women had to work the following 
morning (and I had yet to drive the more than 180 kilometers back 
to Calgary), we began to pack our things and bid each other good-
night. Invariably, as I said goodnight, each woman offered a similar 
comment, “I’ll see you at the Sundance.” When I returned to the ta-
ble, Yvonne asked, “Why don’t you come? You don’t have to dance 
if you don’t want to. That’s ok. But why not come as a supporter?” 
When I did not answer right away, Carolla added, “You don’t have 
to make a decision right now. Just pray about it. Pray about it and 
ask for guidance.” Without making any commitment, I left and once 
again mused, as I drove away from the house, about the sheer num-
ber of “coincidences” I had encountered since I had first met Gloria 
only fourteen months earlier. In that light, I had more or less decided 
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I would attend the Sundance as a supporter, but the farther away I 
drove, the more my thoughts shifted back to the concerns of family 
and work. As June approached, I wavered for several days undecided. 
Could I spare the time? Did my desire to see the women again consti-
tute a valid reason to attend? Would I go?

The Fourth Step

So it was that in June 1997 I determined to follow the directions I had 
been given and drove off the highway into what appeared to be an 
unkempt field. After driving for nearly two miles, I reached the antic-
ipated turn in a dirt road, which brought me alongside a steep cou-
lee, several hundred feet high above a wide oxtail turn in the Oldman 
River. As I had been told, I could see a house, a campground, some 
tents, camper trailers, a Sundance arbor, all sheltered within a grove 
of massive old cottonwood trees, I was overcome by a powerful im-
pression that somehow I had “been here before.” What prevailed was 
a sense that somehow I “was home,” and I could not shake the feel-
ing. I began to tremble and had to remain in the truck for several min-
utes to collect myself and explain myself—to my husband and grand-
son who had accompanied me.

As I struggled to regain some control, it began to grow dark and the 
wind picked up in the kind of gale that is typical of the prairies at sun-
set; it also felt as if it might rain. Seeing my grandson’s face in the rear-
view mirror, I realized we had to quickly set up camp and drove down 
the coulee and chose a site under a large cottonwood overlooking the 
riverbank. We struggled to wrap a large tarp around the tent to ensure 
that my grandson would not get cold or wet during the night. The wind 
and the darkness worked in tandem against our efforts, and suddenly, 
the rain pelted down so hard it was painful. The tarp became tangled 
around my legs. I was standing in one place, spinning around, trying 
to unwrap myself, when a man stepped out of the semi-darkness and 
asked if he could help. We quickly regained control of the tarp and 
secured it for the night. We shook his hand and he asked if there was 
anything else we needed. We assured him we were fine and thanked 
him for his assistance. He indicated to us that if our son was cold or 
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wet in the night, we could come up to the house and help ourselves. 
We thanked him again, and he walked away, quickly disappearing in 
the darkness. I liked him immediately, as did my husband.

It was not until the next morning as the dancers entered the arbor 
that I realized it had been Maurice, Carolla’s elder brother and the 
Sundance leader. I was impressed again by his humility and by the 
gentle but quietly self-assured manner in which he maneuvered the 
dancers into their places. As it happened, the spot in the arbor where 
we set up our chairs and my grandson’s playthings was next to the 
drummers’ enclosure by the western gate. Over the next four days, I 
scrutinized Maurice carefully, as he alternately sang at the drum and 
danced. I grew increasingly comfortable and familiar with his kind de-
meanor and mischievous sense of humor. Maurice would periodically 
catch my eye and make a face, tell a joke, sing a “goofy” song such as 
“They Call Me Billie Jack,” or deliberately throw off the rhythm of 
the other drummers by modifying his beat. He was a natural come-
dian and had a way of putting everyone around him at ease. At the 
same time, it was evident he was highly respected by all in attendance, 
and there was little doubt about who was “in charge.”

As I had done in Merritt, I listened, watched, and participated in the 
Sundance as a supporter, helping my friends meet their commitments 
in any way I could. Intermittently, Maurice sought us out to “check 
in,” he said, to ensure there was “nothing we needed,” and I began to 
feel that if I were ever to dance, I might do it there. In fact, everything 
seemed to be moving me in that direction. On the final day, however, 
following the ceremony when they called the “pledgers” to the tree to 
make their commitments for the next year, I did not join them.

Several weeks later, I visited Carolla; and while we sat drinking tea 
and chatting, the subject of the Sundance came up. I was, I told her, 
“apparently” incapable of making a decision about whether to take 
part in the Sundance. After I spoke, we sat for several moments in si-
lence before Carolla said, “You need to pray about it. Just pray about 
it and you’ll know. Pray about it and start your preparations. So, if 
you’ll decide to do it, then you’ll be ready. Just pray about it and ask 
for guidance.” For several months thereafter, I drove to the reserve 
every Sunday morning to participate in the preparations and sweat-
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lodge ceremonies. I acted “as if” I were going to dance and learned the 
songs and the protocols, the stories and the history of this Sundance 
and participated in the semiannual fasts. I got to know the women 
and men who had already pledged. I actually began to feel fairly com-
fortable about my potential participation.

As Carolla had suggested, I spent my time in the sweat lodge pray-
ing and waiting patiently for an answer. I had no idea what form such 
an answer might take, nor, indeed, whether I had missed my answer 
not knowing what form to expect it in. Despite Carolla’s assurances 
that an answer “would come,” I was beginning to doubt that would 
be the case. It seemed that no matter what activity I engaged in, the 
single question, whether to dance or not, remained foremost in my 
thoughts. Then, one night, I had the following dream.

It was a lucid dream, one in which the dreamer is aware she or he is 
dreaming. It was as if I were standing outside of myself at the bedside 
and watching myself sleep. At the same time, I felt as if I were fully 
conscious of my thoughts inside and outside the dream. As I slept, 
I heard a voice, sharp and insistent. I could not grasp the words, or 
comprehend their meaning, but recognized they were spoken in Black-
foot, which I could not comprehend at the time. The voice was calling 
me. Whether it was calling me by a “name” or simply “calling” to at-
tract my attention I could not tell. I mumbled, “Leave me alone. Go 
away. I’m tired. Just leave me.” But the voice pressed me to acknowl-
edge it. I made up my mind to ignore it, and so continued to say as 
earnestly as I could, “I am too tired to bother.” Ultimately, it became 
clear the voice would not leave me alone. So I rolled over in my sleep 
toward the sound, and there, at the edge of my bed, to my astonish-
ment (even in my sleep), stood a golden eagle. It spoke to me then in 
English and simply said: “Come with me.”

I was frightened and tried to roll away, vehemently explaining that 
while “I would like to go” it was impossible. I was too weak and 
too tired to follow. In the dream I remember thinking, “This is really 
crazy.” It is simply not possible that I am lying here in my own bed, 
with my husband lying beside me (I could see him in the dream but 
do not know why I did not try to wake him), and speaking Black-
foot! English! To a golden eagle! Its presence was inescapable, and 
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though I was completely unnerved, I finally indicated: “Okí, Pi’ita! I 
would follow you but I cannot fly.” The eagle respectfully but firmly 
commanded, “Just grab my tail feathers.” I did, and we were imme-
diately airborne.

Flying at a considerable height over the prairies, we found the wind 
coming directly at us from the south, becoming increasingly stron-
ger until Pi’ita was struggling, and I could barely maintain my grip 
on his tail feathers. I called out to him that I could not hold on any-
more; it was too difficult, and I was very cold. I wanted to go home, 
I said. I listened carefully, but there was no audible response. The ea-
gle then shifted direction radically westward, toward the very edge 
of the foothills. As we approached the mountains, he turned slightly 
south again. We were now tucked up close to the mountains, and the 
wind became a gentle, though still quite cold, breeze. I felt I had a 
good sense of where we were, over a country road I frequently used 
to avoid traffic on my Sunday trips to the reserve. I was, at one and 
the same time, fully enjoying the trip (it was beautiful) and terribly 
frightened, as I had no idea what he wanted from me or, ultimately, 
what was going to happen.

Now that the eagle was flying south, the trip became much easier, 
and I relaxed the hand that had originally seized his tail feathers in a 
fist, until I barely had a fingertip on a single feather. I marveled (in the 
dream) that he could support our combined weight and drag, and that 
just the slightest contact between us, just the pad of one fingertip, was 
sufficient to keep us connected and airborne. Though still anxious, I 
began to relax and surrender to his direction. For some time, I sim-
ply watched as the landscape transformed below. I realized that I was 
in pajamas, actually a long cotton gown—not something I ordinar-
ily wore, and that my feet were bare. I was almost too relaxed now. I 
tried to lean over a bit to look over the eagle’s left shoulder so I could 
see his face and speak to him. Then, suddenly, my fingertip lost con-
tact with his tail feathers. I held my breath for a moment, anticipat-
ing a fall. Instead of falling, the journey abruptly ended. We did not 
land, nor even attempt to land. We were simply on the ground stand-
ing by a Sundance tree in the midst of an abandoned arbor.

The place was familiar. In the dream I remember thinking it was 
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Maurice’s. We were close to a river; I could hear it in the dream. For 
some reason, it seemed inappropriate to speak aloud. Accordingly, I 
queried him with a look asking why he had brought me here. He re-
sponded by silently reaching for my right hand and placing something 
in its palm, he closed my fingers tightly around four small sticks. I 
did not know what the sticks were for, but I did know that they were 
what he had brought me there to retrieve. I remember thinking maybe 
they were piercing pegs, but simultaneous with that thought, I was in-
stantly awake and sitting bolt upright in my bed.

Without thinking about what I was doing, I peered over the edge of 
the bed, fully expecting to see the eagle still sitting there. Somewhat 
disappointed, I sat back up and actually opened my hand, which was 
still clenched tightly into a fist, anticipating the four sticks he had 
placed in my palm. While I could not see them (it was dark in the bed-
room), I could sense their weight and feel their texture against my skin. 
I could even smell the scent of freshly cut or broken branches. But 
there was nothing there, and again, I experienced a profound sense 
of disappointment. As I slowly regained full consciousness, I began 
to shiver and became so disturbed by the contents of the dream that 
I woke my husband. It was 3:03 a.m. and I relayed the entire dream 
to him. For some time, we laughed and traded potential explana-
tions for the dream. I felt relieved and, after talking for about a half 
an hour, we rolled over, and I immediately fell back into a deep and 
dreamless sleep.

The next morning, however, the dream was still very much with me. 
While it had seemed somewhat entertaining the night before, the whole 
experience was too tangible to be made fun of in broad daylight. As 
the affect stayed with me for several days, I began to seek out a num-
ber of the Sundancers, believing one of them would be able to clarify 
the dream. However, no one I spoke to was able to recognize a spe-
cific message, and each, in turn, suggested I seek out Maurice.

The following weekend, while driving to Maurice’s to attend the 
sweat lodge, I decided I would ask him to interpret the dream for me. 
I was familiar with the protocol and so began to stop along the way 
to purchase the items I needed: print (cloth), two pouches of tobacco, 
a large flank steak (a perennial favorite among the Bloods), and some 
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hard tack candy, which I knew he liked. I wrapped the whole thing 
up in a bundle with some spare red cotton cloth and, at the last min-
ute, included a fifty-dollar bill. With these gifts, the request for an in-
terpretation could be properly made.

As was customary at the conclusion of the sweat lodge, everyone 
returned to Maurice’s house for a feast, which often lasted for several 
hours, as people ate, relaxed, talked, and accepted teachings from the 
male and female leaders who were present. I stayed later than usual, 
waiting for an opportunity to speak with Maurice alone. Finally, after 
nearly three hours, I sat with Maurice at his kitchen table and asked if 
he would be willing to interpret a dream I had recently had but could 
not comprehend. Maurice agreed to do so, and I offered him the gifts 
according to local protocols, which he accepted with a suggestion that 
I follow him into a back room where we could speak privately.

Sitting together on a small couch in the back room, I suddenly felt 
timid, ridiculous, a little unsure of myself, and even less certain of my 
purpose. Maurice, perhaps, sensed my hesitation and began to speak 
first. He asked about my family (which he invariably did) and spoke 
for a few moments about his most recent “bad” luck at bingo. Once 
he had me laughing, it was clear the floor was mine. I told the dream 
exactly as I have written it, and included the story of Elena’s death, my 
experience at the Eagle Society Sundance, the fast at Carolla’s, and the 
Sundance preparations I had engaged in, and briefly described some 
of the other dreams I had had.

I spoke for nearly half an hour, and Maurice had said not a word 
nor asked a single question. Even after I finished, he remained very 
still and said and did nothing for a full ten minutes. When he began 
to speak, I could barely hear his words, for his head was down and 
he was speaking directly into his chest. I had to listen carefully. He 
began with an abridged version of his life story in the form of a ver-
bal genealogy, starting with his grandparents, moving on to his par-
ents, and then to his brothers and sisters. He made a self-deprecating 
joke about his third “marriage” and finally spoke about his children 
and his grandchildren. Maurice, then, offered several vignettes about 
dreams he had had as a young man. In addition, he spoke about 
his career as a former award-winning powwow dancer. The stories 
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included the details of a number of events that had occurred while he 
was on the “circuit” and that had irrevocably changed his life, includ-
ing the fact that he had spent some time in jail (which I had known 
before). Maurice stressed the fact that he had known “full well” what 
he had been doing at the time of his offense and made no excuses for 
his behavior; rather, he felt he had done so for good reasons (as that 
is his story, I will not repeat it here). Finally, he made it clear to me 
that he had accepted full responsibility for his actions in the Blackfoot 
“way” (where the acknowledgment of personal responsibility is crit-
ical, as no absolution is possible; and, where, ultimately, failing such 
acknowledgment, he would have been separated from his ancestors 
in Cypress Hills, forever). However, he appeared completely at ease 
about his past and the contributions he had made to it. I had no idea 
what any of it had to do with my dream.

At this point, he began to tell a story about a small group of Black-
foot warriors in pursuit of enemies across the prairies in the dead of 
winter. In great detail, he spoke of how the group became lost in a 
blizzard and somehow ended up on the wrong side of a river not solid 
enough to cross safely on horseback. One of the group volunteered to 
risk his life to break the ice, swim across the river, climb out on the far 
bank, locate some dry wood, and build a roaring fire before the rest of 
the group could cross. His voice was filled with obvious admiration 
for the bravery of the young man’s actions. Maurice spoke at length 
of the qualities of sacrifice, bravery, and caring for the needs of oth-
ers, as opposed to fulfilling your own wants. The young man, he ex-
plained, was a distant ancestor who had counted many coups during 
his warrior days, and thus, lived “many winters,” a Blackfoot euphe-
mism for a long and fulfilling life. In the Blackfoot way, such geneal-
ogies serve as the speaker’s bona fides, and Maurice was telling me his 
history and justifying his leadership at the Sundance. 

Maurice was a natural storyteller, and it was easy to be swept along 
as he told a tale. As he shifted his narrative to yet another subject, I 
was seized by dread. The longer he spoke, and he had been speaking 
for nearly an hour, the less and less confident I was following him, or 
that I had grasped the meaning of what it was he was trying to tell 
me. I became confused and despondent and stopped trying to record 
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his words. Perhaps, alerted by the discontinuation of my scribbling, 
Maurice looked up for the first time since he had begun speaking, and 
made direct eye contact. His look was mild and gentle though he ap-
peared to be far away “as if” he did not see me clearly. Although he 
continued to speak in a soft voice, his tone changed and his words 
became increasingly forceful. This new posture served to increase 
my distress and confirm my growing conviction that I had entirely 
missed his meaning and would be unable to answer the inevitable se-
ries of questions I felt he would ask to check the quality of my per-
ception. I became conscious I had lost the direction of the narrative, 
and scrambled to write down his every word as he continued speak-
ing. I “tuned” back in just in time to record the following interpreta-
tion of the dream:

. . . and so my Blackfoot name is Naatsohsowaatsis, Last Tail 
Feathers. I think the dream was good. Pi’ita (Eagle) brought you 
to the circle. He wants you to find your place in that circle. Every-
one has a place there that belongs to him. And you’ll find what 
belongs to you. And so Pi’ita put you in that circle. Maybe it’s for 
your husband? I always pray for your husband. Every day at that 
tree, I’ll pray for him. And for all those cripples (disabled). Pi’ita is 
telling that you could call on him. That he’ll help. If you get into a 
trouble you could call and he could help you out. And protect you. 
Ah, he’ll watch over you like ah…ah guard. Like an angel, you 
know? Like a guardian? But you need to honor him. You’ll honor 
him. You’ll have to know that eagle song. Do you know that song? 
[Yes. But I’m not sure I know it very well]. Then, first thing is . . . 
then you learn that song. And learn it good. ’Cause you’ll honor 
him with that song. Pi’ita is giving you that song so you can use 
it. And so you’re brought to this place and to me. Those tail feath-
ers? That’s me! That’s my Indian name, Naatsohsowaatsis, Last 
Tail Feathers. In that dream, that’s me. And Pi’ita is telling that 
it’s gonna be better if you’ll be in one place. That wind? It’s gonna 
be hard if you’ll jump all around. Listening to this one and that 
one [various Leaders]. If you’ll do it that way, then it’s gonna be 
no good. It’s gonna be hard and maybe too hard [like the wind in 
the dream until Pi’ita shifts his course]. And maybe you’ll pay too 
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much [suffer]. You understand? [Stay on one path?] Yeah, just in 

one place. They’re all gonna want you to go with them [to other 

Sundances]. But just stay in one place and learn what you need to 

learn. If you’ll go, after you do your four years, then it’s gonna be 

ok [if I teach you]. But if you’ll go in one year or two years it will 

be hard. I can teach you that. Pi’ita is saying that it’s ok [that you 

are worthy to be taught]. In that dream he’s telling me it’s ok. And 

I know you. I know how you are inside. I’ve seen you for a long 

time now. I’ve watched you. I know who you are [I am Ni’itsitapi, 

a real person. A Blackfoot compliment, a way of indicating I have 

few pretensions and am one of them]. And so I’m gonna tell you 

how it happened [how he became Sundance leader]. I’m gonna 

talk about all those choices that I made. And then you’ll see how 

it [the Sundance] came here. How it came to me. How I brought 

that Sundance here because of all my decisions. Because of all the 

things I’ve done. And my family’s done. And so that’s it. I think 

it’s pretty clear. It’s a good message. It’s good you’re here. This is 

where you should be. It’s where He [Creator] wants you to be. And 

so that’s it. And it’s an answer. It’s a good answer. And so it’s up to 

you. Pi’ita is telling you that you need to make a choice. You need 

to make that decision. That’s all I have to say. (Fieldnotes, April 

26, 1998)

Kainai Conception of “True” Knowledge

Cycles. Circles. Ages. Stages. Relations. Interdependence. Balance. 
Harmony. Flux. Change. Growth. Knowledge. Concentric circles and 
interrelations. These are the preconditions of knowledge production 
among the Kainai. Although I understood that at an intellectual level 
before the Sundance, only having lived these principles in conjunction 
with the ecstatic experiences that led me to them, made them real, a 
part of who I am and, thus, made them available to me as tools in the 
production of knowledge and ethnography.

Fabian’s “out of mind” is neither a flight of pure fantasy nor a work 
of fiction. Ecstasis is akin to a Sundance, a ceremony, a vision quest, 
or a dream in the Kainai world. To be “out of mind,” in this way, is 
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not to be mad, unscientific, or non-objective (in fact, for the Kainai it 
is so ordinary it does not bear mention). Nor does it signify that one 
has “gone native.” Instead, it is an opportunity to glimpse the moral, 
emotional, physical, intuitive, and spiritual realities and experiences 
of others firsthand as we take part in the transformations our hosts 
experience. Thereafter, we have an obligation to determine what such 
experiences may add to our perceptual and conceptual understand-
ing not only of our fieldwork cultures but of all human phenomena, 
including ourselves. It is possible to vitalize our ethnographies con-
cerning “others” by including our own ecstatic experiences, which in 
any event indirectly acts to validate our host’s ecstatic accounts. To 
ignore such experiences, either because they do not meet the require-
ments of our own epistemology or because we fear we will expose too 
much of ourselves, is indicative of a fundamental disrespect for the 
very people we write about, as it continues to set them apart as “oth-
ers” who are fundamentally irreconcilable with our “ways of know-
ing.” In the end, we owe it to ourselves and to those we try to repre-
sent, to produce an ethnography that makes “sense” not only to us 
but to them. If ecstasis provides a tool that facilitates greater verac-
ity in our attempts at “sense making,” we owe it to ourselves and to 
those we represent to make use of that which is available to us. To 
me, that is the best measure of the quality of a good ethnography—it 
should open one’s mind, heart, and behavior to a given lifeworld, in 
this instance that of the Kainai.

The traditional Kainai universe is populated with animate, sentient, 
and spirit beings existing in a relational order with human beings. 
All beings are governed by a constant state of “flux” (Little Bear in 
Battiste 2002, 78) understood as the potential for growth or adapta-
tion essential for the continuity and well-being of all. This relational 
principle is of utmost importance not merely because all beings ex-
ist “in relation” to one another, but because all beings are inherently 
interdependent. Hence, the Blackfoot phrase Okí Ni’itsokowa “all 
my relations!” is less a colloquialism than a literal rendering of Kai-
nai “first principles.”

The Kainaiwa orient to reality based on the principles of “relations,” 
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“space,” and “place,” as opposed to the more familiar time and con-
text of the Western world (Little Bear 2002, 82; Crow, personal com-
munication, 1998). Space refers to a specific physical location in an 
environmental context. Place denotes an inherently reciprocal posi-
tion in the relational order of family, community, and the larger global 
village (Crow, personal communication, 1998). Each human being is 
unique among all others and is at liberty to interpret the collective cul-
tural code based on his or her experiences (Little Bear in Battiste 2002,
84; Crow, personal communication, 1998; and Calf Robe, personal 
communication, 1999). Each person is, therefore, capable of making 
a “contribution” to society through innovation or adaptation of that 
collective code. The value of wholeness (flux, place, space, relations) 
ensures that if all do their part, social order, harmony, and balance 
will be the result (Little Bear, in Battiste 2002, 84).

In the Kainai worldview, knowledge is stories, as each story con-
tains both ideas (subjective theories) and actions (objective methods). 
The potentialities within stories are vitalized by experience. As a pro-
cess, experience mediates between ideas and actions, and the trans-
formation that occurs is a result of human creativity and innovation 
and reflects the ongoing flux of the universe, understood as a natu-
ral tendency toward change through growth and adaptation. Thus, 
as the essential element of the universe, flux acts upon both the envi-
ronment and human beings. Humans experience flux as birth, the de-
velopmental stages of life, death, and reincarnation. In an endless and 
self-sustaining cycle, flux takes the form of the self-sustaining gener-
ative, degenerative, and regenerative cycles that produce regular pat-
terns or occurrences, such as the seasons; annual animal migrations; 
the spiritual ceremonies of individual and communal renewal, such 
as the Sundance; and the songs and stories of the people and the aes-
thetics and conventions by which they are formed and performed (Lit-
tle Bear, in Battiste 2002, 78). In this manner, the ceremonies, songs, 
and stories of the Kainai are the repository of the full corpus of cul-
tural knowledge.

Accordingly, the goal and the product of all knowledge is the in-
troduction of change into the world. Understood as the potential for 
growth, adaptation, and transformation, knowledge is essential for 



0
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
0
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
0
1
2
3
4
5
6

Reveal or Conceal?

78

the perpetual renewal and continuity of all creation. Similarly, stories 
are both the vehicle through which knowledge (ideas, actions, and ex-
perience) enters and affects the world, and the medium that records 
and represents that knowledge to others as a potential for learning 
(growth and transformation).

The concept of Kxa’khom or Mother Earth is, perhaps, the best 
conceptual example of relations, space, and place as the primary pre-
condition of Kainai knowledge production. Kxa’khom exists in a lit-
eral, not metaphoric, sense as the Mother or generatrix of all life. This 
includes the Kainai, who, as an autochthonous people, were born of 
her womb. The cultural symbol of that womb is found in the dome-
shaped sweat lodges used by the Kainai for prayer and purification. 
The sweat-lodge ritual use is a symbolic act of spiritual rebirth. As all 
Kainai are born of the same Mother (the Earth), classificatory terms, 
such as niitsistowahsin, “brother,” are not simply rhetorical. Rather, 
they express the nature of this primary kinship relation. Thus, an in-
dividual becomes fixed in “space,” “place,” and the reciprocal rela-
tional order of Kainai society, governed by the principles of mutual 
respect, trust, and the fulfillment of kinship roles and obligations.

Being born of Kxa’khom, the Kainai participate in the sacred sub-
stances and actions of creation. At death, the spirit leaves akáa’tsis, the 
body—a temporary “robe”—protection afforded to the spirit—and 
returns to Kxa’khom to contribute to and participate in the renewal 
and regeneration of new life (Crow, personal communication, 1998;
Calf Robe, personal communication, 1999). Ceremonial events such 
as the Sundance, understood as individual and communal acts of pu-
rification, thanksgiving, and renewal, are both symbolic of and pro-
ductive of that continuity. The notions of “relations,” “place,” and 
“space” as repetitive motifs not only affect internal individual behav-
iors but manifest themselves in the social behavior of the Kainaiwa, 
such as in the social and spatial organization of the community (Lit-
tle Bear in Battiste 2002, 81). On an individual basis, “space” refers 
to the specific area of reserve lands that extended families originally 
occupied and have continued to occupy for generations (Little Bear, 
in Battiste 2002, 81).

As do all animate and sentient beings in the Kainai universe, Kxa’khom
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wishes to exist in the normative state of wellness intended for all be-
ings at the time of Creation. Wellness is conceptualized as balance and 
harmony. The potential for harmony (or fulfillment) exists only when 
all forces and beings in the universe (the individual, the family, and 
the tribe) are in balance. In addition to existing within the relational 
order, Kxa’khom also exists in the Kainai spatial and social orders. In 
terms of “space,” this relationship is exemplified in the strong connec-
tion between the Kainai and Kainaissksááhko, the land, or, literally, 
“Kainai land.” Traditionally, it included the territory from the North 
Saskatchewan River through to and including Yellowstone Park. The 
Blood Reserve is now understood as their tribal “home.” 

For the Kainai, a moral breach or a failure of reciprocal obliga-
tions calls for the repair of damaged relations. At death, the spirit of 
a Kainai who had maintained and fulfilled its reciprocal obligations 
during life and, thus, had not broken faith with the local moral or-
der, was admitted to the Cypress Hills, and there resumed life in all 
its particulars, with ancestors who had gone before (Calf Robe, per-
sonal communication, 1999). In contrast, a Kainai who committed 
a serious and unremediated offense (understood as the failure to ac-
cept personal responsibility for one’s actions) would be refused entry 
and, thus, risked becoming separated for eternity from earthly and 
spiritual kin relations. To break with the precepts of the local, moral 
order was to risk everything and represented the most severe form of 
retribution a Kainai could experience.

The Kainai worldview privileges process as opposed to product, 
or actions as opposed to goals (Little Bear, in Battiste 2002, 78). Ev-
ery thought or action, from its inception to its fulfillment, is valued 
equally. For example, in intuiting the design of a drum, gathering the 
materials and fashioning a finished product, each step is equally sat-
isfying and fulfilling. All things happen when the time is right, when 
each of the necessary preconditions for an occurrence have been sat-
isfied. There is nothing to be gained by rushing or taking shortcuts. 
The preference is always to let the process play out “on its own” or 
in the “the right” time. Pleasure is consequently understood as a fea-
ture of the process as a whole, rather than as a reward deferred until 
a goal has been realized. Thus, time cannot slip away, be wasted, or 
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be lost. Time is without direction (lineality) and cannot impose itself 
on an individual being or the world. Time exists and unfolds in natu-
ral cycles as part of the essential perpetual flux of the universe. Time 
just is (Little Bear, in Battiste 2002, 78).

The process orientation and relational order of the Kainai universe 
is reflected in the Blackfoot language, which is verb-oriented rather 
than nominal. There are no distinctions between genders, nor is the 
language precisely inflected as to animate and inanimate, though it 
appears to be. Everything is more or less animated (Little Bear, in Bat-
tiste 2002, 78). The importance of a given act of speech is the action, 
“what is happening,” as opposed to the nominal, the being, the object 
or place toward which an action is directed. In this universe “trees” 
speak, “rocks” become grandparents, and “buffalo” or “coyote” take 
an interest in human beings and offer guidance, protection, knowl-
edge, and power (Little Bear, in Battiste 2002, 78). Accordingly, hu-
man beings may transform themselves into another being and display 
the primary characteristics associated with such a being, whether an-
imal or spirit. A “bear dancer” does not merely mimic the actions of 
a bear, he is a bear, dancing.

The Kainai worldview has important implications as regards the 
inclusion of ecstasis within ethnography. First, since ideas are subjec-
tive, it is not possible to know what ideas exist within the mind of 
another. Access to the knowledge of another is made possible only 
through actions, or story. A story transfers knowledge when a lis-
tener who wishes to learn applies “active” listening skills and, hav-
ing heard the story, “acts” upon that knowledge. Second, each Kainai 
experiences the world differently (as, indeed, all human beings do). 
The Kainai therefore insist there are many local, contingent, experi-
ential, temporal, flexible, contextual, and gendered subjectivities, or 
truths. Thus, when an individual shares a story, and, in so doing, po-
tentially engages in a knowledge transfer, the listener can assume the 
storyteller has, to the best of his or her ability, faithfully recreated the 
experiences upon which that knowledge depends (Little Bear, in Bat-
tiste 2002, 80).

In short, the Kainai are an embodied people. The Earth is, literally, 
their Mother, and all beings, human, animal, spirit, and other are 
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brothers and sisters in Creation. All exist within a highly moralized, 
cyclical, and spiritual environment within which each is charged with 
the well-being and continuity of the community through participa-
tion in the natural flux of the universe. Stories of their experiences ef-
fect individual and communal transformations and result in the pro-
duction of knowledge necessary to ensure the balance and harmony 
of all. Being fixed within the spatial and relational web of the Kai-
naiwa, having “found my place” in the Sundance circle, according 
to Maurice’s directions, was instrumental in the development of my 
knowledge and understanding of the Kainai and essential to the pro-
duction of ethnography. Only through ecstasis and the visceral expe-
riences of the Sundance was I able to embody these “first principles” 
and move beyond the realm of an objective, intellectual exercise to a 
full appreciation of Kainai truths.

Conclusion

Beginning in 1998, I did dance at Maurice’s Sundance. To date, I have 
completed three years of a four-year commitment. I will not say more 
about why I dance other than that I do so for my family. I will say, how-
ever, that the ecstatic experiences noted in this piece were instrumen-
tal, ultimately, in my reaching a decision to dance. Suffice it to say that 
my ecstatic experiences and my participation in the Sundance shook 
the very foundation of my perceptions and conceptions of the Kainai 
and of their identity as a people. Looking back on my journals, they 
conjure a virtual reproduction of that time. What cements each event 
in my mind is the congruency that exists between my notes and my 
recollections of my own experiences. As I reread the diary, each expe-
rience is revitalized and produces a visceral reaction so authentic that 
I can smell and taste the food (and especially the “camp” coffee); see 
the children in bare feet with runny noses and burr-filled socks; hear 
their shrieking and hysterical, raucous laughter; and feel the warmth 
of their hands in mine. I can conjure the smells of the kitchen and the 
camp, including the sweetgrass mixed with the blood, sweat, and tears 
of the dancers and myself; and smell the body odors of the “old ladies” 
cooking three meals a day for a crowd of more than one hundred peo-
ple; and that of the men who worked day and night chopping wood 
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and throwing it into the fire pit. Looking back upon my own experi-
ences, I can see, feel, taste, touch, and hear the Sundances I attended 
and those in which I participated. The beating of a drum or the smell 
of burning sweetgrass or sweet pine immediately conjures the expe-
rience of enduring days without food or water: the relentless prairie 
sun burning my skin, the physical pain of long hours dancing, singing, 
and sweating under those conditions. The social pleasures of friend-
ship and shared suffering combined with the intense spiritual joy of 
prayer and thanksgiving. The “gift” of simple respite and rest at the 
end of the day and the delight of reuniting with family members em-
bedded in my marrow. A chance meeting with another Sundancer au-
tomatically unites us in joy, pain, and suffering. I know these people 
and they know me with an uncommon intensity. Without this first-
hand experience of a new way of being (new for me, not for the Kai-
nai), I could not have contemplated the potential contributions of ec-
stasis as an epistemological tool.

Ecstasis moved my conception of the Kainai and the Sundance to 
a more widely inclusive plane, a holistic or unified level that encom-
passes all aspects of myself and of the people (the Kainai and others), 
including our joint and several histories, our mutual and individ-
ual experiences, and our expedient and common needs, desires, and 
goals. There is no loss of “self” or “objectivity” in this, but rather an 
enrichment of self and other. I now have a deep appreciation of the 
spiritual, emotional, psychological, and physical similarities and dif-
ferences between us that, rather than obscure, actually clarify and ex-
plicate a common humanity. As a result, I appreciate and carry with 
me, always, the social and emotional weight of such a commitment 
to myself, my family, my Sundance brothers and sisters, the leaders, 
and the community (especially the elderly, the sick, and the disabled). 
I fully appreciate at an embodied level what it means to suffer and to 
give fully of oneself on behalf of others.

Similarly, I have a firsthand appreciation of the true measure of such 
a pledge, including both its gifts and the heavy cost of suffering it de-
mands. I can access, utilize, interpret, and apply meanings to intui-
tive and aesthetic materials, which I could not comprehend before, 
and am able to dream in a familiar and culturally authorized idiom, 
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supported by and reflective of community standards, morals, and val-
ues. I have realized firsthand the process and the state of constant flux 
in the universe and have developed an appreciation of its value as a 
source of change, growth, and transformation, and as a precondition 
for knowledge production. I now recognize that stories are knowledge 
and have the potential through process and transformation to actual-
ize both theory and practice. I am sensitive to and aware of the con-
stant movement between the positive and negative forces of the uni-
verse and ourselves, which constantly seek their own level and thus 
produce balance and harmony in the world. And I now know with cer-
tainty that everything in the Kainai world is literally, not figuratively, 
charged with the positive value of spirituality and relations.

Likewise, I now know that there are no simple oppositions in the 
world, no obvious demarcations between those who are good and 
those who are evil, and I realize that both are necessary and coexist 
in us all in equal measure. I now know that the choices we make in 
life and the steps we take (both conscious and unconscious) define 
our moral position in the universe, as there is no natural justice or 
absolution, only responsibility and the full recognition that it is not 
possible to save or change another. Each one must access the flux and 
seek transformation for him or herself. I have learned that the world’s 
full measure of justice is found in the sum of what we each put into 
it and that we each carry the weight of our own culpability for suf-
fering throughout our lives. I now know that only relationships add 
positive value to life (this one or the next) and that material pleasures 
are fleeting indeed.

In truth, we need very little to survive in life, some water, a little 
food, and good relations. Thus, I know that reciprocity and sharing 
is always a gift to the self. I also know that death is not the irrevoca-
ble loss I always believed it to be; rather, it is a part of the process of 
natural flux and continuous regeneration, a momentary loss that ac-
companies a transformation of form, as the energies of the universe 
readjust to our passing. Finally, I now know that there is grace in ag-
ing and in learning life’s lessons well and that there are pleasures and 
penalties associated with each age. 
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As Gloria knew all along, and as I learned through ecstatic experi-
ences, the teachings I received from Carolla, Naatsohsowaatsis, and 
many other Elders and dancers, and my subsequent participation in 
the Sundance, flux or change is always transformative; even the tragic 
death of a child or the acquisition of a major disability, whether one’s 
own or that of another. That such transformative events may be pos-
itive (moral) or negative (immoral) depends entirely upon the indi-
vidual agent experiencing that flux or change. Attending to my own 
physical, emotional, intellectual, moral, spiritual, and ecstatic expe-
riences since Elena’s death has enhanced my perceptions and concep-
tions of the Kainai, and their spirituality, soteriology, and worldview. 
Thus, my story, and my own transformations, both as individual and 
as ethnographer, reflect the fact that ecstasis is both an acceptable form 
of knowledge production and transfer among the Kainai, and a use-
ful research tool for the production of ethnographic knowledge in a 
manner that is accessible to and reflective of the worldviews and ex-
periences of those we represent.

Notes

1. This behavior varies by tradition and is not indicative of all Sundances.



Anthropological research involves a process called recursion. Defined 
as conditions under which “events continually enter into, become en-
tangled with, and then re-enter the universe they describe” (Harries-
Jones 1995, 3) recursion leads to deutero-learning that presses one to 
exceed the boundaries of not only disciplines and categories but also 
a normative or rational self, and to accept particular kinds of faith-
fulness to experience and to ethics. To exceed boundaries is to ac-
cess hitherto-unknown territory. From that point on, “apprehend-
ing the world is not a matter of construction but of engagement, not 
of building but of dwelling, not of making a view of the world but of 
taking up a view in it” (Ingold 1996, 121; Poirier 2004, 61; empha-
sis in original).

In “Recursive Epistemologies and an Ethics of Attention,” Debo-
rah Bird Rose draws upon her rich research experience with Austra-
lian Aborigines to demonstrate how, step by fateful step, an anthro-
pological practice located in the real here and now of encounter takes 
us into the heart of an Aboriginal homeland and the people intimately 
associated with it. Rose argues convincingly that her own connectivi-
ties or entanglements with Debbie, a true Aboriginal mentor, became 
constitutive of her own personhood, and, as such, entered into her re-
search in unexpected ways. She notes that having crossed an epistemo-
logical threshold, the process of discovering the spiritual dimensions 
of Aboriginal lives called her into fidelity, into change, into question. 
To understand the transformation lived in the field, she finds Bates-
on’s concept of recursive epistemology useful because it speaks to our 

Part Two

Entanglements and Faithfulness to Experience
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connectivities with our research partners and teachers. Recursive epis-
temology expresses the dynamics of the ethical and epistemological 
process that concerns her.

In “Ethnographic Rendez-vous: Field Accounts of Unexpected Vul-
nerabilities and Constructed Differences,” Anahí Viladrich conducted 
the first study on Argentines living in New York City (nyc), where she 
entered tango-dancing halls (tango milongas), in which Argentines 
(tango artists and customers) exchange valuable social resources on 
the basis of social solidarity, common interests, and friendship. Vilad-
rich demonstrates how ethnographic data emerges from dialogues. 
Study participants, it is shown, reinvent themselves by telling, retell-
ing, creating, and weaving more than one story from which to make 
sense of their unthreaded migratory paths. From there, they assemble 
(and imagine) promising migratory trajectories. Within the delicate 
balance of structure of opportunity, social conditions, and serendip-
ity, Viladrich illustrates the games of social identification and diver-
gences between the ethnographer and her study participants as two 
sides of the same coin bringing esthetic moments of mutual under-
standing, even when these are also the source of elusive resentments, 
inconclusive demands, and somehow-painful acted-out expressions 
of indifference.

“When the Extraordinary Hits Home: Experiencing Spiritualism,” 
the book’s sixth chapter, consists of an account by Deirdre Meintel 
of her extended field-based research among Spiritualists in Montreal 
where she discovered that her own experience was crucial for even 
knowing what questions to ask about matters such as clairvoyance 
and healing. She is an intellectual originally from France, and they 
are mainly francophone Québécois of working-class origin. Yet, in 
the course of her research, she finds no radical distinction between 
home and field, “us” and “them,” her experience and theirs. Meintel 
initially expected to receive clairvoyance and healing as part of the 
research; to her surprise, she was invited early on to learn how to do
them. She describes how being the subject of clairvoyance and heal-
ing and also becoming a clairvoyant and healer involves a great deal 
of learning through nonverbal means, notably via bodily experiences 
or mental ones that involve bodily metaphors (e.g., “hearing” and 
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“seeing” things). Meintel examines the “events” (in the sense given 
to this term by Augé) that have shaped her study of Spiritualists and 
shows how they have proved integral to the research itself.

Like many previous fieldworkers trained in the tradition of eco-
logical and cognitive anthropology, Edmund Searles was perplexed 
by the tales of sorcery, reincarnation, and prophecy that he encoun-
tered while doing fieldwork in the Canadian Arctic in the 1990s. The 
more Searles pondered these tales, the more he realized that his ini-
tial reluctance to engage with them was a symptom of his insecuri-
ties as a scholar rather than a reflection of the realities of Inuit social 
life and experience. In chapter seven, “Prophecy, Sorcery, and Rein-
carnation: Inuit Spirituality in the Age of Skepticism,” Searles exam-
ines these stories in light of his recent encounters with the mystical 
and the sacred in his professional and personal life. From this van-
tage point, he demonstrates how Inuit accounts of sorcery, reincarna-
tion, and prophecy are part of a concrete and complex world of reli-
gion and spirituality that includes both Christian and pre-Christian 
beliefs and practices.

Entanglements and Faithfulness to Experience
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Step by fateful step, an anthropological practice located in the real 
here and now of encounter takes us beyond our previously known 
worlds. One crosses these epistemological thresholds, and still the pro-
cess continues to call us: into fidelity, into change, into question. My 
aim here is to explore some entanglements of friendship and episte-
mology across the threshold of life and death. My exploration causes 
me further to reflect upon silences, ethics, and connectivities.

I was privileged to do my graduate studies in anthropology at Bryn 
Mawr College and to study under Professor Jane Goodale. Her work 
with Australian Aboriginal people inspired my own research (Goodale 
1971 [1994]), and her field methods course guided it. Goodale taught 
us a full range of anthropological methods. The emphasis, however, 
was on participant observation, and this method was set within the 
broader epistemological frame of deutero-learning, or learning to learn. 
Drawing on the work of Gregory Bateson, Goodale taught us that in 
our learning from others in the field, a central method was learning 
to learn. Our task as anthropologists, it seemed, did not allow us sim-
ply to transfer our epistemologies into another context. Rather, it re-
quired that we learn how other people learn, that we open our minds 
and our bodies to other people’s epistemologies. For this reason, and 
as a result of her own extensive field experience, Goodale taught that 
good field learning is a whole-person experience. Our most impor-
tant research tool, we were taught, was our own self; self-observation 
and self-awareness were not to be suppressed in the work of observ-
ing and gaining an understanding of others.

4. Recursive Epistemologies and an Ethics of Attention

deborah bird rose
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The implications of deutero-learning take us into an anthropology 
that is wonderfully open. Jean-Guy Goulet, for example, writes of his 
work with the Dene Tha: “Dene informants are firm in their convic-
tion that individuals, including ethnographers, who have not directly 
experienced the reality of revelation or instruction through dreams 
and visions do not and cannot understand a crucial dimension of the 
Dene knowledge system” (Goulet 1998, xxix). His narrative ethnog-
raphy seeks to communicate this and other aspects of his deutero-
learning over many years with these people.

As the work of Goulet, among others, makes clear, the issue is not 
only epistemological in the methodological sense but also leads into 
a rich metaphysical domain concerning the human condition and the 
condition of life more generally. This openness leads to an anthropol-
ogy that is dialogical, reflexive, and attentive to process, and that ex-
tends beyond the human and into the lives of plants, animals, and all 
manner of extraordinary beings and modes of communication. The 
ethics and methods Goodale’s students learned in the classroom al-
ready predisposed us to work outside the constraining structures, an-
alyzed so eloquently by Johannes Fabian (1983), that produce rep-
resentations of distanced others. The co-eval chronotope of ethical 
ethnography is founded in attention to the actual here and now of the 
encounter. In my view, the ethical encounter demands that anthropol-
ogists engage attentively both with our research partners and teachers 
and with that which engages their attention. Such attention is demand-
ing. As the years went by, I began to realize that I needed to improve 
my skills in history and geography. Then it was botany and ecology, 
and, later, environmental philosophy and ethics. Holism or hubris? 
Bradd Shore (1999) asks in an essay on anthropology’s engagement 
with a holistic approach to humanity. Perhaps some of both, it seems 
to me, but, in any case, a legitimate demand on a whole-person re-
search scholar.

Deutero-learning presses one to exceed the boundaries not only of 
disciplines and categories but also of a normative or rational self. Fa-
bian (1991, 399–400) expresses the view that a lot of our research 
“is carried out best while we are ‘out of our minds,’ that is . . . when 
we let ourselves go.” He notes that “ecstatic” experiences are rarely 
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reported, and he calls for more analysis of the “epistemic content” 
produced in this manner. As is the case with many others, the willing-
ness to follow, to try to learn what my teachers were trying to teach, 
and to act on that knowledge in responsive and responsible ways has 
led me outside many norms. This paper tracks one such excursion. 
Rather than pursuing Fabian’s call for epistemic content, however, I 
examine the ethics of experience.

The story I offer here primarily involves my relations with people 
in the communities of Yarralin and Lingara, in the Northern Terri-
tory of Australia, where I began my research in 1980. In particular, it 
concerns my friend and teacher Jessie Wirrpa. She took me into her 
care not long after I arrived in Yarralin in 1980, and kept me under 
her wing until her death in 1995. I have already written about one as-
pect of what I think is important to say about Jessie in an essay called 
“Taking Notice” (Rose 1999). A brief summary follows.

When Jessie and I took a walkabout, she called out to her ances-
tors. She told them who we were and what we were doing, and she 
told them to help us. “Give us fish,” she would call out, “the kids are 
hungry.” Jessie’s country included the dead and also the living, and 
when she called out, she addressed the dead.

Her brother Allan Young explained it this way: “At night, camp-
ing out, we talk and those [dead] people listen. . . . When we’re walk-
ing, we’re together. We got dead body there behind to help. . . . Even 
if you’re far away in a different country, you still call out to mother 
and father, and they can help you for dangerous place. And for tucker 
[bush food (Australian term); food gathered in nature] they can help 
you” (Rose 2002, 73).

As Jessie and I walked, we took notice of other living things. When 
the cockatoos squawked and flew away, Jessie laughed because they 
were making a fuss about nothing. When the march flies bit us, we 
knew the crocs were laying their eggs, and Jessie began to think about 
taking walks to those places. When the jangarla tree (Sesbania for-
mosa) started to flower, we knew, or Jessie knew, that the barramundi 
would be biting. The world was always communicating, and Jessie 
was a skilled listener and observer.

In “Taking Notice,” I wrote about paying attention to the world: 
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about how the world is in communication and how a person like Jes-
sie understands that and becomes part of it. One of the points I made 
was that I came to know that Jessie’s country gave her life because I 
walked with her and observed the process, and I knew it experien-
tially because it gave me life too. She was a presence in her country, a 
known and responsible person who belonged there. I came to under-
stand that Jessie lived an ethic of intersubjective attention in a sen-
tient world where life happens because living things take notice. Tag-
ging along behind her, I did my best to take notice too.

Whole-person deutero-learning required me to learn types of obser-
vation and communication that had formerly been unknown to me. I 
had to develop an awareness of several root principles: that the living 
world is filled with both human and non-human forms of sentience; 
that the world is filled with patterns and communications; that liv-
ing responsibly requires one to take notice and to take care. This was 
threshold learning for me; once across those leaps, it was neither rea-
sonable nor possible to go back. Having learned to experience the vivid 
and expressive presence of other living things, there was, for me, no 
good reason, and probably no way, to return to a duller world.

My experience may constitute more than what is implied by the 
term deutero-learning. Bateson developed the term “recursive epis-
temology” later in life, according to his intellectual biographer Peter 
Harries-Jones (1995, 9). This term expresses more fully the dynamics 
of the ethical and epistemological process that concerns me here. Re-
cursion is defined as conditions under which “events continually en-
ter into, become entangled with, and then re-enter the universe they 
describe” (Harries-Jones 1995, 3). Recursions are iterations and en-
tanglements; they are “rampant” in ecological systems (Harries-Jones 
1995, 183) within which human societies are embedded. The concept 
of a recursive epistemology connotes the ways of knowing and the 
kinds of knowledge that arise in contexts in which self and other are 
both knower and known, and to the same degree, and are mutually em-
bedded in encounter, exchange, mutual influences, and collaboration. 
In the context of anthropological research, a recursive epistemology 
connotes the situated connectivities within which knowledge comes 
into being. The anthropologist’s thought is shaped by her teachers as 
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her life shifts more deeply into relationships with people, places, and 
concepts that become increasingly constitutive of her own thought 
and being. While fostering porous proximities, a recursive epistemol-
ogy does not lead toward homogeneity. Rather, it works productively 
with difference, change, and exchange. In addition, it demands a re-
thinking of ethics. I return to this latter point shortly.

Recursive epistemology helps me account for the ongoing entan-
glement of my own learning. Jessie’s teachings were not just in my 
notebooks but were becoming formative of my own experience of the 
world. They were shaping my life, my questions, my perceptions, my 
hypotheses, and much that I would later write.

Jessie was a great hunter—the Ngarinman term is Mularij. Every-
body wanted to go with her all the time because they knew they would 
get a feed. Her forte was fish. She never missed. Jessie and I went to 
just about every junction, every permanent waterhole, and most creeks 
and billabongs within her sections of the Victoria and Wickham riv-
ers. Sometimes we went on foot, more often by motorcar; sometimes 
we went with a large group, occasionally she and I would take a cou-
ple of kids and strike out on our own. Some of those days were so 
glorious that they remain among the most beautiful times of my life. 
Others, of course, were dreadful. If I never again sit on a steamy riv-
erbank in forty-five-degree heat with my head about to explode from 
the reverberations of the screaming cicadas, and with blood running 
down my legs from the march flies, that will be ok with me. Jessie 
almost always seemed happy, but sometimes there were too many 
kids, too much nuisance, and everybody wanting to borrow her gear, 
messing it up, and then sitting around waiting for her to catch fish so 
that they could have dinner. We hunted together in good times and 
tough times.

Jessie died in 1995, leaving me desolate and also worried. Was our 
friendship over, or would something remain in addition to the notes, 
tapes, photos, and memories? This question brings me to the next 
phase of the story I am pursuing. In that same year, I had reason to 
take a group of indigenous people from North America to Litchfield 
National Park (just south of Darwin) for a day. I had been working 
with a group of the traditional owners of that area for a few years, 
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and my plan was to take the visitors to the park and then stop by the 
little bush town of Batchelor on the way home to introduce them to 
Nancy Daiyi, the senior woman for the country. I rang her first, to 
ask if this was ok. She said yes, and I asked if I could take them into 
an area where the water is free of tourists and where the mermaid 
custodians of the country are said to live peacefully (Rose 2002). She 
agreed to that too. Late in the day, we got to Batchelor, and I told her 
what we’d done and said that I’d made sure to splash water on the 
visitors. She asked if I had called out, and I said no. In her grumpy 
and imperious way, she said I should have called out to the old peo-
ple. I was not aware that I was authorized to do that, and I had to 
tell her that I didn’t know how. She told her daughter Linda to show 
me, and Linda did.

I should state that Nancy’s pedagogy works like this. Her default 
position is that the people around her are intelligent and competent 
and have observed what to do and know how to do it. She doesn’t 
praise people for getting things right; she just growls at them for get-
ting them wrong. I knew why she was saying what she was saying, and 
I could appreciate why she was annoyed. However, the following year, 
I made the same trip with my young niece, and although I knew I was 
supposed to call out, I could not bring myself to do it. I just couldn’t. 
What I remember is that my throat wouldn’t work.

I now jump to the year 2001, when my sister Mary visited me in 
Canberra. We drove to Darwin by way of the Birdsville track, the Vic-
toria River District, and Kakadu National Park. We went out to the 
Vic River, and when we got to one of the main crossings, we stopped. 
I took Mary down to the riverside, got a cup of water and splashed 
her, and called out loud and clear. I addressed Jessie, and my voice 
was absolutely right.

A question I ask myself retrospectively is: why was I able to call out 
in one area and not in another? The quick answer is that in one area 
I had spent years of my life fishing with Jessie; we were there together 
all up and down this river. On top of that, Jessie, my friend, was dead, 
and thus when I called out I could address someone I had known and 
been close to. These are good personal and social reasons for the dif-
ference, but they actually are not experientially what the difference 
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is. The experiential difference is this: in one place, I could hear; and 
in the other, I could not.

Along the Victoria River, on that day, I could hear something I had 
experienced often with Jessie but hadn’t quite realized and hadn’t 
quite thought to try to articulate. I could hear a listening presence. 
The world at that time was not just a place, it was a presence. I could 
hear awareness, and so I could call out.

The temptation, when using the written word in academic contexts, 
is to find reasons and explanations that fit the existing discourse. And 
yet, what happened was embodied responsiveness. It did not matter 
exactly what I knew or thought I knew. It mattered that here I heard 
something around me and here I had a voice. Here it seemed that that 
which was beyond me called forth my voice. All I had to do was let 
it move. The call seemed to be invited from beyond me, but, as Gou-
let (2004, personal communication) points out, consent came from 
within. Entanglements brought my voice into Jessie’s world.

I am not saying that these two places are qualitatively different; I am 
saying only that my experience of them was qualitatively different. For 
me, the difference is that my ability to hear gave me a voice. In con-
trast, at Makanba, where I had every good reason to call out, having 
been specifically instructed to do so, I was able to voice nothing.

This experience seems to lie outside the general domain of what is 
sayable in normative anthropology. Povinelli (1995), for example, 
contends that such matters fall well outside the normative modernity 
in which anthropology and other social sciences ground their legiti-
macy. So the experience of finding my voice had a paradoxical effect: 
when I returned to the academy, I started to feel voiceless. The find-
ing of a voice in one context rendered me nearly voiceless in another. 
My silence in the academy is built up from my knowledge and expe-
rience of boundaries and censure, but perhaps it is also influenced by 
the silences that pervade the place. These boundaries, these limits to 
what is sayable, are made evident primarily by being breached, and 
that rarely happens, so usually it may not be apparent that in an ac-
ademic context that is founded in seminars, lectures, letters, articles, 
books, and coffee breaks, there are actually some terrible silences. 
They are overcome from time to time by works of passion and dar-
ing that leave one longing for more such riches.
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Colin Turnbull wrote just such an article, published in 1990, in which 
he contends that anthropological methods and boundaries, linked with 
a constrictive ideal of objectivity, have limited us and incapacitated 
us in our fundamental endeavor of understanding. He notes the criti-
cism, leveled by “third world scholars and laymen alike,” that we fail 
“to be fully human and [thus fail] to use our full human potential.” 
This failure leads us to treat others “as though they were indeed not 
full human beings themselves but things that could be satisfactorily 
examined and explained through the artifice of reason alone” (Turn-
bull 1990, 51). He goes on to describe our superficiality as a major 
weakness of anthropology.

Anthropology and its silences: thinking about theories of absence 
in the context of my own silences demonstrates to me the limits of a 
strictly discursive approach. To put it abrasively, normative anthro-
pology’s silences are not so much signs of repression as they are signs 
of amputation. These silences do not produce an excess of meaning 
and desire; rather, they diminish meaning while producing compla-
cency. They dumb down toward instrumental modes of explanation, 
and they excise vast amounts of experience, including the encounter 
with mystery and the experience of joy.

But my own silences can also be understood as part of a much 
broader set of processes that are amplifying silence in both ecological 
and social spheres. In contrast to a recursive epistemology that adds 
depth and richness to life through entanglements, another set of pro-
cesses is reducing, debilitating, and silencing life. I can approach this 
reductionist process through the concept of double death (Rose 2004), 
drawing on Bateson’s insights concerning entropy and the disorganiza-
tion that starts to ramify with the loss of meta-patterns (Harries-Jones 
1995, 169, 210). Long before Jessie’s death, I had written about death, 
life, and what becomes of human beings after death, according to Vic 
River people. I will return briefly to some of this earlier discussion in 
order to look at the twisting together of life and time, so that death is 
bent back to affirm and contribute to the life of the country.

As I discuss in Dingo Makes Us Human (Rose 2000), Vic River peo-
ple talked about the components of the human person in ways that 
suggested at least two animating spirits (I expressed caution about 
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the use of the term “spirit”). One of them keeps returning from life 
to life, so that death becomes an interval leading into transforma-
tion into new life. Often, the genealogy of “spirit” includes animals 
as well as humans—this life force moves through life forms and con-
tinues to bind death and life into the ongoing and emerging life of 
the place. Another “spirit” returns to the country to become a nur-
turing presence. These are the “dead bodies” mentioned earlier—the 
dead countrymen who continue to live in the country and to whom 
people appeal when they go hunting. This ecology of emerging life 
sets up a recursive looping between life and death; the country holds 
both, needs both, and most importantly, keeps returning death into 
life. The return is what holds motion in place, and in the dynamics of 
life and death, life is held in place because death is returned into place 
to emerge as more life.

Double death breaks up this dynamic, place-based recursivity. The 
first death is ordinary death; the second death is destruction of life’s 
capacity to transform death into more life. In the context of coloniza-
tion, double death involves both the death that was so wantonly in-
flicted upon people, and the further obliterations from which it may 
not be possible for death to be transformed. Languages obliterated 
and clans or tribes eradicated are examples of double death.

Ecological violence performs much the same forms of obliteration. 
Thus, species are rendered locally or everywhere extinct, billabongs 
and springs are emptied of water, and soils are turned into scald ar-
eas. This violence produces vast expanses where life founders. It am-
plifies death not only by killing pieces of living systems but by dimin-
ishing the capacity of living systems to repair themselves, to return 
death back into life. What can a living system do if huge parts of it are 
exterminated? Where are the thresholds beyond which death takes 
over from life? Have we exceeded those thresholds violently and mas-
sively in the conjoined process of conquest and development? These 
double-death processes are not always irreversible, but in many ar-
eas the answer is yes.

In Jessie’s way of life and death, she has joined the other dead bod-
ies in her country, and, like them, is becoming part of the nourishing 
ecology of the place. In life she was a great hunter, in death she joins 
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the ancestral providers. Double death puts her in double jeopardy. 
The rivers are rapidly deteriorating from erosion and, even more se-
verely at this time, from the invasion of noxious weeds. It is probable 
that in the near future riverine ecologies will collapse, and with that 
collapse the possibility for living people to go fishing and feed their 
families will be radically impaired, if not completely obliterated. For 
Jessie, then, there is a doubling up: first her own death as a living per-
son, and subsequently, her obliteration as a nurturer within a flour-
ishing country.

I can imagine that there could be yet another form of obliteration—
a triple death, perhaps, with anthropology as a contributor. As schol-
ars, we are vulnerable to being colonized by reductionisms and to re-
inscribing their legitimacy by refusing to name and challenge their 
power. Our boundaries around what is sayable, and our elisions that 
treat as real only that which can be subject to constricted modes of 
social analysis, have the potential either to excise a great range of ex-
perience and knowledge, or to drag it back into the familiar, thus de-
priving it of its own real power.

The concept of multiple death requires us to think about what is 
happening in the world. Death is overpowering life, and some of our 
practices may facilitate this violent thrust of entropy. Normative mo-
dernity’s progressive emptying of the human capacity to imagine non-
human life in subjectively vibrant forms of self-realization, self-repair, 
and self-organization is matched by practices outside and beyond an-
thropology that progressively are emptying the living world of its sub-
jectively vibrant life forms. Social and ecological entropy go hand in 
hand. Anthropology’s silences have the potential to reduce or obliter-
ate much of what people have to say about the process and to excise 
from the record much of the human evidence concerning violence. Fa-
bian (1991) demonstrates that anthropology has consistently allowed 
itself to be deflected from the challenges of epistemology and enabled 
itself to find a zone of security.

In contrast to security, Fabian contends that ethnographic knowl-
edge is an open process. His passionate and perhaps risky protest in 
favor of a processually engaged anthropology returns me to a basic 
question: who or what was I addressing when I called out to Jessie 
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Wirrpa on the banks of the Victoria River a few years ago? The short, 
pithy answer is “I don’t know”; in Aussie vernacular, “I wouldn’t have 
a bloody clue, mate.” That is factual, but I can also say that I was not 
indulging in clueless behavior.

A significant point that Fabian did not discuss, and that I believe 
follows directly from a recursive epistemology, is faith. I would say 
that when I called to Jessie, I acted in faith, and I mean the term in 
several senses. The first is that of faithfulness or holding fast, such as 
is implied in the idea that I acted in good faith. My action was faith-
ful to Jessie’s teaching, and in good faith it continued the mutuality 
we shared in life. I claimed an enduring bond of connection, implic-
itly asserting that just because one of us was dead it did not follow 
that the relationship was finished. And indeed it is not. As this paper 
shows, Jessie’s gifts continue to shape my life, and clearly I intend my 
work to analyze and make publicly explicit some of the perils she and 
her country now face.

Another meaning goes to the question of the non-secular. A number 
of scholars today pursue a distinction between faith and belief. Turn-
bull, for example, describes belief as a domain of mere reason and 
rational forms of religious experience (1990, 70). Similarly, Debjani 
Ganguly (2002), one of the new wave of postcolonial Indian subal-
tern scholars, insists that although belief can be reduced to political-
cultural calculation, the force of non-secular language and experience 
challenges, and may fracture, the apparent hegemony of modernity. 
With these and other scholars, I suggest that faith is not defined solely 
by cognition; it can be located throughout the body, and it may often 
erupt mysteriously, being called into existence by that which is outside 
us or precedes us. Faith, in my view, is action toward intersubjectiv-
ity. It is called forth by that which is beyond the self and thus equally 
is action arising from intersubjectivity.

Jessie taught me about a communicative world by taking my hand 
and walking me in it. Through her own listening, she taught me to lis-
ten. Having held her hand and followed in her footsteps, I know that 
my life takes a twist into life-affirming action when I ground my life’s 
work in her intersubjectivity of place. I call out as a gesture of faith: 
that country matters; that life has its own vibrancy, intensity, and modes 
of attention; and that my voice has a place in this world.
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In calling out, I take a stand, and I now clarify this position. I noted 
that recursive epistemology leads one directly into ethics. This is so for 
several reasons; for me the most interesting point is the convergence 
between biological theory (see, for example, Maturana and Varela 
1998), and late- twentieth-century philosophy’s turn toward ethics. 
Emmanuel Levinas, a major twentieth-century philosopher of ethi-
cal alterity, moves away from the insular totalizing self and toward 
relationships. “Self is not a substance but a relation,” Levinas (1996,
20) writes. Recursivity between subjects posits a similar mode of be-
coming and thus requires “abandoning the ontologies of our time,” 
as Levinas (1996, 24) so forcefully puts it. Thus, the anthropologist, 
too, becomes embedded in intersubjective encounters and engage-
ments. It must, therefore, give primacy to ethics. Ethics involve rela-
tions between self and other and thus actively abjure homogenization, 
appropriation, objectification, and amputation. Both self and other 
matter in their difference: in their capacity for relationships and for 
mutual influences.

Methods for intersubjective encounter depend, I believe, on a radical 
theory of dialogue. Although Fabian (1991, 394) objects to the term 
dialogue because he thinks it sounds soppy—“anodyne, apolitical, 
conciliatory,” I think that the term has a good history and an excellent 
future. Granted that the term dialogue is often used loosely; I mean it 
quite precisely. Dialogue is a form of ethical practice among subjects 
(not a subject–object relationship, but a subject–subject relationship). 
Dialogue seeks connection with others and need not be restricted to 
human others. The philosopher Emil Fackenheim (1994, 129) draws 
on the work of Rosenzweig to articulate two main precepts for struc-
turing the ground for ethical dialogue. The first is that dialogue begins 
where one is, and thus is always situated; the second is that dialogue 
is open, and thus the outcome is not known in advance.

The situatedness of dialogue is context-specific. It includes the here 
and now of the encounter—its place and its time. It includes the his-
tory of the place and the personal and social histories of the parties to 
the encounter. The situatedness of dialogue means that our histories 
precede us, and that the grounds of encounter are never abstract or 
empty. In the Victoria River valley, for example, the ground between 
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myself and my Aboriginal teachers was already occupied in the first 
instance by Captain Cook. A history of conquest, white rule, dispos-
session, and cruel decades of colonization stood between indigenous 
people and any outsider, particularly a white person, in the first in-
stance. That was the situatedness of our encounter. Other possibili-
ties were open to us, and Aboriginal people’s efforts to assert the exis-
tence of, and to specify, moral others (in Burridge’s 1960 sense of the 
term) offered generous paths toward alternative grounds of encoun-
ter. But such developments depended on the process of the relation-
ships through time, as we revealed ourselves to each other through our 
actions. Other contexts, in Australia and elsewhere, have their own 
unique situatedness. Situated dialogue is never abstract.

The concept of openness may sound obvious, but it is equally chal-
lenging. Openness is risky because you do not know where you are 
going to get to. You cannot have a mission statement, a set of goals, 
targets, charters, and performance indicators. You would have to be 
clever in your proposal writing if you hoped for funding. To be open 
is to hold one’s self available to others: you take risks and make your-
self vulnerable. But this is also a fertile stance: your own ground, in-
deed your own self, can become destabilized. In open dialogue, one 
holds one’s self available to be surprised, to be challenged, and to be 
changed. This ground of openness to change is the place where knowl-
edge arises; it is an essential basis to a recursive epistemology. It seems 
important, therefore, also to assert that openness depends on an un-
derlying faith in pattern, connection, and communication. That is, 
while the outcome is not determined in advance, one works with an 
expectation that random or chaotic outcomes will be the exceptions 
rather than the rule.

From an anthropological perspective, this theory of dialogue is a 
position of situated availability. One is situated in one’s own history, 
training, desires, and self and is available to be called into change 
through the teachings of others. One holds one’s self open to recur-
sive epistemology both by knowing and learning one’s own situated-
ness and by being available to become enmeshed in the teachings one 
has struggled to encounter.

Situated availability poses a further challenge. One of my favorite 
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philosophers, Lev Shestov, says that for us moderns, faith is audacity: 
it is a refusal to regard anything as impossible (1970, 33). One can 
read Shestov’s audacity as a theological claim, which is certainly part 
of his project, but one can also read it today as an ecological claim. 
From this point of view, as long as the living world is fully alive, it 
will be self-organizing and self-repairing, and thus it is a dynamic sys-
tem in which the whole is greater than the sum of its parts. It is not 
knowable as a whole by any of its constituent parts. Faith in both so-
cial and ecological terms is audacious because it rests on consent. It 
requires submission to, and thereby enables a flourishing participa-
tion in, pattern, process, and mystery.

Shestov’s (1982, 105) view is that the desire to be able to encom-
pass and explain everything constitutes a forfeiture of “the capacity 
to come into contact with the mysterious.” This view holds special 
significance for anthropologists, as our work brings us into contact 
not only with that which is mysterious to us but also with that which 
is mysterious to our teachers. Impossibility, in an ecological context, 
defines the paradoxical knowledge that life exceeds our capacity to 
understand it. In the context of anthropology, audacity can be read 
as faith in three conjoined propositions:

• That differences within the human family are real (see Hornborg 

2001),

• That understanding is possible across differences, and

• That understanding never exhausts itself; there are always possibili-

   ties for more questions and more understandings.

My commitment to a recursive epistemology urges me to resist con-
clusions, but I shall offer a few words in the mode of summary. Bates-
on’s concept of a recursive epistemology speaks to our connectivities 
with our research partners and teachers, and these entanglements be-
come constitutive of our own personhood. The practice thus requires 
particular kinds of faithfulness to experience and to ethics. When we 
become entangled in an ethics of dialogue and fidelity, we are called 
upon also to bring those entanglements into our academic lives and 
work. Anthropology thus has the potential to contribute to the leading 
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edge of major paradigm shifts within the natural and social sciences 
and also the humanities, dynamically working to overcome the sub-
ject–object paradigm that we now know to be so damaging to people 
and to the world. Our challenge, as Turnbull put it to us, well over a 
decade ago, is to open our humanity to the full, and thus to further 
connectivities and entanglements in all the contexts of our lives.



This chapter presents a reflexive invitation to examine the subtle ways 
through which the field experience labels us through social categories 
that shape our beings in terms of identity markers, which not only 
allow us to play diverse roles in our everyday dramas but also make 
us vulnerable during our (often) unexpected social encounters in the 
ethnographic field.1 My interest in tango as a research topic emerged 
almost as a fieldwork accident, one of the countless providential ser-
endipities that make ethnography a unique field among the social 
sciences.

A few years ago, in 1999 to be exact, I decided to conduct the first 
anthropological study on Argentines in New York City (nyc), as the 
basis for my PhD dissertation thesis at Columbia University. My re-
search project explored the social careers of Argentine immigrants in 
nyc, and the diverse health systems they gain access to through their 
informal networks and the exchange of social capital, defined as ac-
cess to resources via social relationships. As an Argentine immigrant 
myself, I began asking my Argentine friends and acquaintances for 
assistance identifying the maze of Argentine immigrants’ 80 social 
networks in the city, which are not concentrated in a particular geo-
graphical area as is the case with other ethnic minorities. Therefore, 
a great deal of my initial time in the field was spent on drawing the 
geographical and social map of Argentines in nyc.

While trying to find Argentine enclaves, I ended up discovering the 
world of nomadic milongas (tango-dancing halls), which, in recent 
years, have been supported by an eclectic community of tango fans 

Field Accounts of Unexpected Vulnerabilities 
and Constructed Differences
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who gather weekly in different entertainment venues. Tango gather-
ings play a powerful role in attracting Argentines on the one hand, 
and publicizing Argentine events to the wider public on the other. Lit-
tle by little, my incursions in the tango field led me to an awareness 
of its importance in supporting the careers (and everyday lives) of an 
increasing number of Argentine artists and entrepreneurs who have 
made tango their purposive drive in New York City.

Over time, my research also underscored the magnitude of the Man-
hattan tango world as an exemplary multiplexial (rich and diverse) 
social network, which encourages the circulation of social resources 
(including health information and medical referrals) not only among 
Argentines but also within an international community of tango fans 
from different socioeconomic strata, professions, and generations. By 
participating in diverse tango activities, I was finally able to examine 
the visible facade of the Argentine minority that, until recently, had 
remained a hidden immigrant group in nyc.

Fieldwork consisted of visiting tango milongas, mostly in Manhat-
tan, where I met tango regulars and artists of varied sorts, some of 
whom became my key informants and led me to other Argentine set-
tings. What almost started as an unplanned turn of events soon be-
came central not only to my project but also to the inconspicuous 
search for my own ethnic roots in nyc. Through my tango cruises, I 
was finally able to find traces of my Porteño (referring to people born 
in the city of Buenos Aires) urbanite spirit.

Contrary to what I had initially anticipated, some of the most con-
flicting episodes during fieldwork emerged from what seemed to be the 
easiest: my becoming a participant–observer in tango milongas, where 
Argentines and an international crowd of tangueros (tango dancers) 
congregate to dance and exchange valuable resources, from visa in-
formation to free prescription drugs, in exchange for tango lessons. If, 
on the one hand, milongas constituted ideal fields from where I was 
able to explore the ways through which social capital is shared; on 
the other, I was confronted with social dynamics as in no other place 
during fieldwork, as recorded in the following notes:

I need these pieces of my own identity that had been borrowed 

from my ethnographic encounters; I need the familiar faces of
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people I have hardly known, and I should not trust, but who greet 
meet me as a distant cousin that has finally got back home after 
having lost her path. I give myself to them, knowing about their 
desperate need to transcend with the help of my compulsive tape 
recording of their words, while being also aware that the intensity 
of our encounters is as powerful as fragile and volatile. They can 
love me and hate me all at once. They may promise to keep in 
touch but it is always me the one to blame for our distance. I ac-
cept their patronizing attitude, their taken-for-granted assumption 
that it is my fault if they have lost contact with me; their indiffer-
ence when I tell them that I wish I could be there more often. They 
don’t care, or they don’t care much, but it is this overwhelming 
feeling of being in Buenos Aires even for a few hours, while sur-
rounded by desperate beauties and forgetful souls, the powerful 
force that brings me back to them, over and over again. (Tango 
notes, October 10, 2001)

The above notes are among the ones that suffered from my own 
censorship and never saw the light in my doctoral dissertation. Now 
that the rite of passage is over, I have begun to reclaim the genealogic 
layers of knowledge, to paraphrase Foucault (1984), and to bring up 
their hidden construction of meaning. From my role of vulnerable in-
sider in my own ethnic minority, I moved to the one of a vulnerable 
observer (see Behar 1996) as part of my ethnographic coming of age. 
The contradictory feelings of sudden euphoria, enchanting relation-
ships, and frustrating misunderstandings I encountered during field-
work are by no means unique. They are shared by most ethnographers 
who, after hours of listening and recording a seemingly endless pro-
gression of words, often feel disappointed and taken for granted.

In the following pages, I describe my personal discoveries in the 
field, from the original tensions that my position as a tango voyeur 
brought along, to my becoming an accepted non-dancing tanguera, a 
role that somehow enabled me to mingle with the cosmopolitan tango 
scene. I begin by briefly examining the tango renaissance in the last 
fifteen years as a global phenomenon that has become a unique pass-
port for Argentine tango artists eager to join the international enter-
tainment economy. Next, I analyze the role of tango as an identity 
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marker for Argentines living abroad and as a metonymic expression 
of our lost urban environment. Finally, I examine my personal expe-
rience as a tango ethnographer, from my initial problematic represen-
tation as a non-dancing observer to my successful personification of 
a trusted conversation partner.

Tango Milongas and the Argentine Tango Trade

The tango, a centennial musical and dancing form born in the Rio de 
la Plata region (Buenos Aires and Uruguay) has achieved an unusual 
degree of international attention in recent years as a result of the glo-
balization of entertainment industries, the transnationalization of eth-
nic trends, the increasing demand for ethnic tourism, and the renais-
sance of Buenos Aires as the “Tango Capital.” For the past fifteen 
years, Argentine tango has become a traded icon of for-export artis-
tic spirit ready to be consumed by varied audiences around the world 
(Pelinski 2000, Viladrich 2004b).

Tango became most visible in Manhattan in the mid-1990s, when 
it left its hidden place in the inventory of the ballroom dances and at-
tained a social identity of its own, partly as a result of the talent of 
local entrepreneurs who foresaw its potential amid an international 
New York clientele. Thereafter, middle-class Argentine immigrants 
and international entrepreneurs made tango a centerpiece of Man-
hattan dancing salons, cafés, and restaurants. The booming tango fe-
ver (tangomanía) has been accompanied by the arrival of a new gen-
eration of Argentine immigrants and amateur artists encouraged by 
promising job prospects in New York City.

In recent years, Manhattan has become milongas’ ultimate hub to 
bring together Argentines from different professions, generations, and 
interests with an international community of tango aficionados (Vilad-
rich 2003). It is only natural for Argentines to become tango fans when 
they are away from their country for a considerable time (see Savi-
gliano 1995).2 Argentines from middle-class backgrounds dream of 
home when listening to tango tunes, since most of these songs refer 
to a “missing other” in the urban world: the old neighborhood, the 
lost friendship, the abandoned lover. Even if passionate, tango never 
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portrays a superficial happiness, a joyful cheerfulness in which ev-
erybody dares to celebrate carelessly. Many Argentines I met during 
fieldwork freely acknowledged having become tango fans after joining 
the loosely organized group of Argentine émigrés. Not only did they 
learn to listen and sing tango tunes in New York City, but they also 
became fond of other Argentine cultural trademarks. In some cases, 
their entrance into the tango world implied their acquisition of some 
Argentine habits and preferences that they lacked at home, including 
learning to drink maté (an herbal infusion), watching soccer games, 
and participating in national festivities.

The tango has a history and a unique nostalgic philosophy, which 
has been kept alive by those who combine melancholic sagas of a cher-
ished past with the expressionism of the ballroom floor (see Vilad-
rich 2004a). Argentines in New York City, Barcelona, and Milan are 
drawn to tango venues for reasons that escape conventional wisdom 
and relate to their need to connect with those bonded by national ico-
nographies of place, taste, and urban tales. That I was no exception 
is reflected in the following journal entry:

It is like nothing has changed, being here and there is like the same. 

. . . Here I am as at Milonga X that reminds me of El Café de los 

Angelitos (a well-known tango café in Buenos Aires), like if Bue-

nos Aires was only a subway ride from my nyc home. Today, I felt 

a little bit uneasy coming here with my American friends. They 

seemed not to understand the codes beyond the etiquette. Even if 

everybody spoke English, it is like we (Argentines) have a way to 

recognize each other’s gestures, a certain sarcasm in the way we 

speak that is often missed by others. I wonder if the whole thing 

about tango is for me a way to recover something that I feel has 

been lost. What is it? Do I also need to be understood? Am I feeling 

lonelier than I think? (Tango notes, October 5, 1999)

Many of my Argentine acquaintances and I have nurtured the re-
creation of a far away land, through allegoric social iconographies of 
an urbanite Argentine neighborhood that we have left behind, simula-
cra that protect us from the amorphous sense of vulnerability nurtured 
by our new multiethnic milieu. Our homesickness for Buenos Aires 
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let us perform in tango sites “as if” we were still there, in a theatrical 
mise-en-scène of vernacular emotional spaces. Given the scarcity of 
distinct Argentine social enclaves in New York City, nomadic milon-
gas have become unique reservoirs for Argentines in their search for 
familiar vocabulary, flavors, and music. Unsurprisingly, my increas-
ing interest in tango also paralleled the acquisition of my migratory 
habitus (Bourdieu 1984) that translated into my craving for Argen-
tine sounds, smells, voices, and places, even at the cost of idealizing 
what I had left behind.

Entering the Field: A Non-dancing Tanguera

Very early in my ethnotango incursions (fieldwork at the milongas), I 
had decided to do what my colleagues in the tango field would prob-
ably consider a profanity: I decided not to dance tango. Far from be-
ing a well-designed strategy, this decision resulted from an intuitive 
assessment of the social dynamics I had witnessed in the tango mi-
lieu, where multiple layers of social hierarchies are intertwined in the 
tango savoir-faire. As an insider–outsider (insider as an Argentine im-
migrant; outsider as one who does not enter the tango floor), my po-
sition as an ethnographer in the tango world has often been scruti-
nized not only by colleagues, who actually are tango ethnographers, 
but also by some of my tango interviewees.

While discussing tango with peers (Argentines and non-Argentines) I 
have often felt like an agnostic attending a ritualized ceremony, which 
can be intellectually understood but not sensitively experienced. What 
is the authoritative standpoint on tango from which I am able to di-
gress, if I have not yet submitted myself to the tango’s embrace? What 
is the source of my legitimized knowledge if all I know is intelligible 
rhetoric, which has not been triangulated (confirmed, validated) by 
my bodily experience? Needless to say, tango, in its recent globalized 
construction as Latino passion, is the ultimate oxymoron that has in-
creasingly attracted the interest of an eclectic international clientele, 
which has often become frustrated when realizing that this author 
(the tango lady) does not exercise the talents that interest her ethno-
graphic endeavors.



Anahí Viladrich

109

In various conferences and seminars, almost every time I present 
my research on tango immigrants, I am either invited to demonstrate 
my tango skills, or asked to teach a tango workshop afterward. My 
answer has always been, and still is, that what distinguishes my work 
from that of others is that I focus on tango as a distinctive epiphe-
nomenon of the entertainment field, or as the stargate that leads into 
the realm of unique social relationships built upon tango dancing. 
My work on tango has become a metaphor to represent the social re-
lationships concealed behind dancing, which reveals the exchange of 
social resources and the construction (and reaffirmation) of identity 
through the recreation of unique tango personas.

By being a non-dancing observer, I have allowed myself to expe-
rience a certain emotional detachment from the feverish intensity of 
the tango coupling, what some people in the tango world call the ad-
diction to the tango’s embrace. This is defined as a sort of tango ob-
session that takes on those who are being initiated into the tango as a 
powerful communicator of passion. Many of the Argentines I inter-
viewed call it an obsession, a fever, a high, which may last from a few 
days to weeks or even years. In some cases, it never reaches its illu-
sory target; in others, it turns into a nirvana of unearthly feelings. For 
many, it is characterized by a sort of intoxicating urge to hold (and be 
held) while keeping the magic embrace for as long as possible. This 
ecstasy is also supported by the need to be out there showing off, re-
hearsing steps, figures, kicks, movements, touches, while sharing sub-
tle caresses with a tango partner for a brief period.

Savigliano (1995, 2003), the female tango anthropologist par ex-
cellence (who has extensively written about tango and the global po-
litical economy), describes the addiction to the tango embrace as a 
passion, referring to the endless search for it rather than its consum-
mation. Like other anthropologists who have researched tango, Sav-
igliano has merged with her object of study not only intellectually 
but also sensitively, enabling her to establish meaningful liaisons be-
tween the emotional and the sociopolitical aspects of the genre. For 
example, speaking from her own experience as a researcher–dancer, 
she challenges conventional wisdom regarding the tango’s gender re-
lationships by suggesting that women have subtle roles as leaders of 
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the dancing duet and are not merely passive followers of their male 
partners’ dance routines.

From my position as a non-dancing observer, I mostly intellectually 
apprehended the effect of tango on those committed to its practice. 
Not only did I never experience the psychosocial and emotional effect 
that the tango embrace imprints on its dancing carriers, but I actu-
ally feared those effects as potential threats that would haunt me for 
as long as my research kept me on the tango floor. I had seen some of 
my Argentine friends lost forever in tangomanía, spending countless 
hours of precious sleep-time practicing feverish steps in shady tango 
venues. Worried about losing control over my sensorial persona and 
also over the social routine that excruciatingly discriminates harshly 
between masters and apprentices, I decided early on to become a non-
dancing player in the tango hall. This resolution led me to bypass some 
of the tango conventions. In the end, my role as a marginal presence 
at the milongas not only provided me with a unique perspective from 
where to examine the tango world but also vested me with a unique 
aura of removed self-exclusion that opened the door to unexplored 
sides of gender relationships, which will be examined next.

Unspoken Gender Rules

Typically, in the traditional tango scenery of Buenos Aires, men ask 
women to dance with only a gesture or a wink, which can be easily 
ignored by their prospective belles without the men’s risking the pain-
ful humiliation of an open rejection. Subtle invitations to joining the 
dance involve a delicate bodily code through which tangueros read 
gazes and gestures from potential partners. Women, for their part, 
also stare at men and convey bodily messages inviting them to the 
winking game. Things are less subtle in New York City, partially be-
cause the international democratization of gender codes is here sup-
ported by transgender dancing practices, such as the all-female tango 
practices and gay tango salons. As a cosmopolitan hub where nobody 
knows exactly what planet the person sitting next to them belongs 
to, the New York City tango field allows many stringent Argentin-
ean rules to be broken, forgotten, ignored, and forgiven. Therefore, 
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men in New York City frequently ask women to dance either ver-
bally or by approaching them, thus making their invitation so obvi-
ous that the wink often becomes an accessory, the sort of: “Hey, you 
cannot miss my wink, so I am asking you to dance with me, whether 
you like it or not.”

Nevertheless, anywhere, in Tokyo, London, New York, or Buenos 
Aires, the mainstream (and heterosexual) tango etiquette stipulates 
that women will behave as spectators of the male gaze and therefore 
will patiently wait to be asked to step out onto the dance floor. This 
passive role, which is shared by women in most ballroom scenes, not 
only places women at a disadvantage, as they are the ones being sought 
and chosen, but also makes them noticeable and exposed to social 
scrutiny and judgment, particularly if they remain seated for a long 
time. This is especially so if they are asked to dance mostly by inex-
perienced men. In addition, women’s reputation as good milongueras
is at stake not only when dancing but even more so when “wallflow-
ering” (which literally means to stand by the wall waiting to be cho-
sen), thus secretly testing their appeal to be desired by potential tango 
partners (see Savigliano 2003).3

During the initial period when I was still trying to negotiate with 
myself on what role to undertake, I secretly experienced conflicting 
feelings: Would I reluctantly submit to the unwritten consensual bat-
tle of the sexes for gaining entry onto the dance floor, and eventually 
overcome the potential threat of remaining a wallflower for good? 
Would I risk my neutral perspective and leave my protective role as 
an outsider to turn into one of them? Would I be sucked into “drac-
ulizing” myself to live at night? Would I use the days as a passing ac-
tivity until the next tango evening finally arrived, as I knew other an-
thropologists did? My answer to these questions was to differentiate 
myself from the dancing crowd (rather than identifying myself with 
it), as revealed in the following notes:

I need this physical, emotional and symbolic distance from them. 
No hands embracing me, no risk of falling into the tango fever 
that becomes enacted via the neurotic repetition of tango figures 
and steps. Being away from the tango floor has been my way of 
differentiating myself from them, of making clearer to them (and 



0
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
0
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
0
1
2
3
4
5
6

Ethnographic Rendez-vous

112

to myself) the purpose of my being there. (Tango notes, May 25, 

1999)

Needless to say, during my first ethnotango incursions I was secretly 
terrified at the prospect of becoming one of them, a want-to-be-
chosen tango practitioner committed to dancing well enough to be in-
vited to join the tango race. While stoically enduring the social pres-
sure to dance with my tango pals, I could have foreseen myself as a 
suffering wallflower enduring the anticipated sense of rejection (for 
not being asked to dance or for not being asked often), afraid of for-
getting that I was there to accomplish something else. As much as I 
had been hypnotized by the ritualized sensual embraces that I had wit-
nessed in so many tango salons, I finally kept my itch to dance to my-
self and got ready to assume my role as a chaperone.

In the end, rather than being marginalized in the ballroom by re-
maining on the sidelines, like the protagonist in Jane Austen’s Pride 
and Prejudice (1999), I cautiously reversed the passive role of the anx-
ious waiting gal that would be eventually stigmatized if not chosen 
by the male gaze. Instead of expecting to be asked to dance, I hoped 
to be chosen to talk, a seeming oddity in a place where “conversing” 
is often seen as nothing more than a failure to dance. Nevertheless, 
both Austen’s waiting flowers and I shared this need to be accepted 
within social milieus where women, more than men, are subjected to 
subtle rules of inclusion and exclusion.

In addition, I often felt awkward when trying to identify potential 
informants willing to share with me their everyday issues, including 
details about their health problems. An uncomfortable task for me 
was indeed to move from the spontaneous exchange of information 
with my occasional companions to the arrangements for a longer in-
terview at a later time, as summarized in one of my journal’s entries:

Again today I found myself faced with blurred frontiers between 

“real” life an fieldwork and felt unclear about my role. When I was 

still feeling remorse for having tried to pull out information from 

her too soon [referring to a potential informant], here she was sud-

denly bursting things for which I wish I had had a tape recorder 

ready. She just got into telling me about her troubles, about how
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tough it is for her to meet the right guy here, about her foot prob-
lems and her lack of health insurance; and about all the extra help 
she gives and receives from her tango comrades in spite of all the 
gossiping going on. . . . She kept talking and talking about all the 
things I wanted to ask her, but I somehow felt that this was not the 
right time. . . . I am still impressed about the easiness with which 
some people will digress about intimate details of their lives, even 
if they hardly know me. This is the kind of serendipity that I am 
still getting used to. (Tango notes, June 30, 2000)

Ironically, it was often easier to obtain meaningful details about 
the lives of my tango pals when engaging in informal chatting, with-
out the obtrusive barrier of a tape recorder or the fierce solemnity of 
a guided interview.

Only Two to Tango?

The problems did not end with my deciding to remain off the dance 
floor, as I did not initially realize that my presence as a non-dancer 
tango voyeur could somehow challenge the tango’s ritualized gender 
hierarchies. Unspoken gender rules not only elicited power asymme-
tries with Argentine males but also brought up additional difficulties 
to my accepted representation in the field. What to the untrained eye 
appear to be subtle codes, among tangueros reveal discreet conven-
tions that work as both inclusive and exclusionary practices, through 
which some are allowed to play femme fatales and others seductive 
men. Tango-dancing halls are sites for the ritualistic reproduction of 
seeing and being seen, along with the recreation of tango characters. 
Above all, tango salons are panoptical sites where actors are being 
watched by everyone else, while pretending to be glancing at nobody 
in particular. Dancing then becomes the foundation of their ritual-
ized social exchanges.

The commitment of tango aficionados to their practice was one of 
the topics that typically emerged during my spontaneous conversa-
tions with tango friends. In addition, my periodic observations of the 
social (and bodily) exchanges taking place in the tango world pro-
vided me with some clues to understand the range of motivations 
leading international New Yorkers into tango dancing, beyond the 
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obvious exchange of passionate embraces. These motivations include 
a mix of curiosity and time to spare, along with the inner challenge 
of learning a sophisticated dance in the company of others. Feelings 
of solitude, and the potential to meet interesting men and women for 
romantic purposes, constitutes another subtle motivation that leads 
spirited urbanites into the tango hall. Unequal expectations are also 
the backdrop of interpersonal tensions, as some men (and women) 
actually find in the milongas opportunities to engage in romantic re-
lationships. Sexual claims are a sort of latent drive that may (or may 
not) be expressed in the tango encounter. In any case, for those ex-
pecting to meet either sexual or romantic partners, the tango room 
provides a permissive environment, where social embraces constitute 
the backdrop for sensual intentions to be sought in slow motion with-
out awakening suspicion or loss of face.

In these contexts, the production of my social persona called for the 
creation of a tango character that would represent me as a potential 
subject for collective identification (see Kulik and Wilson 1995). I re-
member my first incursions into the tango hall, timidly sitting there 
trying to engage in small talk with my occasional companions, for 
the sole purpose of finding out more about their social worlds that I 
was not really ready to join. In spite of my efforts to portray myself 
as an ethnographer, I often wrongly gave the impression that I was 
there wallflowering, waiting for the right partner to lure me from the 
safety of my seat on the side. Although I did not look as flamboy-
ant as a tango dancer, I did try to camouflage myself by dressing like 
one of them, to resemble an unassuming target. For some (men) this 
somehow “confirmed” their suspicion that I was actually concealing 
my real motives (waiting for a dance) under the guise of an ethnogra-
pher. Therefore, I often encountered problems convincing some Ar-
gentine males that I was there not to get free tango lessons or to pick 
up guys but to conduct research. Why would a woman without a 
tango partner be hanging out in a tango venue, often until very late 
at night, if tango dancing were not her basic motivation? This ques-
tion was mostly on the mind of some older men, who somehow felt 
entitled to display macho traits in the form of verbal aggression and 
impropriety, while feeling protected by the cultural backdrop of the 
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Argentine-tango environment. The following note illustrates my en-
counter with Mr. B, a well-known Argentine tanguero, famous not 
only for his unique tango steps but for his discourteous demeanor 
when approaching women:

Today was a tough one, and at some point I thought it would 

become ugly. Mr. C had already noticed that Mr. B was drunk 

and had already annoyed other women in the place. But as with 

Murphy’s Law (if something can go wrong, it will) I ended up 

standing face-to-face to him. Mr. B asked me who I was, and I be-

gan with my rehearsed soliloquy to describe my research project. 

He was neither impressed with my academic credentials nor with 

the purpose of my research. The fact that he considered me an 

Argentine was enough to cause him drop any pretense of courtesy, 

and he almost shouted at me in Spanish: “De dónde sos, flaca?”

(Where are you from, woman?) “A mi no me mientas, vos sos de 

las nuestras mamita,” and “andá con ese verso de la investigación 

para otro lado.” (Don’t lie to me, you are one of ours, little mother, 

get out with that story of the research somewhere else). (Tango 

notes, August 30, 2001)

Paradoxically, the tensions I experienced with some men (of course, 
not all as rude as Mr. B) did not require my becoming culturally com-
petent or savvy, for they were familiar with my Argentine idiosyn-
cratic background.

Whether men or women, we Argentines are trained in a sort of ver-
bal convention that relies on a socialized vocabulary that often be-
comes a weapon to unlock the doors of potential emotional encoun-
ters.4 My familiarity with this sort of gendered dynamics did not help 
ease the tension. Because I was as an insider, or one of them (an Ar-
gentine woman after all, so unworthy of political correctness), some 
men eventually assumed the implicit right of making me the object 
of dirty jokes, subtle provocations, and misguided interests in my re-
search agenda.

Curiously, women took my removal from the tango floor with a 
more welcoming attitude than I had initially anticipated. By exclud-
ing myself from dancing, I assured my gender alliances with them 
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while avoiding the often understated competition for male partners. 
In addition, my female tango pals taught me more than anyone else 
did about how to deflect and manipulate the aggression and subtle 
sexual insinuations of men. How? By reacting as a typical tanguera 
would, through direct and abrasive verbal (and even physical) ges-
tures to convey a single and forceful message: “Leave me alone and 
go bother someone else.”

Tango Capital: Overcoming Voyeurism

To dance tango and dance it well requires discipline, patience, prac-
tice, and more practice, and as in the professional-sport philosophy, 
the more responsible the practitioner, the more respect he or she will 
command.5 As I witnessed the dancers, I often thought to myself: 
“Watching them, you might think they are getting ready for a doc-
toral comprehensive examination, but they are not: they are just very 
concentrated collapsing into each other’s arms, while sweating like 
hell. . . . And still they look so engaged in what they are doing. . . . 
Are they enjoying it?” (Tango notes, April 25, 2001). As this reflec-
tion suggests, tango amateurs, serious about their enterprise, will fall 
prey to the tango métier. They will endure the cumbersomeness of re-
hearsing the same steps over and over again not only as a painstak-
ing effort to achieve perfection but also as a means to develop a gen-
uine tangoesque style that will make them stand out within the tango 
crowd. For the sake of mastering the tango, the apprentice will de-
vote countless hours of unpaid work to rehearse steps that will be 
carefully choreographed and syncopated with (and against) a part-
ner, and therefore subject to surprises, improvisations, unforgettable 
mistakes, and bodily misunderstandings.

No matter how different tango techniques may be, one rule of thumb 
prevails: the more milongueros join the dancing floor, the more expe-
rienced their bodies will become to the spontaneous reflexes of their 
partners’ movements, and to the timing of other couples that religiously 
follow the clockwise rotation of the tango etiquette. This embodied 
social knowledge, which I refer to as tango capital (an indirect prod-
uct of social capital as is learned and shared with others), is only pos-
sible through the tango embrace to which want-to-be tangueros have 
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to surrender if they wish to succeed. Consequently, it is not enough to 
intellectually learn the steps, or even to practice the coordination of 
figures and routines. The body must develop its own tempo to achieve 
mastery because tango dancing (more than any other ballroom style), 
depends on the partner’s embrace to inscribe the harmonized knowl-
edge into a sensorial schedule of ritualized bodily motions.

I have always secretly admired tango dancers who surrender them-
selves, with almost an irrational zeal and draconian commitment, to a 
cause that seems to lead to an aimless routine that repeats itself night 
after night. With the exception of summertime milongas, which take 
place in the day in eclectic and spontaneous places, such as Central 
Park (by the Shakespeare statue) or at the seaport, tango dancing is a 
nocturnal event that occurs in a “different dimension” on the “dark 
side”of life (see Savigliano 2003). Committed tango practitioners (Ar-
gentines and non-Argentines alike) spend countless evening and early-
morning hours dancing and practicing, as evidenced by the all-night 
practices periodically run in New York City.

I have also been surprised by the ways through which an informa-
tional economy is widely reproduced and shared in the tango field, 
including the knowledge (and cognizance) of different dancing styles 
according to distinctive Argentine tango orchestras. A complex philo-
sophical lingo also characterizes the tango capital, through a language 
that often tends to mystify (rather than clarify) what tango dancing is 
or is supposed to be. Tangueros speak of making enlightening, inner 
discoveries through the tango embrace, unique experiences of meta-
physical selves, raptures of emotional involvement that come to life 
within the collective tango conscience (in Durkheim’s terms), as a supra-
entity that gets turned on at the culmination of the milongas. It is not 
surprising therefore to find poets, writers, bohemians of all sorts, want-
to-be journalists of passion, and tango dancers who try to be all the 
above in the tango crowd.

Nevertheless, time spent at the milongas has many more meanings 
beyond practicing the tango and achieving higher states of conscious-
ness. Above all, milongas are camouflaged social fields that allow dis-
tinctive social worlds to be intersected, shared, and even created. As 
I have argued elsewhere (Viladrich 2003), people from different so-
cial geographies and educational and professional backgrounds who 
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would not dare to gather in the light of the day will bump into each 
other at the milongas to chat, hug, share breath mints, and sweat to-
gether. They do so on the basis of belonging to one social field and 
sharing one passion: tango. Transgressions are here not only permit-
ted but are transposed onto the real (productive) world. The time and 
energy spent at milongas also mean social capital (e.g., contacts, re-
lationships, referrals) that becomes meaningful leads during the day-
time. What happens at night will continue the following day, partic-
ularly among those for whom milongas are not just social resorts of 
volatile passion but nurturing social hubs that protect lonely souls 
from the hostile democratic anonymity of their cosmopolitan North 
American milieu.

Daylight also transforms the social personas of tango dancers into 
different selves. Many of them endure less flamboyant lives than their 
images on the tango floor as want-to-be femme fatales and seductive 
Valentinos (polished, elegant, and refined) would suggest. This is the 
case with many struggling tango artists and other immigrants embed-
ded in the informal economy. Even among the lucky ones who have 
become the stars of fancy tango shows, many endure exploitative rela-
tionships and unstable or low-paid jobs that do not provide them with 
either health or social benefits (see Viladrich 2004b). And for me, an 
anthropologist, after all, the more fascinating (and frequently painful) 
thing to do during my nocturnal incursions into the tango field was to 
discover who these tangueros were outside the dance hall, after they 
hung their dance clothes in the closet until the next evening.

With the curiosity of a surgeon, and the compassion of an (albeit ag-
nostic) missionary, I have unwrapped wounded souls to reveal tango 
dancers’ bruises and scars, their dramatic migratory tales and un-
solved family dramas. Almost always during my ethnotango incur-
sions, I have discovered how everyone has the potential to become 
someone else, with a drama, big or small, to share with a soul who 
conveys the necessary (com)passion for and interest in to their petite
histoires. Behind the most seductive womanizer I found an Italian piz-
zeria’s busboy, begging for emotional attention; underneath a model-
like prima donna I met a former abused woman surviving in a trashy 
Latino restaurant where he made empanadas (Argentine turnovers); 
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and behind a young-looking blond tango amateur (whom I baptized 
the “Little Prince”) I found, and protected, an undocumented teen-
ager who was working as an apprentice in the tough construction 
world of Queens.

Today I returned to Milonga X after a while of being away from 

this world, so close and estranged to me. To them (my tango pals) 

I am a confidante, an ally, a witness to their attempts to succeed, 

an equal. But we are different, of course. I am the anthropologist, 

as everybody is proud of introducing me, as if I bring a token 

of academia into the tango floor. Fortunately, I have been careful 

enough to build up my reputation as someone who keeps people’s 

information confidential. I ask about their lives; I listen; I guide 

them through their own dilemmas and experiences. Above all, I 

am another Argentine they can relate to and trust.  (Tango notes, 

November 30, 2001)

Like the lone lemonade maker under the hot desert sun, I secretly 
profited from the emotional needs of my tango friends. I took advan-
tage of their eagerness to be listened to and taken care of, while serv-
ing as the emotional reservoir of their unsolved troubled lives. After 
all, almost everybody at the milonga is there to dance, to be seen, to 
show off, to grip the stage and make the world a dance floor for their 
own fancy square of rehearsed steps. There I was a patient voyeur, 
waiting for my captive informants to return to their seats, hoping to 
turn their confusing storytelling into logically framed life narratives. 
After many years of being involved with ethnographic studies, more 
than learning how to improve my research skills, I have learned the 
craft of listening (something that clinical psychologists take for granted) 
and the techniques of indirect questioning. No matter how difficult 
or embarrassing a topic might be, people will openly talk about any 
delicate issues, following a syncopated structure (a spontaneous plot 
that follows a logic) of life events (see Denzin 1989, 1999), as long as 
they feel comfortable and safe. I have often sat and stood in the hazy 
corners of the tango salon, indiscernible and visible at the same time, 
mysterious and familiar, needed and ignored, subject to the contra-
dictory roles that have become my unique tango persona.
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Over time, by being purely a spectator in the Manhattan tango field, 
I became a conversation partner ready to offer my time to tired danc-
ers who would join me around the tango table between dances, and 
who would find in me an unconditional and confidential listener. Oc-
casionally, at the beginning of my tango incursions, and more regu-
larly later, many would sit at my table throughout the evening to talk 
about a variety of personal matters: from their temporary visa status 
and broken relationships to their everyday disappointments. In some 
cases, my informants’ demands for support exceeded the stipulated 
rationality of the field encounter, which, although camouflaged un-
der the rubric of emphatic rendezvous, always has a temporal limit 
whenever the data had been saturated or when new hypotheses (and 
projects) led us to new research queries.

In the end, becoming a familiar figure (what most books on eth-
nographic research teach) in the tango field was no longer an issue. 
My anthropological costume became meaningless in a space within 
which the simple fact of being there led me to engage in conversation 
with others, who finally acknowledged me as la antropóloga, “the 
anthropologist,” who were ready to share their stories with me. Our 
interviews became a sort of therapeutic catharsis, through which the 
private would turn into meaningful public social experiences, worth 
being reproduced and translated into the words of the ethnographer 
(see Behar 1993, Eunshil 1998, Spivak 1988).

Epilogue: Tangoified Relationships

By entering the tango world, I had initially attempted to examine the 
social relationships through which Argentines (tango artists and cus-
tomers) exchange valuable social resources on the basis of social soli-
darity, common interests, and friendship. Later on, tango-dancing halls 
became an ideal niche from which to explore the tensions of gender 
dynamics that characterized my participation in the field. I have been 
there, at the milongas (as I often still am) eager to examine how tango 
(or even better, its tangoified relationships) has become a socialized 
metaphor for something else: for relationships to be established, for 
social and economic transactions to take place, and for reciprocity to 
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be instituted. Through time, I found in the tango field my own niche 
of ritualized performance from where the meta-language of Argen-
tines’ social solidarities and conflicts are exposed, dramatized, shared, 
and occasionally solved.

As shown in this chapter, a generous part of my ethnotango incur-
sions were spent trying to figure out how to represent myself (and 
how to be represented by others), which in the end led me to create 
my own version of a non-tanguera who likes tango, or even better, 
who likes hanging out with tango dancers of all sorts. Initially, my 
incursions into the tango world had provided me with a unique op-
portunity to place myself within a transient state in which I parsimo-
niously moved from being just an observer of the tango scene to be-
coming an active anthropologist doing her job. Following a symbolic 
pilgrimage from my identity as an Argentine to that of an anthropol-
ogist I was finally able to connect with others on the basis of these 
dual social identities. This transition between roles nurtured my unex-
pected encounters in the field in which a sense of “communitas” was 
built (V. Turner and E. Turner 1978). Neither a dancer nor a tango 
fan, my lack of ascription to any of the social roles typically attached 
to most tango habitués provided me with a safety net that nurtured 
countless opportunities for dialogue and endearing confessions on the 
part of my informants. As occurs with others in contexts of rituals of 
pilgrimage, we (so-called anthropologists and tango dancers) could 
engage in spontaneous social liaisons because we left aside the social 
markers that would have created barriers between us in other circum-
stances. Relieved of the pressure of being who were supposed to be, 
my tango friends and I recreated a temporary space in which our in-
teractions were supported by the certainty that our paths would miss 
each other in the mainstream world.

Over time, the tango field played a greater emotional role in my per-
sonal life than my professional persona would suggest. I often found 
myself longing for the time I had spent with some of my tango pals, 
chatting over the ordinary and uneventful details of the vernacular 
tango scenery. Occasionally, I was faced with the puzzle of wanting 
to remain in the tango milieu above and beyond my corseted costume 
as an anthropologist. If, on the one hand, studying ethnic nationals 
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had been a source of confusion in other venues, in the tango world, 
I was ultimately welcomed as a familiar figure where my intellectual 
endeavors no longer surprised anyone. In the end it became the so-
cial space in which my gendered invisibility achieved its maximum 
expression. Curiously, in a social field where flamboyant characters 
are the norm, I became the opposite sort of character. Within the cos-
mopolitan tango sociography, a concoction of multiple nationalities 
and professions (including anthropologists who do dance tango), my 
presence at the tango salons was not only finally understood but often 
expected and, almost always, welcomed. By becoming a non-dancing 
tanguera, my own place in the tango world was finally created.

Nevertheless, my journey from my own country to my peripheral 
role in the U.S.-centered intellectual geography left me, at the close 
of my ethnographic adventure, with a variety of unsolved conun-
drums: Who am I in multicultural America? How have my own so-
cial networks, including the ones I developed in the tango field, led 
me to achieve my own share of social capital that has helped draw my 
path to the American dream? In the end, the Argentine tango scene 
has allowed me to be among my own for just enough time to travel 
back across the virtual bridge to my amorphous New Yorker persona, 
a transition that has mingled my dual cultural identities (Anzaldua 
1999, Maher 1998).6

Being among my tango friends, like being in Buenos Aires, has fos-
tered my longing for familiar voices, assumed attitudes, self-explana-
tory silences. I can be an anthropologist among them but, above all, I 
am another Argentine looking for recognizable features in the faceless 
Manhattan crowd. Far from being a means to uncover my bodily ex-
periences through dance steps, the tango world has become my gate-
way to escape from my often oppressive alien self, a purposive drive 
that has rescued me from the chaotic endless resistance to anonymous 
representation that is a feature of social life in New York City.

Notes

1. An earlier version of part of this article was presented at the 2003 American Anthro-
pological Association Annual Meeting in Chicago. I thank Vincent Crapanzano for his in-
sightful comments on my paper during the session. I am also grateful to Sherry Ortner, 
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Ana Abraído-Lanza, Robert Fullilove, Kathy McCarthy, Peter Messeri, Richard Parker, 
and Terry Williams for our conversations on placing the intricacies of the tango world into 
my broader research agenda on social networks. As usual, Stephen Pekar provided invalu-
able comments and generous assistance in editing this manuscript. This research was par-
tially supported by a grant from the Center for the Active Life for Minority Elders at Co-
lumbia University.

2. As Marta Savigliano (1995, xiii, xiv) argues, “Tango and exile (in the sense of ‘being 
away from home,’ for whatever reason) are intimately associated.” She continues, “It is 
more than common for any Argentine living abroad to connect the experience of longing 
and nostalgia to the tango. It is a recurrent pattern, even for those of us who do not con-
sider ourselves connoisseurs or fans of the tango, to be affected by the tango syndrome af-
ter being deprived for a while of our argentino ‘environment.’” Certainly, the novelty of 
the tango’s revival relies on its role as an emblem of Argentines’ cultural nationalism (term 
used by Castells 1997), which, in the midst of globalization, is being nurtured through lo-
cal religious forms, ethnic foods, and patriotic celebrations. As Castells (1997, 53) sug-
gests: ethnicity is being specified as a source of meaning and identity, to be melted not with 
other ethnicities, but under the broader principles of cultural self-definition, such as reli-
gion, nation, or gender.

3. Milongas follow a carefully orchestrated tango-hierarchy, where the skills and repu-
tation of practitioners are definitely ranked above looks. Savigliano (2003) argues that the 
roles of women as wallflowers allow them to gamble their own femininity (as femme fa-
tales) on the tango floor.

4. There is a rich literature on gender issues and fieldwork that deals with diverse issues: 
from the existential nature of gender relationships to practical solutions women can use to 
protect themselves and conform to local gender ascriptions without jeopardizing fieldwork 
(see Whitehead and Conaway 1986; Golde 1970).

5. These practices rely on commodified bodies (see Scheper-Hughes 2002), which de-
mand ritualistic training and practice that is only showed off in a stage drama.

6. The need for a categorical cessation of time through departure is within the very na-
ture of fieldwork, which, sooner or later, will bring the ethnographic encounters to a close 
(Crapanzano 1986). “The ethnographic encounter, like any encounter, however distorted 
in its immediacy or through time, never ends. It continually demands interpretation and 
accommodation” (Crapanzano 1980). “The sadness, the guilt, the feelings of solitude, and 
the love that come with departure and death will not, cannot, end” (Crapanzano 1980,
140) Ortner (1995, 173) notes that the ethnographic stance (as we may call it) is as much 
an intellectual (and moral) positional, a constructive and interpretive mode, as it is a bodily 
process in space and time.
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We are seventeen in number, sitting in a circle in a darkened room on a 
Friday night in winter. We are in a church; actually, it is a rented space 
on the second floor above a used book and video shop in a slightly 
seedy street in central Montreal. Among the Middle Eastern grocery 
stores, used bookstores, and other small businesses, restaurants, and 
cafés, one also finds a sex shop with life-size mannequins in the win-
dow, and a strip club. For us, though, the lights and sounds of down-
town, just outside the window, seem far away.

Michel sees a man standing behind Daniel, describes him as “big, 
like a Viking.” When it is Sylvie’s turn to talk, a woman in her early 
sixties, she talks about the same entity, invisible to the rest of us: “The 
one with the mustache, right?” she asks. “Yes, that’s him,” Michel an-
swers (Fieldnotes, January 26, 2001).1

This incident, part of my ongoing fieldwork on Spiritualists in Mon-
treal, allowed me to glimpse intersubjectivity of a very different kind 
from what is usually presented in methodology handbooks. I hope 
to show here that participating in extraordinary experiences such as 
the one just described has shaped my interpretations about what I 
observe and has allowed me to better understand the extraordinary, 
sometimes ecstatic, experiences of those I study.

Fieldwork in the Cape Verde Islands in 1972 (Meintel 1984) allowed 
me to observe ecstasy in others for the first time, and, in a small way, to 
experience it myself.2 In the celebrations for the patron saint of Brava, 
the island where I lived longest, the saint’s banner is of great signifi-
cance. In the concluding event of the feast, which has been going on 
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for more than a week, the banner is borne by a mounted horseman 
into the house of the sponsor (the one paying most of the expenses of 
the celebration). Amid the overwhelming noise of drums, call-and-
response singing, and fireworks going off, I was struck by the trans-
ported, beatific expressions on the faces of participants when the ban-
ner was passed. Malinowski’s notion of “phatic communion” came to 
mind, and I could see the resonance between this event and V. Turn-
er’s “communitas” (1968). I envied those I was observing. How could 
they be so deeply part of something beyond themselves as to lose their 
usual preoccupations with quotidian individuality, if only for one 
glorious, evanescent moment? The closest I came to such a state my-
self was during my last weeks in Cape Verde, after formal interviews 
and systematic observations were finished. By then it seemed that my 
mind, my dreams, even my daydreams, were taken over by the lives 
of others, their worries and hopes and dramas, small and large, giv-
ing way to a heady sense of “losing myself.”

In the fieldwork that I present here, regularly letting go of the con-
ventional researcher role has allowed me to experience the meditative 
and trance states that are part of Spiritualist religious practice. “Los-
ing oneself” becomes an integral part of the research process, how-
ever paradoxical this might seem. In terms of classical notions of ob-
jectivity, where intellectual rigor is predicated on the externality and 
emotional distance of the observer from the object of inquiry, the em-
phasis on the visualist is open to criticism, as noted by Fabian (1983,
107) and Clifford (1988, 31). Moreover, a number of ethnographers 
working on religion, spirituality, witchcraft, and so on have, by their 
research practice and styles of written representation, challenged mod-
ernist notions of objectivity (e.g., Goulet 1998, E. Turner et al. 1992,
E. Turner 1996, Favret-Saada 1977, Cohen 2002).

I hope to show that taking a highly participatory role in certain Spir-
itualist activities has shaped and benefited the research. I cannot fully 
discuss here questions related to intersubjectivity, religious commu-
nity, and the role of the body in perception. Here I seek to share what 
it is like for a researcher to enter into such trancelike experiences and 
convey something of how they transform one’s sense of self, one’s 
notions of what is real, indeed, one’s view of the world. After a brief 
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presentation of Spiritualism and the church that is the principal site 
of this study, I explain the research process in greater detail.3

The Spiritual Church of Healing

The Spiritual Church of Healing (sch), where my research is focused, 
was founded in Montreal in 1967 by a married couple from England, 
both Spiritualist ministers.4 The religious movement that came to be 
known as Spiritualism dates back to 1847, when Margaret and Kate 
Fox, two sisters living on a farm in Hydesville, New York, heard 
strange noises. The girls managed to establish contact with their source, 
which they eventually determined to be the spirit of a peddler who 
had been murdered in the house. His skeleton was later found in the 
basement (Aubrée and Laplantine 1990, Goodman 1988). The reli-
gious movement that developed around the two girls spread across 
the United States in a climate influenced by Emerson’s transcenden-
talism, and soon spread to England. In France, it influenced the devel-
opment of French Spiritism, also known as Kardecism, after its lead-
ing figure, Alain Kardec. Spiritualism enjoyed great influence in the 
United States over the latter part of the nineteenth century and was 
especially popular among feminists and other progressive thinkers 
(Braude 1989). Some estimates of the time found its adherents num-
bering in the millions. The lack of institutional centralization that 
even now characterizes Spiritualism makes such numbers difficult to 
verify (Braude 1989, 25).

The Spiritual Church, as its members often call it, developed in the 
middle of the Quiet Revolution, a period of rapid secularization for 
Quebec in the 1960s, when religious institutions changed greatly. While 
most Franco-Québécois remained nominally Catholic, clergy declined 
drastically in number as did religious practice among the Catholic la-
ity (Linteau et al. 1989, 648–649; Bibby 1990, 135). At the same time, 
many new religious groups, notably Pentecostal churches, challenged 
the position of classic Protestant churches, such as the Anglican and 
Presbyterian, and continue to do so (Polo 2001).

When the founders of the Spiritual Church of Healing left Canada 
in 1975, a young Québécois, Michel, replaced them, and gradually the 



Deirdre Meintel

127

congregation became primarily francophone in its clientele and activi-
ties. At least five other Spiritualist groups function in Montreal at pres-
ent, four of them seem to be primarily English-speaking; one mainly 
anglophone congregation was founded at around the same time as the 
Spiritual Church; another is a prayer group that has split off from an 
established Spiritualist church and meets in a member’s home. Unlike 
the Spiritual Church, not all of the older congregations have the legal 
status as churches that would allow their ministers to perform mar-
riages and hold funerals.5 Spiritualist ministers in the Montreal area 
collaborate informally on occasion, and from time to time officiate 
as guests in congregations other than their own. As I have discussed 
elsewhere (Meintel 2003), members of one congregation may some-
times go to services at other Spiritualist churches (or to Catholic ser-
vices or those of other denominations, for that matter).

In general, churches that call themselves Spiritualist share the seven 
basic principles of Spiritualism, albeit worded a bit differently from 
one church to another. These include the existence of God (sometimes 
called Universal Intelligence), the fraternity of mankind, the respon-
sibility of individuals for their own actions, the consequences, good 
or bad, of these actions in the afterlife, the eternal spiritual progress 
possible for every individual, the continued existence of the human 
soul (many believe that animals have souls and an afterlife as well), 
and the communion of spirits. The latter implies the possibility of 
communication between the living and spirits of the dead, especially 
those considered spirit guides.6

The sch has some 175 members at present, and like most of the other 
Spiritualist groups in Montreal, is located in the city center, making it 
easy for the many members who depend on public transportation to 
get to it.7 None of its five ministers (who include two women), are paid 
for their services, nor are healers or mediums; expenses such as heat-
ing, rent, repairs, and the recently installed air-conditioning are paid 
for by collections during the services or personal offerings by mem-
bers.8 Most Spiritualist churches have limited means (see Zaretsky 
1974, 177). Indeed, the church is modestly furnished with paintings 
of angels, spirits, Jesus, and usually a few flowers or seasonal decora-
tions. In front, on a low platform, stand a podium and several chairs 



0
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
0
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
0
1
2
3
4
5
6

When the Extraordinary Hits Home

128

with a small organ beside them. A large Bible, the King James ver-
sion, sits in front of the podium. In the large room upstairs, there is a 
Spiritualist library from which members may borrow.

Like several other Spiritualist congregations in Montreal, the sch is 
loosely identified with a particular family and is often referred to as the 
Guérins’ church. Michel and his younger brother are both ministers 
and have important roles in the church, as do their parents (who came 
to Spiritualism through Michel). The sch is governed by an adminis-
trative council of twelve, including the president (Michel), who is re-
sponsible for practical matters such as finances; the pastor, or spiritual 
head of the group; and the five ministers (who include two women), 
and also a number of mediums and other members. The congrega-
tion comes from all over Montreal, with many living in francophone 
working-class neighborhoods, and others in nearby suburbs.9

Most newcomers discover the Spiritual Church of Healing through 
a friend or family member. When several generations of adults are 
present, it is usually the children who have influenced their parents 
to come. Inevitably, other family members are not interested in or are 
even hostile to Spiritualism. Proselytizing is strongly discouraged, and 
the church itself is nearly invisible, in its urban setting. There is no tele-
phone, and only a discreet cardboard sign in the doorway marks the 
entry to the church. I myself had passed by hundreds of times with-
out noticing it. Significantly, there are no special activities or facili-
ties for children.

Two public services are held at the Spiritual Church on Sunday, with 
a healing service in between. Another service is held on Thursday eve-
ning. All services begin with opening prayers, including the Protestant 
version of Our Father.10 Regular services include several hymns; these 
are taken from the hymnbook provided some years ago by an Angli-
can minister whose wife, a member of the sch, translated the hymns 
into French. The latter include familiar Protestant classics, such as 
“Nearer My God to Thee” and “The Battle Hymn of the Republic.” 
Services often include a guided meditation, with imagery suggested by 
a medium or apprentice accompanied by instrumental, New Age mu-
sic. This is sometimes replaced by a sermon (a dissertation, in Spiritu-
alist parlance). This is followed by the collection, the blessing of the 
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offerings, and clairvoyance, when messages, as clairvoyant pronounce-
ments are called, are given by one or several mediums to individuals 
present.11 A prayer and hymn conclude the service.

Messages given by mediums at church services may concern, for ex-
ample, health, work, or relationship issues; the spiritual development 
of the individual addressed; or several such themes. Usually the me-
dium does not know about the personal life of those receiving clair-
voyance. Discretion is generally used when talking about personal is-
sues (“I don’t know if you have anyone in your life right now, but if 
you don’t, you will soon!”). In messages about health problems, me-
diums are supposed to present any advice as suggestions, mainly to 
avoid violating laws against practicing medicine without a license 
(e.g., “I see green vegetables all around you, you need to eat more 
green vegetables; just a suggestion, we’re not doctors here.”). Mes-
sages may refer to spirits the medium sees, for example, a spirit guide 
(“your native guide”) or a deceased relative (“I see a mother figure, 
she could be your mother or your grandmother”). Occasionally, a 
trance service is offered where a medium goes into a deep trance and 
channels a spirit guide.

Interestingly, glossalalia (Goodman 1972, Csordas 2001) is not 
found in the mediums or among members of the congregation. More-
over, spiritual gifts for different kinds of clairvoyance or healing are 
not considered signs of spiritual merit, as among Pentecostals (Good-
man 1972). One rarely hears proscriptions of any kind in the sch;
however, Michel often warns against esoterism (exploitation of such 
gifts for non-spiritual, egotistical ends).

At the healing service, a minister and several healers transmit heal-
ing through the laying on of hands in an area arranged for this in the 
front of the church. A guided meditation, with New Age music in the 
background, occupies those present until their turn is called. In fact, 
the healers normally do not touch the body of the person seated in 
front of them but rather pass their hands over the area around the in-
dividual, considered to be their energy field. The healers’ way of work-
ing somewhat resembles that of the magnétiseurs (literally, “mag-
netizers”) described by Acedo (2000). As in other kinds of services, 
there is a collection, a blessing of the offerings, and opening and clos-
ing prayers.
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Health services are generally in French, though a monthly bilingual 
service has been introduced recently to accommodate English-speak-
ing visitors from other Spiritualist congregations. Most of the medi-
ums are bilingual and give messages in English when the individual 
addressed does not understand French well. Attendance is variable, 
ranging from fifty or more at the principal Sunday service to barely 
a dozen on some Thursday evenings. Men make up about a fifth to a 
quarter of the group on most occasions, though the number of male 
and female healers and mediums is roughly equal. From 2002 through 
2004, the congregation became somewhat younger, losing a number 
of members over sixty and attracting newcomers in the thirty-to-fifty 
age group.

This is the cohort that predominates in the closed groups, sometimes 
called closed circles; that is, groups not open to the public. Closed 
groups focus more on clairvoyance than on healing, but healers (who 
may also be mediums) are generally drawn from the closed groups. 
At the Spiritual Church, closed groups are also known as courses in 
spiritual development. Most meet twice a month under the direction 
of a minister or medium. The closed groups give members an oppor-
tunity to discover for themselves the experience of clairvoyance; a few 
members go on to become recognized mediums by the church and are 
allowed to give messages at services. While it is usual to speak of giv-
ing clairvoyance in the Spiritual Church, those who do so are called 
“mediums” rather than clairvoyants. From Michel’s point of view, a 
clairvoyant may be a mere fortuneteller, whereas a medium is in con-
tact with the spirit world and seeks not only to give information about 
the future but to put it in a wider spiritual context.

Michel sees training in clairvoyance as a means to deepen spiritu-
ality, and also as a practical tool for everyday living, in that the exer-
cises done in class (i.e., in the closed group) tend to sharpen the par-
ticipants’ intuitive powers in their daily lives. In fact, most long-term 
participants experience not only heightened intuitions but revelatory 
dreams, premonitions, flashes of clairvoyance, and sometimes, visions, 
outside the group context. Everyone I have interviewed has developed 
personal spiritual practices and rituals in their daily lives, even though 
no instructions in this regard are ever given in the church. At most, a 
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medium might give someone a message such as, “Your guides would 
like you to meditate now and then.” A few read the Bible, while most 
read inspirational books from various spiritual traditions, at least oc-
casionally. Most pray at odd times during the day for help with the dif-
ficulties of daily life (a stressful coworker, a child taking drugs, mar-
ital problems, unemployment), and many have a period of prayer or 
meditation that is part of their daily routine.

The Research Process

This study was born of a series of fortuitous events. One of my doc-
toral students, Louis-Robert Frigault, began doing work on spirit pos-
session in Brazilian umbanda in a southern Brazilian city that I found 
fascinating (Frigault 1999). Around the same time, I was invited to 
teach at the University of Lyon2, where I became familiar with the 
work of François Laplantine. His approach to religious phenomena, 
and the book he wrote on a clairvoyant medium in Lyon (Laplantine 
1985), helped me see the anthropological relevance of clairvoyance 
and healing in the modern, urban context. Moreover, teaching the an-
thropology of religion at Lyon2 made me realize that what were once 
exotic religious phenomena are now much less so. My own religious 
background in a devoutly Catholic family (daily Mass, Benediction 
on Sunday, observance of Lent and Advent, novenas, rosaries, etc.) 
was probably more exotic and remote to my students than were the 
religious phenomena typically considered the province of anthropol-
ogists. Few had been brought up to practice their ancestral religion 
as I had, but most had heard of visualization, Wicca, white and black 
magic, and reincarnation.

It was in this general context that I met Michel through a friend. 
Said to be a gifted medium and healer, Michel, in his late forties at 
the time, was personable, dynamic, and youthful in appearance. As I 
later learned, he grew up in a working-class neighborhood in Mon-
treal but was sent to an English-language school run by the Jesuits, 
his father’s hope for upward mobility for his five sons. After studies 
at a local university, Michel worked for many years in finance for a 
large corporation and now does accounting half-time. Widowed and 
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later divorced, Michel now shares his life with Elisabeth, a Spiritual-
ist medium who is active in the Spiritual Church.

At our first meeting, Michel’s ability to capture the important ele-
ments of my past and present, while giving very precise predictions 
for the future (later borne out), impressed me. Beyond what he had 
to say, I was deeply affected by the experience of being with him as 
he went into a trancelike state. Although unable to verbalize it, I felt 
the experience itself to be just as important as the content of what was 
said. We spoke in English, Michel being fully bilingual. Most of the 
time, Michel had his eyes closed; he explained that he received clair-
voyance from his guides, spirits who help him. Then he thanked them, 
opened his eyes and told me what he had seen, a sequence that would 
be repeated many times over the course of an hour. At the end, he said, 
“We have a church here, you are welcome to come see it.”

Very curious to see what kind of church could harbor such an indi-
vidual, I began to go to services at the sch, where, over the next few 
months, I witnessed a series of mediums give messages to a middle-
aged-and-older, predominantly female congregation that looked to be 
mostly working-class. Occasionally, one or another medium would 
channel for a spirit guide. I was a bit ill at ease in the vaguely Prot-
estant, somewhat threadbare (at the time) decor of the church. I had 
rarely entered a church in many years and my experience of Protes-
tant congregations was mostly limited to a few observations in Cape 
Verde. Yet I sensed the sincerity of those present and felt a familiar 
energy around me, one I knew from experiences of deep meditation 
in an ashram where I had spent a few weekends some years earlier. 
The sense of sociological distance from, and yet inner proximity to, 
what was happening in this church turned my visits into fieldwork 
without my thinking about it, and I soon found myself taking notes 
after services.

Feeling a bit uneasy about the ethics of all this, I called Michel for 
another appointment, to talk about my involvement in his church. 
On this second occasion, I asked Michel if he wanted to do clairvoy-
ance before we talked, whereupon he began to see books all around 
me, research activities, writing. He asked, “I see you writing a book, 
is that possible?” When I explained that my interest in the Spiritual 
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Church of Healing was also professional, and that I was an anthro-
pologist, he immediately invited me to join a closed group (the first 
time I had heard of such groups), on the condition I be discreet (i.e., 
not disturbing the religious atmosphere of the gathering) and partici-
pate like other members. I accepted these conditions enthusiastically, 
since what interested me most was the Spiritualist experience, what it 
was like to see clairvoyantly, to give healing, and to know how every-
thing fit in with the daily lives of the participants. At the time, I was 
unaware of the privilege such an invitation represented; later I would 
find that there are fewer places than there are would-be members for 
the groups Michel directs. (These are limited to twenty or fewer indi-
viduals.) I expected that the group would be a way of meeting mem-
bers of the church and perhaps even for getting to know a clairvoy-
ant or two. It would prove to be much more.

Inspired by Favret-Saada’s study (1977) of modern witchcraft in 
Normandy, my own research, from 1999 to 2001, was based exclu-
sively on participant observation, with note taking reserved for later, 
outside the church context. I went on this way for about two years, 
except for three interviews with Michel the summer after I joined the 
closed group. It was clear that in order to study the experience of Spir-
itualists, I would have to, paraphrasing Favret-Saada, agree to become 
a participant in the situations where it is manifested and in the dis-
course in which it is expressed (1977, 43).12

By 2001 I knew a number of members of Michel’s group informally, 
meeting some outside for coffee, a meal, or a leisure activity such as 
roller-blading, and moreover, I had a sense of them as Spiritualists, 
that is, a sense of their commitment to spiritual development and their 
particular gifts as mediums or healers. I began to interview ten key 
informants, later enlarging the study group to sixteen, evenly divided 
between men and women, mostly between thirty-five and fifty years 
of age, who had been going to the Spiritual Church for at least three 
years. Interviews cover topics such as the individual’s life history, reli-
gious trajectory, and beliefs and experiences around healing and clair-
voyance. This ongoing fieldwork continues part-time, since the closed 
group meets twice a month for nine months a year, and, like me, most 
participants in the study work full-time. Some of the Spiritualists I 
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interview work in the lower echelons of the health care system (e.g., 
as home caregivers or massage therapists), in service jobs (e.g., sales 
clerk), or in skilled occupations (e.g., mechanics). Most have been di-
vorced at least once, and most are in a stable couple relationship.

The present study marks a departure from my previous work in sev-
eral ways. First, it concerns religion, whereas all my previous work 
was focused on migration and ethnicity; second, unlike my other proj-
ects, it does not involve a team and several assistants. Rather, it has 
been primarily an individual project, with minimal funding so far. This 
has made it feasible to carry out the study in real time, rather than in 
the artificially compressed time frame in which most research must be 
done, with no pressure to produce results prematurely. Thus, I have 
been able to let relationships with participants in the study evolve nat-
urally and to allow myself the time needed (impossible to program) to 
become acquainted with Spiritualism in a direct, personal way.

Until this project, my research had always been defined in terms of 
institutions (clinics, for example), or bounded groups (Cape Verdeans, 
Portuguese), however hypothetical such frontiers may be in the case 
of ethnic groups. Early on, it became clear that the Spiritual Church 
of Healing was made up of several networks, each centered around 
a minister–medium. The core of the networks comprises individuals 
who frequented the groups directed by that minister and went to his 
services. It soon became clear that some of these networks overlapped, 
but others did not. A few people go to several of Michel’s groups, but 
church rules prohibit going to more than one minister’s closed circle 
at a time, as each teacher works in her or his own way. It can happen 
that a minister leaves one church to go to another, or to form his own 
church, in which case the network tends to follow. At one point, I re-
alized that if Michel ever changed churches, his network, and my proj-
ect, would move with him.13 Moreover, the sch itself moved (although 
not far), because of a fire some years ago and could do so again. Spiri-
tualist churches like this one are not the permanent site of a bounded 
group but rather the spatial focus, often temporary, for several net-
works (Meintel 2003).

Following Fonseca (1991), I wanted to see how the religious prac-
tice and beliefs of my interlocutors wove into their daily life, so that, 
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insofar as possible, it became my practice to meet study participants 
outside the church, in cafés, or at my home or theirs. The first inter-
view done with the sixteen key informants concerns their life history 
(religious background, employment, family and couple relationships) 
and how Spiritualism, the sch, and their connection to Michel fit into 
their personal trajectory. Other interviews focus on experiences of 
spiritual gifts (e.g., trance, healing, clairvoyance) and other extraor-
dinary occurrences, such as astral projection, attacks by negative spir-
its (mauvaises entités), premonitory dreams, and so on.

Interviews with Michel and sixteen members of the sch who have 
been in Michel’s closed groups are conducted in tandem with ongo-
ing participant observation. At the beginning of the study, I expected 
that I would be the recipient of others’ healing efforts and that Spiri-
tualists might, as they put it, give me clairvoyance. Indeed, I welcomed 
these possibilities. From the Spiritualist point of view, everyone has 
spiritual gifts of some kind. I was nonetheless taken aback when I re-
alized that joining the closed group meant actually doing clairvoy-
ance myself. Later I was invited to learn to heal and to heal others at 
the church’s healing service. These were unexpected roles, ones that 
did not correspond to my self-image; though I believed myself to be 
a fairly intuitive person, I certainly did not see myself as a clairvoy-
ant or healer. Assuming these roles and accepting all the experiences 
they have brought was not initially part of my research plans. Rather, 
the research project evolved organically for the first several years and 
has gradually grown into its present form. Being the subject and not 
just the object of healing and clairvoyance has enriched the research 
immeasurably.

I am often asked why I would study something so different from my 
usual interests. Part of the answer is simply that I cannot fully take 
on a Cape Verdean perspective nor fully enter into the experience of 
a Portuguese immigrant to Canada. However, I can enter into the 
Spiritualist experience as far as my personal capacities and inclina-
tions allow. This research project has led me to a broader interest in 
the anthropology of religion in the modern world. Originally, my in-
terest was less about religion than about epistemological issues: how 
can we study things that do not make sense in terms of conventional 
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notions of reality and that are yet part of the experience of many peo-
ple in our own and other societies? And how to describe such expe-
riences as a researcher without doing violence to those experiences? 
One novel aspect of this endeavor is that whenever I present this re-
search, the question of how I situate myself (my own beliefs) arises, 
something that is rarely brought up when one is studying, say, class, 
ethnicity, or race, though perhaps it should be. When the subject is 
religion, as Hervieu-Léger (1993, 22) has noted, there is no high sci-
entific ground from which to speak: whether one is religious, with-
out religion, or worse, has left religion (défroqué), one can be accused 
of having a built-in bias. After working in a field where abstractions 
such as ethnic group are often discussed by researchers as if they exist 
as objects in nature, I now find myself working in an area where what 
actors (including researchers) may experience as real is assumed to be 
unreal by many in the academic world (cf. Stoller 1989b).

A few final words on the methodology of the study: to paraphrase 
Favret-Saada, ethnographers who distance themselves see their ob-
ject slip through their fingers; at the same time, participation obliges 
them to take on the risks of subjectivity.14 While adopting a largely 
subjectivist, “experience-near” (Wikan 1991) approach that gives pri-
ority to the individual experiences of others and in which I try to use 
my own experience as a basis for better understanding theirs, I have 
found it extremely useful to have feedback from a part-time assistant 
and several anthropologist friends who have visited the sch and met 
Michel.15 I would add that the methodology of the study includes not 
only participation in Spiritualist activities but also many interviews. 
Moreover, observations based on various “unobtrusive measures” 
(Webb 1966) have their place in this type of research: for example, 
counting the number of individuals present at each gathering and the 
proportion by gender, observing decor, taking note of the turns of 
phrase used, and so on. In any case, I see the “experience-near” (Wi-
kan 1991), “observation of participation” (B. Tedlock 1991) approach 
adopted for this research as one that corresponds to its object, the 
Spiritualist experience. Had my interest been, for example, the polit-
ical life of this small congregation, more distant, objective methods 
might have had a greater place in the study. The question of whether 
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my experience of Spiritualism is the same as that of other participants 
is worth discussing, and I return to this issue later.

The Closed Group

The closed group, or what the participants commonly call a “course 
in spiritual development,” meets in the evening twice monthly, except 
for one group led by Michel that meets weekly. Most groups gather 
in the church, but several hold their meetings in private homes. All 
are directed by a minister–medium who decides who can participate. 
Groups are normally fewer than twenty in number, and some have 
only half a dozen participants. Members pay a modest fee (eight dol-
lars, at this writing) for each class and commit to regular attendance 
for the duration of the course, from September through mid-June. The 
cost is kept low, according to Michel, so as to allow the unemployed 
to participate. The students in these groups are taught clairvoyance 
using various techniques; these include focusing on color, using ob-
jects (psychometry), using symbols (e.g., those associated with Christ-
mas, Easter, spring, etc.).

Though pleased at Michel’s invitation to join a closed group, I was 
somewhat anxious as to what I would find there. Scenes of posses-
sion from the films of Jean Rouch came to mind. I was initially reas-
sured by what I saw. Members arrive on or before the group begins at 
7:15 p.m., punctuality being de rigueur; the doors are locked unless 
someone is expected to arrive late. Joking banter and friendly greet-
ings precede the opening prayers. Michel encourages these light mo-
ments as a way of shaking off the stress of daily life before entering 
into the evening’s activities. Most group members try to arrive early, 
in time to say hello to friends and, sometimes, to have a private word 
with Michel. When someone mentions a personal problem, Michel 
often promises to see what comes to him in the way of clairvoyance 
over the course of the evening. Normally, I arrive early to have time 
for some personal exchange with others in the group, a number of 
whom are in my core study group, or, occasionally to do a short in-
terview with Michel. The first time, though, I felt ill at ease; I knew 
no one there but Michel, felt unsure as how to enter into the conver-
sations around me, was a bit self-conscious about my dual role (as 
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yet unannounced to other participants), and above all, was anxious 
about what was to come.

The tone becomes quieter and more serious with opening prayers, 
the Lord’s Prayer and a spontaneous prayer led by Michel asking for 
spiritual protection for the evening’s activities. We hold hands, form-
ing a circle. Michel assigns positions at the beginning of each year ac-
cording to the aura of the individual, sometimes seeking to harmonize 
energies, sometimes to provoke a little creative dissonance.16 For the 
first few months, I am seated about seven or eight places to the left of 
Michel. Some months later, several of us are asked to change places, 
and I find myself seated next to Michel, on his left. Being close to Mi-
chel while he is in trance, even a light trance, has a deeply calming ef-
fect on me. Moreover, it allows me to sense which spirits are coming 
to speak through him (perhaps cued by small changes of posture), as 
happens from time to time. There are regular visitors, like his native 
guide, Michel’s main protector and “gatekeeper” spirit, the one who 
decides to let others come through or not—such as the nun who speaks 
in a high, sweet voice (a bit comical in the persona of Michel), the lit-
tle boy who teases and laughs, the Chinese guide, and others.

After prayers we stand to do breathing exercises (“to open the 
chakras”), and then take our places, sitting with ankles crossed for 
meditation. According to Michel, the ankles are like another chakra, 
so this helps the quality of meditation. Michel provides guided im-
agery leading us to focus on themes that change each week, such as 
forgiveness, or changing the world. For about half an hour, we medi-
tate, eyes closed. A single blue light tempers the darkness. Often I find 
myself quickly borne away into a state that leaves nothing but a few 
words or images in my memory, and I thus miss much of the guided 
meditation. Eventually, I hear Michel instruct us to come back to the 
group gently, to move our hands a bit. An exchange about the med-
itation follows: Michel calls upon a member, and in clockwise rota-
tion, each tells what happened during the meditation.

Next comes a brief recess. If weather permits, some go onto the ve-
randa behind the church to chat or have a quick cigarette. Otherwise, 
we stay inside. Most take advantage of the break to stretch, perhaps 
go to the lavatory. Members come from various parts of the metro-
politan area, so the period before the class and this break give them a 
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chance to catch up with each other’s lives. Some never see the others 
outside the meetings of the group, but several who have been coming 
for a few years have formed friendships and see others socially. After 
the break we sit again for “active meditation”, or clairvoyance. Now 
the blue light is replaced by a red one, a stimulus for our clairvoyant 
capacities. That first evening, when Michel instructs us to “see” some-
thing for two others in the group, I’m surprised. I feel paralyzed: even 
if I could see what is normally invisible in others, do I want to? Not 
that I expect to discover any clairvoyant gifts in myself. For the first 
few months, I feel, as most beginners do, that anything that popped 
into my mind was my imagination. I try to go along with the clairvoy-
ance exercises, simply as a way of getting better acquainted with Spir-
itualists and better understanding their religious experience.

Typically, Michel gives guidelines such as, “Look for a color that 
the two people to your right need, and why they need it,” or “See 
something physical [that is, part of ordinary life, not spirituality] for 
any three people in the group.” In December he might suggest, “See 
a Christmas present for each of the two people on your right and ex-
plain what it means.” Later in the year, students are asked to see via 
objects, a type of clairvoyance known as psychometry. Each leaves 
a personal object on a tray that is passed around, and each chooses 
an object without looking at the tray. Or the students may be told to 
write their name on a strip of paper. Then each draws a strip from a 
container and reads for that individual without knowing whose name 
is on the paper until after clairvoyance is given.

Normally, the students concentrate for ten or fifteen minutes on 
the exercise they have been asked to do. Usually, members have their 
eyes closed during this period, though occasionally they may be in-
structed to look at several individuals in the group for a minute or 
two and “enter into their aura.” Sometimes Michel gets up to give 
healing to a few of the individuals present. After ten or fifteen min-
utes, he announces that time is up. He calls on a member of the group 
and this time moves around the group counter-clockwise. Each tells 
what they have seen and what it means. Afterward, he is likely to tell 
some of those present what he saw for them (time rarely permits giv-
ing a message to everyone). If he has conferred with someone before 
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the class about a personal matter, he may discreetly give clairvoyant 
feedback (e.g., “Robert, what you asked me about is going to work 
out, I got that very clearly, but it will probably take a little while.”). 
Finally, at about 9:30 p.m. Michel announces that it is time for the 
closing prayer; after Michel’s improvised prayer of thanks, we hold 
hands and say the Notre Père together.

The Spiritualist closed group functions in ways that are reminiscent 
of psychoanalysis in that a series of firm rules circumscribes the con-
text, creating a safe zone of freedom in which extraordinary experi-
ences can happen. Members are expected to arrive on time and, usu-
ally, to pay for missed classes. People sit in the required posture for 
each activity, not leaving their places except for the short break in the 
middle of the meeting. When students give messages, aggressivity, even 
of a mild sort, is not tolerated. Members of the group speak in turn 
during the parts of the meeting devoted to verbal exchange, and oth-
erwise only with Michel’s permission. They sit in the required posture 
for each activity, not leaving their places except for the short break in 
the middle of the meeting. Generally, Michel enforces the rules with 
a light touch, first with humor, then with a quiet word in private, but 
repeated inappropriate behavior (speaking out of turn, sitting incor-
rectly, leaving one’s seat, tardiness) is likely to lead to expulsion.

When participants recount what they have seen during the clairvoy-
ance exercise, Michel usually remains noncommittal, reacting with a 
few words of acknowledgment: “Great, thank you!” Many new mem-
bers see nothing for the first weeks or months, and this, too, is given 
support. Michel reminds the group that this is normal for many peo-
ple. Little by little, what seem at first to be one’s own imaginings take 
on another aspect. Unexpected words, images, and phrases come to 
mind. Some may experience actual visions or see spirit guides. Between 
Michel’s nonjudgmental encouragement and the many rules that sur-
round the context, a protective space of freedom is created where stu-
dents are led to perceive impressions and sensations that might nor-
mally go unregistered.

It is, of course, difficult to assess the accuracy of one’s own clairvoy-
ance or whether it is improving with practice. Classes and church ser-
vices give ample occasion to observe others over time; in general, their 
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readings for me become more detailed and precise, and seem more ac-
curate, as time goes on. My own readings for others in the classes have 
become far more detailed than they were in the beginning, and the im-
pressions more elaborate (words, images, and very occasionally, vi-
sions that unfold like a mental video). I learned to recognize a strange 
feeling that comes when receiving an impression that is at odds with 
my everyday perception of the individual and leaves me feeling inse-
cure. Quite often this leads to my giving a message that seems strange 
to me but is later confirmed by the individual concerned.

Consider this example from my own experience. Michel asks us to 
“see” something for the two people seated to our left and tell them 
what it means. I close my eyes and see Réjeanne, a fifty-ish home health 
care worker seated two places left of me. She is receiving a bird of par-
adise flower from a friend. I try to figure out the meaning. Could this 
be something unusual someone is inviting her to do? A week later, 
Réjeanne greets me before the class and says, “Guess what? Last week 
when I went home after the class, someone gave me a flower just like 
the one you described! The first time in my whole life that I got such 
a flower!” Conclusion: Sometimes a flower is just a flower.

Often, clairvoyance seems to involve emotional rather than factual 
truth. Messages may be about how a person is feeling now and in the 
near future. The following occurred while this article was being writ-
ten and illustrates the anxiety one can feel when giving a message that 
might be taken as negative:

We are supposed to go into the aura of the person on our left and 

see something they need. I concentrate on Arianne (slim blond art-

ist, early thirties; we took the subway together once a few weeks 

ago, it was the first time we talked outside the class). Immediately 

the words come, emphatic: “Forget it.” (I feel silly, this can’t be a 

message, can it?) I try to sink into it, be open to the possibility that 

I am able to see. In this meditation I suddenly feel paralysis, it’s as 

if I’m nailed to my chair. “Forget it,” comes again. “It’s too heavy, 

it was not your fault, you’ll paralyze yourself with this, you have 

to forget it.” Michel calls on me. I give the message, feeling foolish 

and embarrassed. I hope Arianne isn’t offended. After the class,



0
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
0
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
0
1
2
3
4
5
6

When the Extraordinary Hits Home

142

she turns to me and says, I know you didn’t know what your mes-
sage was about but it was really important to me, I really needed 
to hear it. I realize that it (whatever “it” was) is still affecting me, 
even though it wasn’t my fault. Thank you. Relief! (Fieldnotes, 
August 17, 2004)

Spiritualist writers often mention “thought forms,” visible manifes-
tations of others’ thoughts that affect the person to whom the clair-
voyance is given. My first contact with a “thought form” happened 
several months after I joined the group.

I am trying to see for Nancy (thirty-ish, divorced, two children; a 
massage therapist), but when I try to focus on her, there is a whit-
ish cloud on one side of her, and it gives me a creepy feeling. I try 
again and again, but I just can’t make myself look there; it repels 
me. When the time comes to tell what we saw, I hesitate. Does it 
mean something negative about her or that something bad is going 
to happen to her? Michel explains that what I saw was a “forme 
de pensée,” a thought form, in this case the jealousy of others, and 
goes on in elaborate detail about a problem Nancy is having at 
work. Nancy nods vigorously in assent throughout his explana-
tion. (Fieldnotes, March 26, 1999)

As several of the preceding examples suggest, seeing is one thing, 
interpreting another, and communicating what one sees, yet another. 
All three are part of clairvoyant inspiration in the Spiritualist context. 
After a while, Michel’s new students are nudged toward interpreting 
what they see. “Ask your guides,” Michel tells them.

When this happens to me, a few months after I enter the group, 
I am startled: “Push has come to shove,” I think. “If you are there, 
please help me out!” While not disbelieving in spirit guides, an idea 
familiar enough from Catholic beliefs in saints and guardian angels, 
I was not at all convinced at this point that they were present in the 
room or interested in what I was doing.17 In fact, as usually happens, 
the interpretation came immediately, and so this procedure became, 
in a sense, naturalized. A year or so later, I began to feel the presence 
of a certain guide from time to time (and not only in the Spiritualist 
group), most dramatically on one occasion:
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Michel asks us to give healing to ourselves during the period when 

we usually do clairvoyant exercises. We are to put our hands over 

our hearts and close our eyes as usual. Good, I think, I need it. I 

am emotionally shaken by a disturbing event earlier in the day. Still 

feeling somewhat unsettled, I close my eyes, try to feel my heart 

beating. A heart starts beating thunderously under my hand, it 

seems to be popping out of my skin, like a cartoon image . . . and I 

can feel a large hand enclosing mine! Whose heart is this, I wonder, 

is it mine or his? It feels like the same heart, mine and his! I know 

whose hand it is, it’s his . . . (Fieldnotes, March 21, 2003)

“His” refers to the guide who had become familiar to me, the one Mi-
chel calls “your native guide.”18 We return to this incident later.

“Picking up” (capter, in French) on things not usually visible is, from 
a Spiritualist point of view, a generally human capacity, one that is per-
haps greater in some individuals than in others. Indeed, many people 
who do not consider themselves clairvoyant have dreamt of people or 
places before physically seeing them for the first time. To use an ex-
ample from a novel in Anthony Powell’s series, A Dance to the Music 
of Time, many have had the experience of suddenly thinking of a per-
son from their past for the first time in years, only to cross paths with 
the individual shortly thereafter. I myself had had such experiences, 
and I was convinced, well before my acquaintance with Spiritualism, 
that some few individuals have clairvoyant capacities.

Opening myself to such experiences in a Spiritualist context was 
not only a means of gaining rapport. These experiences allowed me 
understandings that are fundamental for comprehending that clair-
voyance is not reserved for a gifted few but is something open to or-
dinary individuals, including myself. However, it became clear early 
on in the research that I would have to accept my own perceptions if 
I were to participate at all. One who censors his or her own percep-
tions cannot begin the process of learning to see clairvoyantly. De-
censoring one’s own intuitions, sensations, and perceptions is an es-
sential precondition for experiencing how clairvoyance is done. True, 
objective proofs are often lacking: I cannot prove to a skeptic that 
the hand I felt was real and that it belonged to my native guide. But 
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as an observer of my own experience, I have to accept that his pres-
ence was very real to me, quite as real as happenings that are verifi-
able by conventional means.

Moreover, participating in the closed group led me to understand 
that mediumship need not involve strictly individual phenomena. The 
same things can sometimes be seen and felt by others at the same time. 
To my surprise, I found that what I initially thought was the exalted 
experience of the rare gifted individual often involves a common level 
of perception, a kind of intersubjectivity. Furthermore, I have discov-
ered for myself the complex role of the body in healing and clairvoy-
ance. The exercises in the closed group allow one to become attuned 
to what Csordas elegantly terms “somatic modes of attention” (1997,
67–70), because “seeing” clairvoyantly often involves the senses. Be-
fore going further into these matters, I turn to another kind of Spiri-
tualist experience in which the body often serves as a vehicle: trans-
mitting healing.

Spiritualist Healing

Influences such as Reiki, healing touch in nursing, and various New 
Age approaches have made Spiritualist healing appear less strange 
than it must have seemed when the Spiritual Church of Healing was 
first established in 1967 in Montreal. As mentioned earlier, healing 
in the sch involves passing the hands over the body of the one seek-
ing healing; this is done in silence while those waiting hear a guided 
meditation and soft New Age music. Initially, transmitting healing 
was not an activity I ever expected to perform. By the time I was in-
vited to become an apprentice healer, about three years after I began 
to attend the closed group, I had received healing a number of times 
from Michel and others. Spiritualist healing seemed to help many 
of those who requested it, and I had certainly felt an enhanced well-
being on the occasions when I received it.

Healing in the sch is never presented as an alternative to medical 
treatment or psychotherapy. In fact, clairvoyant messages often en-
courage individuals to see a physician. Healing is seen as a support 
for dealing with physical malaise and trauma (illness, surgery, che-
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motherapy, etc.) and psychological issues such as stress, grief, depres-
sion, and so on. While in the past it was requested mainly for physical 
ailments, today one gets the impression that emotional distress often 
brings people to seek healing. One aspect of healing that appealed to 
me was that it is done by several people at the same time, such that 
there is less focus on the individual than when a medium gives clair-
voyance before the congregation. Doing healing does mark one as 
something of an insider in that only those who have been part of a 
closed group for some time are likely to be invited to become healers. 
A few candidates are trained from time to time, not necessarily ev-
ery year, in order to have enough healers for the clientele of the Sun-
day healing service.

The “training” to become a healer was much more limited than I ex-
pected; four of us, two men and two women, met with Michel for sev-
eral hours of instruction. We learned, for example, that we were sup-
posed to dress professionally (no shorts, no T-shirts, no short skirts, 
etc.), and that we should not give clairvoyance while transmitting heal-
ing, nor should we touch people. This last is partly because of a Que-
bec law that prohibits touching for spiritual healing, but also because, 
according to Michel, it is really not necessary, an issue I will return 
to shortly.19 Except for a short demonstration by Michel on this oc-
casion, our main instruction about what to do in healing would con-
sist of watching others and doing it ourselves.

It’s my first experience of transmitting healing. I feel very awk-
ward and anxious. How will I know what to do with my hands? 
The first person to be seated in front of me is a somewhat fragile-
looking woman who seems to be in her seventies. I feel humble, 
touched by the trust and faith of those who come to sit in front of 
me and the other healers. (We are five.) At first I am so tense that 
my hands feel cramped. I try to move them over the zone around 
the woman as I’ve seen other healers do. Suddenly a tidal wave of 
heat that passes through me, from my feet through my head! Am I 
going to pass out? Then I feel a sense of awe, wonder, deep stillness 
. . . in short, ecstasy. I am still awkward but it is not the important 
thing . . . what is important is staying focused, staying in touch 
with It, this energy . . . (Fieldnotes, August 24, 2003)
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Each time I have served as a healer, the experience has been differ-
ent. But the sense of contact with another’s energy remains and, in 
fact, becomes stronger and stronger with time. A few weeks after my 
first experience as a healer, I wrote the following:

I’m sitting in church, waiting for the evening service to begin. I feel 

my hands buzzing. I have felt this often when I meditate in the last 

few weeks. Is it related to the healing? After opening prayers, Elis-

abeth is the first medium to speak. She goes straight to me. I must 

tell you, while you were sitting there before the service, your hands 

were surrounded by blue light. (Fieldnotes, October 9, 2003)

The buzz in my hands is a normal part of healing for me; others tell 
me they feel heat in their hands. However, healing is not the same ex-
perience from one occasion to the next, just as it is not the same expe-
rience from one person to the next. Over time, the sensation of heal-
ing energy feels less localized in the hands; sometimes it feels like a 
global sensation, sometimes very real, out there, like something I am 
touching. Yet the sense of contact with a different kind of energy is 
always there.

Giving healing often brings flashes of clairvoyance for me, which ac-
cording to church rules should not be communicated during the heal-
ing service. (Apparently, it’s ok to communicate these flashes to the 
individual if they remain after the service.) I have done healing out-
side the church context twice, both times at the request of the other 
person; these are the only occasions when I have received feedback 
from those receiving healing from me.

Bridget (an academic friend) is at a low ebb. Divorce, the ensuing 
legal wrangles, illness, work, stress, and money worries have left her 
exhausted. We agree that I will try healing on her. I give her a medita-
tion tape to listen to and have her sit with her eyes closed. I work on 
her energy field as I would do in church. While I’m working near her 
throat, I get the sense that there is something funny here; she needs 
to say something. This surprises me; Bridget is so emotive and very 
communicative; what could she not be saying? Afterward I tell her 
about this. She says, “While you were doing healing I realized that 
I had to talk to X,” a boyfriend she has broken up with. She needs 



Deirdre Meintel

147

to thank him for what he and their relationship have done for her in 
this difficult time. She says that she opened her eyes several times to 
see what I was doing and that she felt the air moving even when my 
hands were still.

Like the other individual for whom I had done healing outside the 
church, Bridget tells me that she felt cool air moving around her like 
a breeze. On the other hand, when Michel has given me healing, I felt 
heat. When I asked about this, he told me that some people have heal-
ing energy that feels cool, that one person who used to do healing in 
the church gave off energy that was icy cold. “Even sometimes from 
one month to the other there is different healing. . . . [E]verybody is 
unique . . . as long as they follow in front of people the laws of the 
church. . . . Not only every person is different, it can feel different 
from one time to another, also the state you are in on that day” (Mi-
chel, August 20, 2004).

Embodiment and Experience(s)

While, for the observer, Spiritualist healing looks to be the laying on 
of hands, appearances are somewhat deceptive. One can indeed feel 
healing energy in the hands, and in the church setting healers use their 
hands while giving healing. However, healing energy can be trans-
mitted in other ways, depending on the healer and the situation: by 
thought and prayer, through the eyes, even through the breath. Joce-
lyne (fifty-two-year-old clerk in a large department store) has a Spir-
itualist friend who does healing silently while on the phone with her. 
Once I began doing healing, I found that I could feel healing energy 
while meditating, not only in the hands but more generally through 
my skin. Over time, it has become a kind of sensation that does not 
always have a restricted physical locus. From the Spiritualist point of 
view, healing energy has its origin not in the human body, but else-
where. Like clairvoyance, it is a divine gift whose positive develop-
ment is aided by spirit guides. In the end, it is a kind of energy, so dif-
fuse that as Blaise, a Spiritualist in his early fifties who was born in 
West Africa, puts it, “It’s in everything you do.” For Blaise, healing 
has become an existential attitude. Yet, as my first experience of heal-
ing attests, somatic happenings may herald the extraordinary. Healing 
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energy passes through the healer and also the supplicant. And after 
giving healing to a person, it is usual to wipe one’s hands. (Paper tow-
els are provided for healers in the sch for this reason.) On the other 
hand, clairvoyance, which would appear to be a matter of the mind, is 
often a matter of the body as well. For Michel, clairvoyance is a kind 
of sensory bombardment: Sometimes he receives odors; for example, 
the smell of bread baking, tastes, or sounds, images, or visions. And 
sometimes he prefers to see in another way, through feeling.

It all blends in, hearing, seeing, feeling . . . I see, hear, feel, all at 

the same time . . . from my guides, from the [spirits of] relatives 

all around . . . Sometimes I tell my guides that I’m just going to do 

clairsentience today, where I don’t see, I don’t hear, but I know. I 

can describe your spirit guides without seeing them. I can see them 

with my third eye, and I can tell you what you’re feeling. Clairsen-

tience, it’s knowing . . . It’s one of the strongest gifts, I find, and 

the least known, clairsentience, You just know, it’s so strong, you 

know it’s there. (Fieldnotes, Michel, September 9, 1999)

It was through bodily sensations that I first came to sense a differ-
ent level of perception than usual . . . feeling heat on one side of the 
body and not the other, for example, or feeling sudden congestion 
in the throat. Bodily experience then becomes a medium for another 
kind of knowledge (McGuire 1996). Sometimes, it should be added, 
the image or idea of a bodily sensation is a vehicle. One may not see 
something as in a vision, but, rather, as Michel explains, as a mental 
image. The idea of an aroma or taste may act as a stimulus for clair-
voyance without one’s actually feeling and tasting it.

As McGuire points out, in daily life we deal with bodily intelligence 
in the form of “gut feelings” (1996, 112). In retrospect, I realize that 
my spontaneous impression of the sch as authentically spiritual was 
based on a physical sensation, a rush of energy to the sinuses that 
I had experienced a number of times during long meditations with 
hundreds of others in an ashram. In closed groups such as the one 
Michel directs, one becomes able to catch and hold fleeting physical 
sensations or other impressions that one might normally miss, and 
use them to orient clairvoyant perception. The body becomes a point 
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of departure for understandings that are not literal readings of cor-
poreal happenings but rather leaps of clairvoyant insight for which 
the body serves as a springboard. An example of how this may work 
can be found in D. Tedlock’s (1997) wonderfully vivid, moment-by-
moment narrative of divination, where spurts of lightning-like energy 
in different parts of the ethnographer–diviner’s body lead to clairvoy-
ant revelations.

A Different Intersubjectivity

In social science, intersubjectivity is typically associated with the no-
tion of scientific reliability: would another similarly situated observer 
observe the same thing? Spiritualism offers contexts for a different 
kind of intersubjectivity, one in which fields of knowledge and percep-
tion that are not available to everyone are nonetheless shared among 
several, sometimes many, participants. From the Spiritualist point of 
view, social sharing happens not only between mediums but between 
spirit guides and mediums. Of course, clairvoyance involves “pick-
ing up” things about and for other people, so in that sense it neces-
sarily involves at least two people. Beyond this, several individuals 
may have the same or similar clairvoyant visions at the same time. 
Edith Turner offers several examples of shared clairvoyance among 
individuals participating in the same rituals and healing events in her 
Alaska research (1996) and, with her coauthors, from work with the 
Ndembu (E. Turner et al. 1992).

I have found such sharing is the case not only among gifted, experi-
enced Spiritualist mediums but also among apprentices. Open groups 
held during the summer offer ample opportunity to observe newcom-
ers attempting clairvoyance, since anyone who wants to come is ad-
mitted. These groups follow roughly the same format as the closed 
group, but clairvoyance exercises are a bit simpler. Time and again, I 
have witnessed groups of neophytes give very similar readings for the 
same person. It is extremely rare that messages for the same individ-
ual on the same occasion contradict each other. Occasionally, in the 
summer groups, those present are asked to see something for them-
selves and something for a person seated beside them. Quite often 
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what a participant sees for him- or herself is very nearly identical to 
what their neighbor sees.

In the closed group, even more dramatic examples of convergence 
may occur. One evening, Jocelyne saw black tulips for Nancy. At the 
end of the evening, when the lights came back on, Carole (a business-
woman in her late forties) pulled a gift-wrapped bouquet of black tulips 
out from under her chair, a birthday gift for Nancy. It happens quite 
often that person A feels a headache when reading for person B, who 
in turn is picking up on the real headache being experienced by per-
son C. Mediums often work together in the church, and it is common 
to see one add details to what the other has seen. In the closed group, 
Sylvie (a medium in her sixties who gives clairvoyance at church ser-
vices) and Michel often see the same spirits, as in the example given 
at the beginning of this article.

When I ask Sylvie about such incidents, she laughs: “Yes, it happens 
a lot, there’s something between us, maybe you could say we’re on the 
same wavelength; I don’t have his level of knowledge, we’re very dif-
ferent, but we connect on the level of clairvoyance.”

Zaretsky has described the way Spiritualists talk among themselves 
as a “distinct system of communication,” one that is often deemed 
“incomprehensible” by outsiders (1974, 167). It is not surprising that 
Spiritualist discourse would seem hermetic to a non-participating ob-
server (the role Zaretsky adopted in his study). For example, color 
symbolism frequently comes up in Spiritualist readings. Michel might 
ask his students to see a color that another participant needs and ex-
plain why. Quite often, students perceive in terms of color even when 
this is not the objective of the exercise. The same color can mean dif-
ferent things for different people on different occasions. Green, for 
example, can mean love or healing, among other things. With expe-
rience, one learns to see clairvoyantly in terms of color, to interpret 
one’s own color symbolism and to follow that used by others.

Spiritualism offers an ongoing dialectic of the idiosyncratic and the 
shared. Each clairvoyant medium sees a bit differently from all oth-
ers, each healer works in his or her own way, though all frame their 
activities in generally the same terms, as spiritual gifts from God used 
to serve others and developed with the help of spirit guides. The sch
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offers remarkably little in the way of community, as the term is gen-
erally understood (e.g., Hervieu-Léger 2001, ch. 5). There are almost 
no church-sponsored social activities or events other than church ser-
vices, group meetings, and other occasional events of a religious na-
ture. Yet a community of a sort is formed, especially in the closed 
groups that involve repeated encounters with the same individuals. 
Members of closed groups often don’t know each other’s last names, 
yet they share many moments of communitas (V. Turner 1975), deeply 
meaningful experiences that are shared with, or at least communi-
cated among, participants.

Participating in a closed group over a number of years has allowed 
me to understand that such sharing, though limited to a few hours ev-
ery month, can be felt as more profound, more vital, than the economic 
or social interactions usually implied by the term community. In the 
closed group, one experiences and shares deeply meaningful percep-
tions that would normally be censored, even within oneself, ones that 
often manifest in personal, corporeal ways (seeCataldi 1993). Further 
contributing to the special quality of this kind of community, such 
things happen in a sacred context where spirits, not normally consid-
ered to exist, are acknowledged as social actors. To what extent can 
a researcher share in the intersubjectivity that links other participants 
in such a context? This is the question to which we now turn.

Us and Them

The question of alterity has generated a voluminous literature in an-
thropology over recent decades, most of it focused on representation 
with little or no reference to how one does fieldwork, with a few nota-
ble exceptions such as B. Tedlock (1991) and Goulet (1998). As Ted-
lock notes, representation is not only a matter of how one represents 
the Other but how one presents oneself. Experiential ethnographers 
accept that it is necessary to “pay attention to their own lives, includ-
ing their inner lives” when trying to understand the experience and 
belief systems of others (Goulet 1998, 254). For those of us willing to 
“coexperience” religious phenomena with those they study (E. Turner 
1996, xxiii), certain questions remain: how do we know how others 
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feel and perceive things (Leavitt 1996)? Can we assume that our ex-
periences of the extraordinary are the same as those of others?

Some anthropologists believe their experiences of trance states are 
definitely different from those of their informants; others are con-
vinced they are the same. Peters (1981), who worked in Nepal, finds 
his experience of trance “unproblematic” as a means of understanding 
the worldview of those he studied.20 Desjarlais (1992, 14–15) notes 
that his cultural experience had not conditioned him for trance. In 
contrast, my background (experiences of meditation using a mantra, 
hypnotherapy) had prepared me to some degree. Still, the question 
remains: can we be sure that our experience of phenomena such as 
trance, clairvoyance, and healing is the same as theirs?

I would suggest that we cannot be sure; indeed, can we ever be sure 
that a common experience is shared identically by all participants? 
How can we be sure that our experience is radically different from 
that of others? The Spiritualists collaborating in my research have 
very different types of experiences from each other; one cannot speak 
of a homogenous “them” in this regard. My experiences are differ-
ent from those of others, but from my dialogues with the Spiritual-
ists I have interviewed, I cannot say that they are more different than 
anyone else’s. True, having a research agenda affects how one experi-
ences a situation, group, or context. Yet the nature of extraordinary 
experience is that it requires that that research agenda be bracketed, 
set aside, if only temporarily.

As we have seen, healing and clairvoyance happen differently for the 
same individual doing them from one occasion to another. While such 
variation is easy to see in a complex society, I believe that when Vic-
tor Turner speaks of getting to know participants in ritual processes 
as “unique individuals, each with a style and soul of his or her own,” 
he was suggesting that heterogeneity and idiosyncrasy are part of re-
ligious activities (V. Turner 1975, 28–29, in E. Turner 1996, xxiii). 
Such is certainly the case with the Cape Verdean ritual specialists I 
have known. As for the Spiritualist research, I would say that my ex-
periences of healing and clairvoyance are comparable to those of oth-
ers, in the sense that we understand each other when talking about 
them. As mentioned earlier, some feel heat in their hands when giving 
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healing, whereas for me, it is more like an electrical current. When I 
talk with Marcel (a French-born Spiritualist in his fifties) about feeling 
the presence of guides in daily life as being “like in clairvoyance,” he 
nods knowingly. The way he feels clairvoyance is probably different 
from how I do, but it is an individual permutation on a common ex-
perience. This commonality in diversity is something similar to what 
Schutz describes when he writes of “the pluridimensionality of time” 
that is experienced simultaneously yet differently by each participant 
involved in “Making Music Together” (1964, 175); the musicians are 
attuned to each other without having identical experiences, nor nec-
essarily identical interpretations of what the composer wrote.21

A number of factors blur the boundary between home and field, re-
searcher and subjects, their experience and mine. First of all, there is 
considerable cultural proximity, in that the sch is situated in the city 
where I have lived for much of my adult life. The working-class fla-
vor of the Spiritual Church is a bit different from my usual frame of 
reference, and French is not my first language, as it is for most of the 
Spiritualists in my study, but we share many cultural referents. More-
over, my Catholic upbringing in the United States bears many similar-
ities to the religious background of Québécois Spiritualists.

The fluid quality of in-group definitions in the Spiritual Church of 
Healing also makes the boundaries between self and others hazy. Who 
is “in” the church and who is not is not clear, even to church mem-
bers. As mentioned earlier, membership in the sch is not a matter of 
conversion but of helping to pay expenses (see note 7). Conversion 
in fact, is never mentioned. Adults are very rarely baptized. I know 
of no such case in this congregation. In Michel’s words: most are al-
ready baptized as Catholics.

When asked if they would say “I am a Spiritualist,” some active 
members who have participated in closed groups for years, including 
some who do healing and clairvoyance in church, replied, like Sylvie 
(a medium who has known Michel for decades): “I never thought of 
it that way.” Members participate in church activities in very differ-
ent ways. Some attend closed groups as a means of personal devel-
opment but never attend church services, finding them too religious; 
some among the older cohorts attend church services but are unin-
terested in closed group activities or are uneasy about them; a few 
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see them as vaguely “satanic.” Moreover, as discussed elsewhere 
(Meintel 2003), some who are very involved in the sch combine Spir-
itualism with another spiritual frame of reference (e.g., Catholicism, 
neo-Shamanism); even those who consider Spiritualism their religious 
affiliation say that they have not renounced Catholicism but simply 
added to it or gone beyond it. Neitz (2002) discusses a somewhat sim-
ilar situation in her study of Wicca. The witches’ notions of belong-
ing were so nebulous and inclusive that they could easily include the 
sociologist, without her having to change anything in her way of life 
or beliefs. I suspect that had I studied Pentecostals or Charismatic 
Catholics, I might have taken a more distant role, as a defense against 
pressure to declare religious allegiance. In my work on Spiritualism, I 
have never felt obliged to go beyond the truth of my own experience 
or convictions; in fact, no one has ever asked what I believe. And so 
I have felt free to let experience take me where it will.

Accusations of “going native” have a quaint ring in present-day 
anthropology, especially now that so many “natives” are doing an-
thropology. But when the Other is just down the street, somehow the 
threat to one’s credibility as a researcher looms all the greater, espe-
cially when the subject is religion. This was one of the factors that 
led Neitz (2002) to study Wiccans far from the university where she 
teaches sociology. There are now quite a number of anthropologists 
who have written about transformative spirit contacts or other types 
of extraordinary religious experiences occurring in the course of their 
research (see examples in E. Turner 1996 and B. Tedlock 1991). How-
ever, these anthropologists generally write about experiences lived in 
societies quite different and distant from their own. As the research 
on Spiritualism took form, I became anxious to find out whether other 
anthropologists’ extraordinary experiences ever occurred on home 
turf, as was happening with me. Were such experiences compartmen-
talized, removed from the researchers’ ordinary lives? I was encour-
aged to read Goulet’s accounts of dreams and visions experienced in 
Ottawa, far from the Dene Tha reserve.

Stoller’s Stranger in the Village of the Sick (2004) gives a brilliant 
account of how the author’s long-ago apprenticeship to a sorcerer in 
Niger was revitalized to support him as a cancer patient in a modern 
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biomedical setting. Moreover, Stoller makes it clear that he has used 
the divination skills learned in Niger to help friends in the United 
States from time to time. Edith Turner et al. (1992, 1996) allows her 
readers to see that healing and spirituality were not only field expe-
riences for her and her late husband, Victor Turner, who apparently 
had considerable healing gifts. Moreover, the couple’s conversion to 
Catholicism gave them a means to understand religious symbolism 
among the Ndembu, and for Victor Turner to develop the concept 
of communitas. All the aforementioned works show in various ways 
that the separation between the research context and the home con-
text is not complete for the experiential ethnographer, even when the 
two are geographically distant from one another.

In another research project now under way, interviews with young 
parents in ethnically mixed marital unions has revealed that many of 
the subjects function with a view of world culture as one vast repos-
itory of human symbolic resources to which their children, by virtue 
of their multiple possible belongings, have wider access than if they 
were not of mixed origins. While their logic is not without contradic-
tions (Meintel 2002), I see a similarity with the reasoning of anthro-
pologists who find resources of value for themselves in their “real” 
lives in their contacts with “others.” Such resources are likely to be 
all the more relevant to one’s daily life when they are drawn from a 
symbolic system that is of modern origin and adapted to one’s own 
society, as is the case with Spiritualism and the sch.

Conclusion

I have tried to show here that the glimpses of the extraordinary Spiri-
tualism has offered me have led to new understandings about healing 
and clairvoyance. Becoming an apprentice medium has allowed me 
to see that clairvoyance is a capacity that everyone has experienced 
at least to a small degree, one that can be developed, provided one is 
ready to suspend disbelief in one’s own perceptions. Moreover, clair-
voyance is a social experience. Apart from the fact that several people 
may perceive the same invisible phenomenon at the same time, there 
is the unspoken communion that is necessary in order to give clair-
voyance to another. Participating as an actor in giving clairvoyance 
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and healing has allowed me to perceive the importance of the body 
in these activities. At the same time, by doing healing myself, I have 
been able to grasp what is not visible to an observer: that the “laying 
on of hands,” or any other visible gesture, is epiphenomenal to what 
is really happening: mobilizing and channeling a certain kind of en-
ergy. While such a statement might seem unverifiable to the skepti-
cal observer, it makes sense to those who do healing, including my 
informants.

Furthermore, participation in the closed group has given me a very 
different sense of what community can mean; religious community 
is not necessarily a matter of structures that ensure sustained inter-
action outside of ritual activities. Communitas indeed seems a bet-
ter word to convey the special quality of the sharing that happens in 
the closed group. For those I interviewed, these privileged moments 
shared in the group occur outside everyday social relations but give 
support and deeper meaning to them. Participating in Spiritualist ac-
tivities has been advantageous for the research, but beyond this it 
has given deeper meaning to my work as an anthropologist, on the 
level where anthropologist and person are indistinguishable.22 Giving 
and receiving clairvoyance, receiving and transmitting healing, feel-
ing spirit presence and experiencing occasional ecstatic moments have 
enriched my life immeasurably and have greatly enlarged my sense of 
human possibilities.

Notes

1. Fieldnotes have been slightly amended for the sake of clarity. Pseudonyms are used 
for the individuals mentioned and for the church where the fieldwork is based so as to pro-
tect informants’ privacy. Short quotes are transcribed from field observations; longer ones 
(indented in the text) are taken verbatim from tape-recorded interviews.

2. I spent a year in Cape Verde in 1972 and have visited several times since then, briefly 
in 1986 and for some six weeks of fieldwork in 1998. I continue to do occasional research 
among Cape Verdeans in Massachusetts and Rhode Island.

3. Financial support by the Social Science Research Council (through the Small Grants 
Programme, administered by the Université de Montréal) is gratefully acknowledged.

4. The name of the church has been changed; however, the real name is often shortened to 
“the Spiritual Church” by its members and so is used herein, along with the initials sch.

5. sch ministers have announced at church services that gay marriages will be permit-
ted there.
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6. Hell is not mentioned; instead, emphasis is placed on the continued evolution of the soul 
after death. This appears to be a widespread belief in Spiritualism (See Barbanell 1940).

7. As explained in Meintel (2003), becoming a member is not considered conversion; it 
is rather a financial contribution ($20 annually) to the church and entitles the individual to 
participate in certain activities, borrow books from the church library, and so on.

8. All the ministers are mediums and healers, but there are many mediums and healers 
in the sch and other local Spiritualist groups who are not ministers.

9. Like McGuire (1988), who studied middle-class spiritual healers in New Jersey, I was 
surprised at the residential stability of those I have interviewed at the sch, many of whom 
still live in the neighborhood where they grew up.

10. The Protestant version of this prayer concludes with a sentence absent from the Cath-
olic version: “For Thine is the kingdom, the power and the glory, forever and ever.”

11. Terms and phrases that are part of Spiritualist jargon are put in quotes only the first 
time they appear in the text.

12. Accepter d’être inclus dans les situations où elle se manifeste et dans le discours qu’elle 
exprime (Favret-Saada 1977, 43).

13. See Clifford’s (1997) description of Karen McCarthy Brown’s mobile study of a voo-
doo priestess and her entourage in New York City.

14. L’ethnologue qui se distancie voit son objet lui glisser des mains; celui qui accepte 
une participation de près doit toutefois faire face aux risques de la subjectivation (Favret-
Saada 1977, 48).

15. My thanks to Judith Asher, Claudia Fonseca, Sylvie Fortin, Louis-Robert Frigault, Is-
abel Heck, Ilda Januario, and John Leavitt for their insightful comments at different points 
in the research; thanks also to J. Asher, I. Heck, Géraldine Mossière, and the editors of this 
book for their editorial suggestions.

16. When I asked Michel if he could see auras while walking down the street, he an-
swered, “Yes, I could see them, but I choose not to, because I want to have a life.”

17. Margaret Mead, an Anglican, believed that she had two spirit guides (Howard 
1984).

18. The frequency with which native guides manifest in Spiritualism is a subject worth 
longer discussion than is possible here. Not only are they extremely common among the 
spirits perceived and channeled by members of the closed group in which I participate, but 
mention of them can be found in English Spiritualist writings of the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth century.

19. I have heard reports, which, so far, I have been unable to confirm, to the effect that 
Quebec law has been modified recently and now allows limited touching (i.e., of the head, 
hands and shoulders of the person receiving healing) by spiritual healers.

20. In fact, Peters presents himself as a “Tibetan Shaman” on his Web site: http://www.
tibetanshamam.com.

21. Thanks to Jean-Guy Goulet for this reference.
22. I am reminded of an essay by Jorgé Louis Borges that speaks of “Borges” as being 

no longer separate from Borges-the-writer.
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Weber’s famous 1918 lecture, “Science as a Vocation,” describes mo-
dernity’s rationalized approach to reality, in which “there are no mys-
terious or incalculable forces that come into play. . . . [O]ne can, in 
principle, master all things by calculation. This means the world is dis-
enchanted” (Weber 1946, 139). Walter Benjamin, too, writes of the 
ontological effects of the emerging technologies of image and other 
forms of mechanical reproduction. These technologies altered “the 
limits of space and time to such a degree that they erase[d] the unique-
ness and distance that alone might preserve the ‘aura’ or sacrality of 
things” (Carlson 2003, 208). What Weber and Benjamin are describ-
ing is a world in which “the modern human subject . . . through its 
rational and technological self-assertion, emptie[d] the world of mys-
tical presence—precisely by taking over the very production or fram-
ing of that world” (Carlson 2003, 208).

But this disenchantment is perhaps the symptom of a larger pro-
cess, namely the rise of a particular secular form of subjectivity and 
individualism, the capacity to know and define oneself independently 
of any explanation whatsoever provided by religion (Oberoi 1995). 
In this condition of modernity, the figure of the Other (a divine Other 
that cannot be confined to the finite or to specific categories of mean-
ing) “is gradually replaced by the figure of the self who defines, con-
trols, possesses and masters—that is, the modern subject” (Schwartz 
2003, 138). In this context, our bodies, our selves, our actions, the 
images we have of ourselves, the image we imagine we are to others, 
are nothing more, nothing less, than objects in a universe of objects 
of measurable form and substance.

Inuit Spirituality in the Age of Skepticism 

7. Prophecy, Sorcery, and Reincarnation

edmund searles
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The secularization of the self is a source of both liberation and alien-
ation. Released from the fetters of faith and fear of God, enlightened 
subjects have discovered a world free of the direct influence of God. 
New disciplines and doctrines have emerged from this impulse, cul-
minating in novel understandings of mind, body, and history. The en-
lightened subject is now positioned to apply rigorous methods to the 
study of epidemiology and the transmission of diseases, leading to 
the possibility of longer and healthier lives. The enlightened subject 
is also free to imagine and enact new forms of commodification and 
exchange, and, with the right luck and ingenuity, generate unimagi-
nable levels of wealth and power.

But all is not rosy with the modern subject. Loosened from a love 
and fear of God and the security of a faith-inspired, sacramental life, 
the self has become an object of self-loathing and self-deception. Ob-
sessed with a heightened self-consciousness, the self becomes trapped 
in its own images of itself and in the projection of its desires and inse-
curities onto the world. The self now struggles to make itself an ob-
ject of desire to others, a process that continues today in almost sur-
real proportions. Television is replete with shows offering a complete 
makeover of one’s body and personality via plastic surgery, interior 
design, and a new wardrobe and hairstyle. In these conditions, the self 
seems lost in a world devoid of sacramentality, of mystic presence.

In this essay, I examine my own spiritual odyssey through various 
worlds of enchantment and disenchantment. Using my fieldwork ex-
periences in the Canadian Arctic, the Alaskan Subarctic, and Guinea-
Bissau, West Africa, as a guide, I explore how I have come to believe 
what I believe. I also analyze how my position as a person and eth-
nographer keeps changing in response to my questioning the taken-
for-granted assumption that anthropology is a vocation in the Webe-
rian sense of the term and that I am a secular subject.

Levi’s Phobia

Several months into my dissertation fieldwork project, my fiancée (now 
wife—Michelle C. Johnson) and I encountered a fascinating reincar-
nation story, revealing to us a belief that still prevails strongly among 
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many Inuit and non-Inuit living in the Canadian Arctic. We decided 
to take our host family’s children to Iqaluit’s community pool for an 
hour of recreational swimming. Aged nine, seven, and four at the time, 
Tukya, Noodloo, and Levi are the children of Mary Ellen Thomas and 
Udlu Pisuktie. Mary Ellen, a longtime northern resident, devout An-
glican, community activist, and friend to many scientific researchers 
working in the Northwest Territories, had witnessed our trials and 
tribulations as struggling and now-desperate researchers at the local 
Science Research Center, built to provide logistical support and lodg-
ing for non-local researchers. Eager to make my low-budget fellow-
ship stretch for a year, we became distressed when our rent suddenly 
increased from free to $30 a night per person, an amount we could 
not afford given all our other expenses. Not wanting to impose di-
rectly on Mary Ellen and her family, but knowing she was well con-
nected in the community, we asked if she knew anyone who was will-
ing to rent a room or part of a house to a young couple. Much to our 
delight, she invited us to stay in her newly built home, and she even 
gave us a room to ourselves. The house was already full; but that did 
not bother this family. For years they had been welcoming a constant 
flow of visitors, family, friends, and even the occasional visiting sci-
entist, into their homes.

Ever mindful of the sacrifices Mary Ellen and her family made, we 
were eager to reciprocate their kindness and generosity as best we could 
by contributing to the household budget and by taking care of the 
children if either (or both) of the parents wanted or needed a respite. 
When Michelle and I offered to take the children to the local public 
pool, Mary Ellen enthusiastically supported the idea, and she imme-
diately began to coax Tukya, Noodloo, and Levi into packing their 
bathing suits and towels. Although I was glad we could be helpful, 
and I knew swimming would be fun, I was also feeling anxious about 
the progress of my research and the quality of my research methods. 
Taking a bunch of children on an excursion of fun and swimming did 
not seem to be authentic ethnography, what real arctic anthropolo-
gists do while conducting research. My field notes at this time of my 
research reveal a deep ambivalence about staying with the Pisuktie 
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family, and I devoted many pages to narrating these and other anx-
ieties about not getting the right kinds of data and not pursuing the 
right types of informants and experiences. Shouldn’t I be surveying 
hunters or documenting genealogies? Shouldn’t I be making the most 
of this research time by determining average household expenditures 
on hunting, identifying Inuktitut terms for various plants and ani-
mals, practicing grammar? Although I constantly wrestled with these 
and other questions, I did receive steady support from my fiancée who 
was also my research partner. Despite my misgivings, she convinced 
me that every experience, large or small, is significant and within the 
scope of ethnographic inquiry. This is perhaps one of the more ex-
hilarating and intriguing mysteries of ethnographic research; we of-
ten encounter the most significant insights and discoveries during the 
most unlikely, mundane moments.

Considering we were living in a small, isolated town in the middle of 
southern Baffin Island, just a couple hundred miles south of the Arctic 
Circle, I was surprised to find the pool alive and crowded with enthu-
siastic and accomplished swimmers. Tukya and Noodloo, we soon dis-
covered, had already learned a couple of strokes, and they were soon 
off on their own, playing with each other and friends. Levi, on the other 
hand, was much more tentative, and although he was quick to enter 
the pool, he was unwilling to leave the shallow end, where he could 
stand on the pool’s bottom with his head entirely above water.

When I offered him a chance to cling to my back while we swam to 
join his sisters, he reluctantly accepted my offer. I thought that pig-
gybacking him as I swam around the pool would inspire him to be-
come more comfortable away from the shallow end. But there were 
other factors at work between Levi and me, for we had been strug-
gling with a rather tumultuous relationship. The first two months in 
Mary Ellen’s home were difficult for me. Unfamiliar with the psycho-
logical complexities of Levi’s moods and habits, and unprepared for 
his particular wrath, I was hopelessly unable to cope with Levi’s mis-
chief and moodiness. A familiar theme of my field notes at the time 
was how much he prodded and poked various parts of my body, and 
how helpless I felt in trying to make him stop. I was still harboring 
guilt about losing my composure on several occasions. When Levi 
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refused to stop poking and punching me in my lower abdomen and 
genital region, I slapped him on the side of the head, a gesture that 
shocked more than hurt. Up to that point, I had restrained myself. I 
tried to apologize to a now-startled and sobbing young boy, but my 
shame was only intensified by a rather intimidating glare from his fa-
ther, Udlu, who asked for a summary of our interaction.

As our relationship grew less tumultuous, a truce settled in, and 
we even started to enjoy one another’s company. This swimming date 
would provide me an even greater opportunity to have fun with Levi. 
With Levi clinging to my back, I dropped below the surface of the 
water to take a stroke. Much to my surprise, however, he reacted vi-
olently to my movements and his grip on my neck intensified. I was 
also surprised by how strong he was; his nails dug sharply into my 
skin. As I rose to the surface, I realized Levi was genuinely terrified 
of getting his head wet. He was coughing and sobbing intensely. I im-
mediately took him back to the shallow end of the pool and tried to 
comfort him. The sensation of standing on solid ground in the shal-
low end calmed him to the point that his tears of panic and fear trans-
formed into smiles of joy and laughter.

Looking back on these experiences, I realize that they allowed me 
to really learn much more about Levi. Outside the realm of poking 
and prodding, they allowed me to experience a different side of Levi, 
one that was happy and vulnerable, more playful and less competi-
tive. Swimming enabled us to find a social space of grace where we 
were neither annoying nor a nuisance to one another. But there was 
still much more to Levi that I did not know, and his unusual fear of 
the water was a personality trait I did not understand. On the sub-
sequent trips that we (or I) took the children swimming, Levi never 
allowed his head to dip below the water. Although I never analyzed 
Levi’s peculiar phobia too systematically, I was curious. But, then 
again, most children were mysterious to me, since I had grown up 
the youngest sibling, cousin, and neighbor. Levi possessed many pe-
culiarities, it seemed, and this was just one of the many facets of chil-
dren and childhood that I was just beginning to discover. If anything, 
I thought his phobia was attributable to his inability to prevent wa-
ter from coming through his nose under water.
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It wasn’t until several months after the incident in the pool that I 
learned the local explanation for Levi’s fear of water. Mary Ellen over-
heard me discussing his phobia with his sisters, and she said, “Levi is 
named after Inookie’s [another elderly Inuk whose family is related to 
Levi’s] son Jamasee who drowned a year before Levi was born. Levi’s 
namesake died in the water and transmitted this fear of water to Levi.” 
I was partly amused but mostly skeptical. This was more the remnant 
of a bizarre folk theory than an explanation for a particularly psy-
chological symptom. In fact, this comment made me more interested 
in analytical psychology and the role of memories and emotion in ex-
plaining why Levi acted the way he did, a tendency I have retained. 
Perhaps it was a traumatic episode with water in his recent past that 
caused him to act the way he did. Surely, the explanation must be based 
on experiences in his own lifetime, not those of another.

I was unable, at the time, to really understand or appreciate the cos-
mic significance of this explanation for his fear of water. I could not 
accept the veracity of folk theories that attribute causality and agency 
to name souls that move from one generation to the next. And be-
cause of my skepticism at the time, I did not pursue the topic any fur-
ther with either Mary Ellen or any of her Inuit in-laws, which I regret 
to this day. They would have been more than happy, I suspect, to ex-
plain this and other features of a complex system of pre- and post-
Christian beliefs about the nature of time, souls, and persons. It is only 
recently, however, that I have begun to appreciate the significance of 
this and other aspects of Inuit cosmology and spirituality, a universe 
replete with various types of supernatural actors and supra-sensible 
experiences, a point I will return to shortly.

Although the arrival of Christian and secular metaphysical claims 
somewhat weakened the power of these myths and the influence they 
have on everyday life, stories of shape shifting and soul cycling are 
still quite common, even among devout Anglicans and Roman Cath-
olics. As a person increasingly drawn to the origins of certain beliefs 
and doctrines and willing to accept the ontology of mystic presence, 
divinity, sacrality, and profanity in everyday lives and in different parts 
of the world, I feel much more prepared to investigate saturated phe-
nomena and meaning in the Arctic by examining several examples of 
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extraordinary experience in the Arctic. Rather than regarding these 
pre-Christian beliefs and Christian doctrine as competing worldviews, 
or mutually incompatible, I am now drawn to them as resources for 
exploring how the Inuit make sense of their world, whether relying 
on Inuit eschatology or on the message of the Gospel.

My conversion process has inspired me to explore more thoroughly 
what I had previously discounted, the fact that Levi is the reincar-
nation of Jamasee Nowdluk, his namesake, or that his older sister, 
Noodloo, is the reincarnation of Mary and Joe Tigguk’s son, who died 
a year prior to Noodloo’s birth. Perhaps it was my destiny, like that 
of so many who had trouble finding their faith in a world of reason 
and skepticism, to suffer periods of doubt before I could reach a dif-
ferent plane of subjectivity, a greater willingness to be open to the en-
chantment of the world. Perhaps I was not ready in my mid- to late 
twenties to consider the possibility that I am not a self-made individ-
ual, always responsible for making sense of my life without religion 
or metaphysics but with resources of my choosing, desires, and fears 
emanating from within me. Rather, I am part, if I choose to accept it, 
of some larger plan, of some larger teleology, that makes us more cu-
rious about and enable to accept what is sacred, divine, and mystical. 
In the remaining section of this essay, I will explore several features of 
the supernatural (soul migration, prophecy, and sorcery) that I encoun-
tered while doing fieldwork in Iqaluit and at several outpost camps, 
beginning in the summer of 1990 and continuing intermittently.

Repositioning Subjectivity

Renato Rosaldo’s essay, “Grief and the Headhunter’s Rage” (1989),
explores his own turmoil and transformation as a person grieving the 
loss of his wife while conducting research among the Ilongot. This 
life-changing event repositioned him with respect to the Ilongot, en-
abling him to understand more deeply their need to find a place to 
carry the anger that comes with losing a cherished relative or friend. 
Repositioning can also occur in the context of one’s religious identity 
and spirituality. Frank Cushing, a scholar of Zuni culture and soci-
ety, was initiated into the sacred order of the Zuni Bow Priesthood in 
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1881 (Green 1979). This event not only improved his ethnography 
but also inspired him to become an ardent defender of Zuni lands and 
religion. S. B., a Winnebago whose autobiography was translated by 
Paul Radin (1963), remembers his conversion as being rather imme-
diate and intense. After ingesting peyote, he was deeply moved by the 
overwhelming presence of Earthmaker (God).

Victor and Edith Turner were repositioned by their research among 
the Ndembu in southern Africa in the 1950s. Returning to England, 
they joined the Roman Catholic Church, a decision that led to ten-
sions with their friends and colleagues (Engelke 2000). Roman Ca-
tholicism, however, satisfied their hunger for ritual and shaped much 
of Victor Turner’s future work on symbolism and ritual in various cul-
tural contexts. More recently, Paul Stoller (2004) describes how the 
experience of cancer clarified his understanding of Songhay sorcery 
and allowed him to draw connections between his Jewish identity as 
a child and his quest to be a sorcerer’s apprentice. Stoller states that 
his encounter with cancer deepened his faith, but he doesn’t specify 
how. Perhaps this is a symptom of a bias in the academy. The Cana-
dian anthropologist Roderick Wilson describes how his faith in Chris-
tianity “reinforced [his] own awareness of the sacred” and broadened 
his appreciation of modern shamanic practices (Wilson 1994, 207). 
At the same time, however, his faith made him feel deviant from the 
dominant society of the academy, a place where faith and religion are 
discussed only in appropriate academic contexts and seldom as an as-
pect of one’s own identity.

The idea that having faith or being a Christian is a form of deviance 
resonates with my struggle to understand secularism and its grip on 
a disenchanted world. Perhaps this is why I feel tentative writing this 
essay. Nevertheless, I would be lying if I claimed that ethnographic re-
search in Africa, my marriage to an anthropologist of religion, and my 
return to the Episcopal Church has not repositioned my relationship 
to Inuit spirituality. As my understanding of the world has changed, 
so has my belief that the world cannot be explained by cognitive and 
material forces alone.

Debates about faith and religious belief continue to pit philosophers 
against theologians, scientists against priests, spiritual healers against 
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medical doctors. I hesitate jumping into these debates, if only because 
I am neither a philosopher nor a theologian. Rather, I want to explore 
Inuit spirituality in light of a renewed faith in God and in the reality 
of other mysterious, sacred phenomena. This essay is an attempt to 
recover lost opportunities, to revisit a world that I had largely over-
looked and to perhaps provide morale for younger ethnographers: try 
to be open and as inquisitive as possible to the mysteries of faith and 
belief that we encounter in the field.

The Transformation of My Vocation

When I first went into the field to do my doctoral dissertation research 
in 1994, I was uncomfortable with my religious identity. Baptized into 
the Episcopal faith as an infant, and confirmed in the same church as 
a young adult, the mysteries of the sacraments and sounds of the lit-
urgy never moved me. I enjoyed serving on Sunday as an acolyte, and 
I was proud to carry a torch during the procession and even hold the 
Gospel to my chest while the priest read from it in the middle of the 
congregation. But I did not believe all the central tenets of Episcopal 
belief and was often more mesmerized by the description of other re-
ligious figures and texts, including those of Hindus and Buddhists, 
not to mention the many other religions loosely bunched under the 
label “traditional” or “polytheistic.”

This ambivalence toward religion began to change when I met my 
fiancée in graduate school. She was raised in a large, devout Roman 
Catholic family and educated in Roman Catholic schools until her se-
nior year of high school. She has always been fascinated by ritual and 
religion, and she chose to major in anthropology several weeks after 
enrolling in an Anthropology of Religion course at the University of 
Washington. Attracted to the works of Victor Turner and the study of 
initiation rites in West Africa, her interest in anthropology was merely 
an extension of her interest in the Roman Catholic rites in which she 
had participated in school, at Sunday Mass, and elsewhere, including 
during a year-long exchange trip to Spain.

In January of 1994, she joined me for the beginning of my disser-
tation research, and since I had a generous fellowship, I decided to 
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ask her to join me, at least for half the year. We lived together in Iqa-
luit for seven months. We attended the local Roman Catholic church, 
then under the direction of Father Dufours, who celebrated Mass in 
three languages, French, English, and Inuktitut. A native of France, 
Father Dufours had been a priest in the Arctic for more than thirty 
years, and his knowledge of Inuit language and culture was encyclo-
pedic. My wife was reluctant to attend St. Jude’s Cathedral, Iqaluit’s 
scenic Anglican Church, in part because of the rumors she had heard 
about Protestant denominations. It made her uncomfortable to think 
that Protestants had rejected much of what Roman Catholics hold 
dear, the veneration of saints and an elaborate and extensive devo-
tion to sacraments. I did not argue with her, nor did I try to convince 
her to attend St. Jude’s. I found myself more interested in attending 
the Roman Catholic church anyway, if only because it seemed so dif-
ferent to me, even exotic.

She started graduate school later that year, and in 1996, she was 
awarded a twelve-month pre-dissertation fellowship to study initia-
tion rites among the Mandinga of Guinea-Bissau, West Africa, a for-
mer colony of Portugal. Having had many unusual experiences in the 
Arctic, we entered the field with a healthier appreciation for the un-
known and the uncontrollable. Although Michelle had specific re-
search topics in mind, that is, Mandinga initiation rites, we realized 
we would not make any progress if we did not speak Kriolu, the na-
tional language, and Mandinga, the language of the Mandinga. The 
Mandinga are the third-largest ethnic group in Guinea-Bissau, and 
their language is one of the several dozen Mande languages spoken 
throughout West Africa. Little has been written about the Mandinga 
of Guinea-Bissau, however, and nothing had been published on their 
initiation rites since the 1940s.

After several months of intensive language study in a Mandinga-
dominated neighborhood in Bissau, the nation’s capital, we indicated 
to our Mandinga friends that we wanted to move to a village in the 
Oio region, one of twelve administrative units in Guinea-Bissau. Oio 
is considered by many to be the crucible of Mandinga history and cul-
ture in Guinea-Bissau, which is no larger than Connecticut and which 
boasts a population that recently surpassed 1.2 million. Our language 
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instructor’s cousin, Idrissa Camara, arranged for us to visit Bafata-
Oio, a farming village several miles southwest of Farim—the capital 
of the Oio region. Having arrived in Bafata-Oio in the middle of the 
night with only a flashlight to guide our path, we had no idea what 
the village actually looked like until we awoke the next morning to 
the sound of children—students—reciting passages from the Qur’an. 
There was a mist hovering around the large compound, which con-
sisted of a big rectangular courtyard circumscribed by a series of sim-
ple mud brick homes, some covered with corrugated tin, some with 
thatch. Shortly after we emerged from our room, donated to us by one 
of the teachers, we were led to greet Alhadj Fodimaye Touré, his three 
wives, and his numerous children and grandchildren. Alhadj asked us 
about the nature of our visit and decided to allow us to live in his vil-
lage. He even granted us exclusive use of one of the village’s unoccu-
pied homestead, Camarakunda, which had been previously occupied 
by a teacher–student who had moved on to start his own school.

We hired local villagers to do some minor repairs and renovations, 
including building a new outdoor latrine, and we gradually settled into 
a routine of daily visiting and language study. The stories we began 
to accumulate about the village in general, and about Alhadj Touré, 
in particular, were both inspiring and impressive, and it was no sur-
prise that several thousand pilgrims came to the village in late May 
for a three-day prayer vigil and sacrifice to celebrate the birthday of 
the Prophet Mohammed. The people of Bafata-Oio spend most of the 
year preparing for the annual ceremony, in which visitors from as far 
away as Mali, Morocco, and even France, arrive to receive the bless-
ings of Alhadj on this special day. As a consequence, Alhadj’s reputa-
tion has grown in the past several decades, and he is one of the most 
revered traditional healers in the entire Senegambian region, which 
encompasses Senegal, the Gambia, Guinea-Bissau, and Guinea.

Alhadj Touré is a devout Muslim who preaches peace and presides 
over a traditional Qur’anic school based in Bafata-Oio. The school 
is a place where children learn to recite the Qur’an by memory and 
to provide for themselves and for others by learning basic trades, like 
farming and animal husbandry—a combination of school and expe-
riential learning not unlike Outward Bound and alternative education 



Edmund Searles

169

programs found in North America. One of Alhadj’s more memora-
ble proverbs sums up the mission of his school: hakiloo warta (open 
mind), jusoo sumiata (cool heart), and sondomé ten kunta (calm spirit). 
He had dedicated himself to a life of prayer, obedience to Allah, and a 
passionate concern for his fellow villagers and regular stream of visi-
tors and pilgrims. I would even venture to argue that Alhadj’s life is a 
manifestation of the true mystical life (Underhill 1995).

Interwoven into this particular form of Muslim piety, shared by his 
fellow villagers, is a strong faith in traditional Mandinga beliefs and cus-
toms, including beliefs in the mystical power of amulets and talismans, 
in the presence of evil and malevolent spirits, and in complex initiation 
rites for both boys and girls. Female circumcision, a rite that is not de-
scribed anywhere in the Qur’an and not condoned in any way in any 
of the supplementary texts attributed to the teachings of the Prophet 
Mohammed, is still practiced in most Mandinga villages throughout 
Guinea-Bissau and in the capital of Bissau itself. The rite has become 
a sore spot for many Mandingas both within Bissau and beyond, as 
they have become targets of intense anti-circumcision campaigns pro-
moted by the World Health Organization and other ngos (Johnson 
2000, 2002). Unfortunately, these attacks, which some argue is colo-
nialism in a new guise, draws attention away from the achievements 
of the Mandinga and other Muslims living in Bissau, who continue 
to support peaceful interethnic relations, a unified resistance against 
Islamist extremists, and a commitment to civil democracy and a judi-
ciary based on constitutional, and not religious, laws.

Fieldwork, in this context, led to many intense emotional experi-
ences and seemingly fantastic stories, grounded in a world that in-
cluded Islamic faith and a world of shape shifters and soul-eating 
witches who caused disease and even death. In addition to hearing 
claims about the healing powers of praying and adhering to the five 
pillars of Islam (faith, prayer, fasting, almsgiving, and making the pil-
grimage to Mecca), we also listened to stories of a snake child who 
slithered away into the forest; amulets that could protect one against 
the ill will of jealous mothers-in-law or evil spirits; and how the peo-
ple of Bafata-Oio survived eleven years of terror at the hands of Por-
tuguese and pro-Portuguese militia forces fighting against a grassroots 
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independence movement that liberated Guinea-Bissau in 1974. We 
learned how Islam and traditional Mandinga beliefs continue to be 
cornerstones of an enchanted world, suffused with the will of Allah 
and mystical forces and presences. Here was a world in which mar-
abouts made secret potions that opened our minds and greatly en-
hanced our language-learning abilities. We surprised many with the 
speed in which we became proficient in Kriolu (Guinea-Bissau’s un-
official national language) and Mandinga, although my wife’s prog-
ress, our friends would say, always surpassed my own.

We also attended the dramatic, spontaneous performances of Kan-
karan on the streets of Bissau. Kankaran is a masquerade figure who 
mysteriously appears and disappears as he scares away malevolent 
spirits looking to eat the souls of boys undergoing initiation rites. Our 
neighbors warned us never to look at Kankaran with our own eyes, 
lest he decide to try to kill us. Some had died from his attacks. Mov-
ing furiously about the city, covered in a full-length bark-colored “cos-
tume,” Kankaran always carried two machetes, one in each hand, and 
he would slap them together every few minutes, while issuing a pierc-
ing scream. The sound resonated for blocks, causing a collective sense 
of fear and excitement that lingered for hours, if not days.

On other occasions, we met people who were bewitched by irans
(spirits that were invisible to everyone except porteiros or visionaries, 
those who had an innate capacity to identify them in a crowd). We lis-
tened as our neighbors in Bafata-Oio recited the legends of Amadou 
Bamba, a Muslim saint and mystic who lived in Senegal in the nine-
teenth century. He is still remembered for his heroic resistance to French 
colonial forces, who tortured him in order to show him the futility 
of his faith. During a month-long voyage from Senegal to an island 
prison colony somewhere off the coast of Africa, the French author-
ities refused to allow him to pray on board the ship. In response, we 
were told, he simply prayed outside the boat while he and his prayer 
carpet gently glided over the ocean, keeping pace with the ship. To 
this day, the place where he is buried, Touba, Senegal, receives mil-
lions of pilgrims a year on the anniversary of his death.

In Guinea-Bissau, I began to feel that there was more to the world 
than natural forces and human agency. The weight and loneliness of a 
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secular self began to loosen its grip on me. I began to feel re-enchanted 
and reanimated by a world of mystic presence and spiritual agency. 
I began to experience the world as saturated with unseen forces, a 
world suffused with God and other invisible beings. I felt as if I were 
undergoing a slow and gradual conversion process, one actively trans-
forming and shaping my understanding of the world and how people 
make meaning in it. My experiences in Africa drew me to a deeper 
interest in the power of prayer and pilgrimage in the Christian world 
(particularly Roman Catholic), and I became more attentive to sto-
ries of miraculous healing and other miracles associated with Catho-
lic shrines in Europe and North America. I was also inspired to revisit 
stories told to me in the Arctic about the mystical presences of name-
souls, spirit helpers, and shamans. My experiences in Guinea-Bissau 
enabled me to step outside my taken-for-granted view of the world 
and to learn why I refused to explore episodes of sorcery, prophecy, 
and reincarnation in the Arctic, and why I avoided discussing these 
topics with my host family or others.

Many a priest or spiritual counselor would argue that the com-
mencement of a journey into the inner life is not the result of one’s 
own will but rather an example of a mystical presence moving from 
the outside in (for a fascinating set of case studies, see James 1997). I 
feel that when I conducted research in the Arctic in the early 1990s,
I was neither willing nor ready emotionally, psychologically, or spiri-
tually to confront a world of infused with sacred signs and saturated 
with mystic presence. I was too committed to an independent, auton-
omous figure of my self and too preoccupied with the success of my 
research project. I do not regret what I accomplished in those sixteen 
months of fieldwork spanning four years, and I am proud of the re-
sults of this research, encapsulated in my dissertation and subsequent 
publications (Searles 1998, 2001a, 2001b, 2002).

It is difficult to admit that I avoided many opportunities in which I 
could have confronted my own preconceptions and stereotypes about 
the world. I jotted down notes about shaman-like activities, and also 
evidence of reincarnation and soul migration, but they informed nei-
ther my analysis of Inuit social experience nor my understanding of 
the Inuit world. I kept these episodes and narratives safely removed 
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from any analytical or theoretical gaze. I was not going to sacrifice 
my credibility as a student of anthropology, and I felt I lacked both 
the necessary language and empathy to write about these events with 
any conviction. In short, I struggled with my particular vocation of 
anthropology as a science. Partly out of convenience, partly out of 
fear, I wrote about a world in the Arctic that was disenchanted and 
wholly devoid of mystical presence. I would explain accounts of ex-
traordinary or mystical experiences with the tools of social theory, psy-
chology, and history. I interpreted Mary Ellen’s claim that Levi was a 
reincarnated being as the result of Mary Ellen’s exaggerated faith in 
pre-Christian cosmology. His phobia could be explained as some ac-
quired voluntary or involuntary response resulting from a prior trau-
matic experience in the water.

Looking back on this experience, I realize that I had some unre-
solved and unfocused anger toward a particular form of Christianity, 
which had colored my views of institutional religion. I was still dis-
oriented by a disturbing and confusing experience I had had with an 
evangelical faith community in Port Alsworth, Alaska, in the spring 
of 1993, about six months before I began my dissertation research. 
Sent to do a field study of the subsistence practices of the residents in 
and around Lake Clark National Park and Preserve by the National 
Park Service and the College of Forest Resources at the University of 
Washington, I wanted to know how these residents were using forest 
resources for food, shelter, fuel, and medicine.

Port Alsworth was home to a small community of Park employ-
ees and small business owners. The town’s loyalties were sharply di-
vided between those who belonged to the local evangelical church 
and those who did not. Glen Alsworth, one of the original residents 
of the town, had built a mini-empire of bush planes, cabins, and air-
plane hangars with revenues generated by guiding an international 
clientele of outdoor enthusiasts on sport-hunting and fishing trips of 
all types, from brown bear to salmon. He lived in a spacious, multi-
level log cabin with his wife and children. They were hospitable and 
gracious to me, offering me food and company on a number of occa-
sions. Glen was the leader of the local church, an independent evan-
gelical church, and he invited me to attend one of the Sunday services. 
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Attending that service was an uncomfortable experience, I later wrote 
in my field notes. I felt out of place and surprisingly alienated by this 
community of worshippers, considering I had attended church regu-
larly most of my life.

The creed of this church was built on a particular incantation that 
all members were required to utter publicly if they were going to be-
come members of the church: “I accept Jesus Christ as my savior.” I 
quickly learned that they had no interest in my faith, my prior religious 
experience, my views on religion. On the contrary, they treated me as 
if I weren’t Christian at all, but just another soul to be saved before 
the final showdown between good and evil as prophesied in the last 
chapter of the New Testament, the Revelation to John. Soon after the 
service, one congregation member invited me to a private showing of 
a documentary identifying itself as an authoritative interpretation of 
the Revelation. The documentary was dramatic and compelling, us-
ing graphic images and utterances to portray a world divided in a fi-
nal battle between good and evil, Christ and the Antichrist. Follow-
ers of Christ would be saved, swept to heaven by an almighty lord; 
followers of the anti-Christ would be left behind, awaiting a fate of 
death and destruction.

I would not be allowed into heaven, my host assured me, unless “I 
accepted Jesus Christ as my savior.” I decided to be true to my own 
beliefs and instincts and refuse to undergo their initiation rite. In fact, 
I never attended their church again. I never was able to transcend a 
sense of awkwardness around them, as if we were locked in a grip of 
mutual mistrust, even disgust. I decided to spend more time with an-
other non-member of the church, John Branson, a natural historian 
of the park who lived alone with Sparky, his aging black Labrador 
retriever. He lived in a one-room cabin he had built and heated with 
wood acquired locally. He thoroughly enjoyed his solitude, and al-
though his salary was small, he had no bills and no debts. What con-
fused me was the presence of Christianity in this community. John’s 
generosity toward strangers (me) and his lack of pretension and os-
tentation more closely approximated the life of Jesus and his apostles 
than did the lives of any of those who attended church. They valued 
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commercial and economic success, and they were not shy about dis-
playing the fortunes they had made. I felt that their brand of Christi-
anity was inspired by selfish motives that made their church an exclu-
sive social club. If I wanted to learn more about them, I had to aspire 
to be like them. John Branson, who belonged to no faith community 
in particular, seemed to embody the Gospel message of simplicity, pov-
erty, and inclusivity. If I wanted to learn more about John Branson, I 
simply had to be with him.

My experiences in Port Alsworth spilled over into my understand-
ing of missionary activities in North America and inspired me, I think, 
to avoid working with members the Anglican Church in Iqaluit. I re-
garded the work of missionaries in the Americas with a newly ac-
quired suspicion of modernization and assimilation, particularly in 
the way those acting in the name of Christianity trivialized and even 
mocked indigenous belief systems and practices. I assumed that reli-
gious transformation in the Arctic was linked to rather sinister mo-
tives on the part of missionaries to disempower and even disenchant 
a world of spirits and supernatural forces.

After my trip to West Africa, however, I grew more interested in 
studying a growing body of scholarship that problematizes this sim-
ple view of contact history in North America, offering a much more 
complex narrative than the more simple stereotypes of bad mission-
aries and victimized Natives. Detailed descriptions and discussions of 
religious pluralism and syncretism in the Arctic can be found in the 
works of Fienup-Riordan et al. 2000, Goulet 1982; Laugrand 2002;
Laugrand, Oosten, and Trudel; 2002, Tungilik and Uyarasuk 1999;
and E. Turner 1994b, to name just a few. I learned that many indig-
enous peoples accepted Christianity as another doctrine that neither 
diminished nor conflicted with their own beliefs; rather, they allowed 
the systems of thought to coexist or even complement one another. 
Goulet’s (1982) description of Dene Tha Catholics in northern Alberta 
provides a compelling example: in addition to attending Roman Cath-
olic mass, praying the rosary, and so on, they believe in the reincarna-
tion of humans, in the incarnation of spirit helpers in the form of an-
imals, and in the power of prophet dances and visions.
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Becoming more familiar with this scholarship propelled me into 
an even greater appreciation for religion’s role in shaping experience, 
pushing me away from a wholly disenchanted view of the world, one 
in which the secular self is the dominant source of meaning and agency. 
Although I am not completely convinced about the reality of mysti-
cal presences, I do pray every day in some form or another, and I feel 
I have much to learn in terms of my understanding of the world’s re-
ligions and the role of sacraments, mystery, and the ineffable in ev-
eryday life. My deepening curiosity about the nature of the divine as 
embodied in the sacraments, about the complexity of religious faith, 
and about the enormous variety of religious experience has resulted 
in a new set of questions and new interests about the nature of mys-
tic presence and extraordinary experience in the Arctic.

Name-Souls and Mystic Presence

Much has been written about Inuit naming practices (e.g., Frederik-
sen 1968, Kublu and Oosten 1999, M. Nuttall 1994, and William-
son 1988). Anthropologists who study the circulation of names and 
its overarching cosmology are drawn to the sociological, psycholog-
ical, and mystical aspects of the practice (Guemple 1994, M. Nuttall 
1994; for a counterexample, see most of the essays in Mills and Slo-
bodin 1994). Lee Guemple treats naming as a window into Inuit cos-
mology and patterns of social relations, including how persons are 
constituted through their material (saunik or bone) ties to other in-
dividuals in the community, living and deceased. The name confers 
much more than a label, however. It provides the building blocks of 
one’s personality, of one’s psychological and cognitive matrix (Guem-
ple 1994, 111). The name or “atik embodies who the individual ‘re-
ally is’; and it is from this acquisition that one’s social relationships, 
peculiarities—even skills which a child can manifest throughout its 
corporeal existence—are acquired” (Guemple 1994, 112).

Mark Nuttall identifies naming as a practice that provides a sense 
of continuity, sociability, and community, and notes that a person’s 
name “is a vital link in an overall chain of social, psychological, and 
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emotional support” (M. Nuttall 1994, 133). Nuttall explores the deep 
emotional and social bonds that are attached to namesakes:

Once named, children begin to learn the identities of the people 

they are named after and acquire a knowledge of the various rela-

tionships that link them to an intricate pattern of genealogical and 

fictive kin. As the child is named after people who had previously 

occupied positions in the kinship network, to some extent roles and 

interaction between atsiaq [i.e., the person who receives the name of 

a dead person] and the family of the aqqa [the person who gives the 

name] are prescribed. However, this does not tell us of the person’s 

own sense of identity and feelings of being named. Other people do 

the naming, ensuring that they continue to experience the memory 

of a deceased relative and loved and valued member of the commu-

nity in the form of an atsiaq. (M. Nuttall 1994, 130–131)

Although I never heard my host family use specific terminology in 
conjunction with naming practices, the names used correspond to Nut-
tall’s description of Greenlandic naming practices. What are the cos-
mological origins of such systems? This question has not been studied 
so extensively, although a recent article by Alexina Kublu and Jarich 
Oosten, building on the work of Knud Rasmussen, portrays the Inuit 
soul-complex as a complex yet comprehensible system of agents and 
actions (Kublu and Oosten 1999). Every being, persons and animals 
included, possess a tarniq, or that part of the soul that gives life and 
health. A tarniq might be coaxed into leaving the body through sor-
cery or when a person transgresses a taboo. The loss of one’s tarniq 
generally eventuates in death, although shamans have the ability to 
call back one’s tarniq, or replace it with another. The other part of the 
soul (in animals, it exists independently of the tarniq), the inuusia, is 
associated with warmth and breath (Kublu and Oosten 1999). Both 
the tarniq and the inuusia eventually leave the body when an individ-
ual dies. The tarniq might linger for a few days with the dead body 
and then either become reincarnated and/or go to the land of the dead. 
The latter is what happened to Levi’s tarniq, which had dwelled in the 
body of Jamasee, then died, then entered the body of Levi, transfer-
ring to him memories and idiosyncrasies from his life.
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In addition to tarniq and inuusia, there is another mystical pres-
ence, namely the inua, or owner of an object. Every object, animate 
and inanimate, has an inua, a spirit-being that controls the destiny 
of that object. A knife has an inua, a person has an inua, and so on. 
A hunter is successful, it is thought, only when the animal’s inua is 
complicit. In this way, hunting itself becomes a spiritual act, an act 
of gift or grace on the part of the inua. Inua are sentient beings, and 
they study the actions of hunters and their families; they can with-
hold their gifts from those who are selfish or disrespectful. According 
to our host family, Kelli, Mary Ellen’s oldest brother-in-law, was ex-
periencing a streak of bad luck in hunting because he had grown self-
absorbed and lazy, unwilling to help his father or his younger brother. 
The language and beliefs of the inua in the cycle of life and death, luck 
and bad luck, are sensed within the language of the sacramental rites 
of Holy Communion as practiced by Anglicans and Roman Catho-
lics. In the sacrament of the Eucharist, Jesus Christ’s inua, God, sac-
rifices his son to redeem a world of sinners, to make salvation a re-
ality for all. In much the same way that the inua of animals offer a 
sacrifice to worthy and willing humans, so does Christ offer a sacri-
fice on behalf of willing and worthy followers, those who have been 
baptized into the Christian faith.

This collection of spiritual entities, tarniq, inuusia, and inua, pro-
vide the Inuit with mystical ties to the past, present, and future, cre-
ating a living, breathing, embodied link to their ancestors. The Inuit 
subject, reincarnated with name-souls and living in the shadow of 
inua, provides a striking contrast to the figure of the modern self who 
finds meaning not in reference to religion but to a world of individual 
desires mediated by social conditions and cultural constructions. For 
Levi Pisuktie, baptized into the Anglican Church several months after 
his birth, and the recipient of several name-souls, including Jamasee, 
the self lives in a much different register of meaning and agency. He 
is intimately connected to other souls through his own soul, and he is 
also a child of the living God, through faith and sacraments.

Ironically, because Levi is the reincarnation of deceased relatives, he 
is treated as an elder in some contexts, as an individual whose tastes 
and preferences are acknowledged, and when appropriate, indulged. 
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Levi’s older sister Noodloo was given a pair of wristbands and a head-
band by the parents of one of her namesakes. Their son, who shared 
Noodloo’s name, enjoyed playing basketball and loved to wear wrist-
bands and sweatbands. Students of Inuit childrearing practices often 
emphasize how permissive and patient parents strive to be around 
their children (Briggs 1998). There is very little admonishment or 
punishment, and very few demands are placed on children, although 
there are exceptions. I found this attitude toward parenting, this per-
missiveness, frustrating at times, for I was raised to believe that hu-
mans develop emotionally and psychologically if they are guided by 
rules that teach them self-discipline and restraint. Because children 
are reincarnated, there is a tacit assumption that they are born with 
accumulated wisdom that is hidden but that gradually emerges as the 
child awakens to his reincarnated identities. It would have been very 
wrong for me to train Levi to be comfortable putting his head under 
water. His family believed that this was not a problem to be resolved 
but a habit to be tolerated, even valued. His family did not judge him 
based on how well he developed according to a set of psychological 
and educational criteria.

Perhaps the most detailed and breathtaking description of nam-
ing comes from Alexina Kublu, a longtime instructor of Inuktitut for 
non-Inuktitut speakers in Iqaluit. Kublu describes how the choice of 
a name is often precipitated by visions and dreams, unusually in the 
form of visitations from deceased relatives. Far from being a static 
system, however, the practice of naming is integrated into a world 
where name-souls have a direct impact on the everyday reality. Kublu 
describes how changing an individual’s name can protect that indi-
vidual from sickness or death, a custom that Alexina Kublu reports 
is still being practiced by members of her family (Kublu and Oosten 
1999, 75). It also creates much space for children to experiment and 
learn from different names. When Kublu’s daughter was five years 
old, she demanded to go live with her mother’s midwife and her hus-
band. The daughter had been given the name of their son, and she 
was convinced that she was their son, and when she moved in, they 
called her irniq (son). Later, she grew tired of this arrangement and 
returned to live with her mother. Naming is also a source of fun and 
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amusement, as adults tease and teach children about the various per-
sonalities behind the names. Levi’s father’s cousin, Elijah, would try 
to trick Levi into thinking that he had had the tip of his index finger 
removed. Levi’s namesake was nicknamed Tiggittuk (he “killed” his 
index finger), because he had lost the top half of his index finger in a 
hunting accident long before Levi was born. Naming combines the 
playful and the serious; it is a vital, vibrant source of enchantment 
and spirituality in the everyday life of Inuit and non-Inuit alike in the 
Canadian Arctic.

Levi’s and his family’s active participation in the Anglican Church 
has neither trivialized nor eliminated their belief in reincarnation but 
rather has supplemented them, providing a means to infuse their lives 
with multiple perspectives on the nature of souls, salvation, and sin. 
Furthermore, both Anglican and pre-Christian systems of belief ac-
cept that Levi’s destiny is not entirely a matter of his own will, his own 
choosing. Both admit that his life path is influenced (but not deter-
mined) by an interconnectedness to the sacred that long preceded his 
birth and that will outlive his death. This is not to deny that Levi has 
a will of his own, or that he might reject these doctrines altogether. 
He would not be alone in making such a choice. Given the abuse that 
occurred at residential schools throughout Canada, it is not surpris-
ing that many indigenous Canadians are rejecting the Roman Cath-
olic and Anglican Churches as sources of authority and support. He 
may not develop an interest in mystic presence or a desire to deepen 
his faith in Christ; I have not had the opportunity to converse with 
Levi regarding these matters. But I look forward to such an oppor-
tunity. The fact that this tradition remains strong and active, that In-
uit are even incorporating biblical names (like Levi, which is an Old 
Testament name) into the available pool of soul-names, attests to the 
strength and vitality of this system of beliefs—a topic ripe for more 
exploration.

Prophecy

When I first met Meeka Mike, I was impressed by her knowledge of 
hunting and outpost camps. She immediately became interested in my 
project, a study of an outpost-camp family living some 250 miles from 
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Iqaluit. She was convinced that the only way to really learn is expe-
rientially, when body, mind, and soul are pushed into new realms of 
self-awareness and emotional intensity. She wanted to hear stories of 
our adventures at the outpost camp, and she was somewhat unusual 
in that respect. Most other residents thought it bizarre that my wife 
and I would want to spend most of our time at a tiny hunting camp, 
far from the familiar faces and conveniences of town life, confined 
to cramp quarters, and constantly constrained by weather, wind, and 
shifting sea-ice patterns.

Meeka’s autobiography is overflowing with mystic presence; ex-
traordinary experiences provided coherence and consistency to her 
life story. Although she did not belong to a particular church, she was 
raised Anglican by her parents in the town of Pangnirtung. Meeka 
had recently separated from her partner, and she obtained custody 
over her daughter, then nine years old. She was finishing a public ad-
ministration class at Nunavut Arctic College, and she would soon be 
offered a job as executive assistant at the Baffin Regional Inuit Asso-
ciation. But she was also a mystic (my label, not hers), full of intrigu-
ing narratives and an unshakable faith in the presence of supernatu-
ral forces in the world.

Although I did not think she was a quack or a con, I did not know 
how to respond to her descriptions of near-death experiences or en-
counters with deceased persons. She had had enough tragedy and 
emotionally intense experiences in her life to make me think that she 
was sincere in her beliefs and fully capable of distinguishing the real 
from projections of her own ego. She had lost all vital signs for sev-
eral minutes during the birth of her daughter, and she describes hav-
ing an out-of-body experience in which she was able to pass through 
walls. In fact, she felt that she had been without a body, merging seam-
lessly into the tunnel of light in front of her. When she saw her body 
lying on the gurney the hospital room, it was dirty and constraining. 
She sometimes wonders why she came back. I am glad she did, be-
cause she is a help to many in the community, including residents of 
outpost camps. She is now a guide for ecotourism excursions to out-
post camps, and any net income she makes goes straight to the out-
post camps.
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She had recently participated in a search for a five-year-old boy 
who had become separated from his father during a snowstorm. She 
“freaked out” the father of the boy because she was able to describe 
in detail the position of the body and the clothing the boy was wear-
ing when they found him. The image appeared to her as if on a tele-
vision screen in a shop window—she thought her friends were play-
ing a joke on her because it seemed so real.

What is interesting about Meeka’s spirituality is that it involves a 
combination of passivity and activity. When I first met her, her involve-
ment in so many different activities and programs in Iqaluit impressed 
me. She had recently started her own business. She was a counselor 
in the local outward-bound program that takes high school students 
on multiday excursions of hunting and camping. She had been nom-
inated to sit on Nunavut’s Wildlife Management Board, which over-
sees the regulation of both subsistence and commercial hunting and 
fishing activities in Nunavut. At the same time, she believed that her 
destiny was not entirely in her hands. She illustrated for me the con-
cept of ajurnarmat or ajurnaqtuq, meaning “it cannot be helped.” Inuit 
use it to refer to difficult situations in which few options exist. When 
someone is trapped in a snowstorm, the only possible solution is to 
sit tight, because it cannot be helped. Some confuse this attitude with 
a sense of futility. Meeka regarded it as both empowering and disem-
powering. She remembered one story of a hunter who was alone and 
trapped in the ice. He knew that if he were not rescued within sev-
eral hours, he would not survive. He was able to survive, and he de-
scribed being pushed and helped to safety by a mysterious force. He 
had let go of a world in which he was in control, because he knew it 
could not be helped. Ajurnarmat can lead to feelings of anxiety and 
fear but also to feelings of tranquility and comfort.

I am now much more curious to learn about these visions and other 
extraordinary experiences in the Arctic, both in terms of how they 
frame her life and how they reveal a particular variety of religious ex-
perience, which is both similar and dissimilar to my new-found ap-
preciation for the Episcopal Church and its creeds of inclusivity, gen-
erosity, and love. I feel prepared to approach all these topics with a 
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new frame of mind, one less inhibited by the conceits and preoccu-
pations of a secular self and more open to embracing a world of reli-
gious pluralism and enchantment.

Conclusion

Following the insights of Johannes Fabian (2001), the best ethnogra-
phy is often done when the ethnographer is least self-conscious and 
most free from internal controls. In this essay, I have tried to expose 
the internal controls, conscious and unconscious, that made me un-
willing to take seriously spirituality and faith as expressed by my in-
formants. I analyzed and wrote about Inuit social experience as if 
beliefs in reincarnation, extraordinary visions, and God were only 
of secondary importance for understanding the people I was study-
ing. I assumed the world to be a disenchanted one, devoid of mys-
tical presence, and filled only with repressed desires, concealed mo-
tives, and historical conditions. I accepted the model of the secular 
self, in which one’s identity and destiny is a matter of individual will 
and sociocultural circumstances, not a product of divine or other su-
pernatural agents. My consciousness began to shift as I took on new 
opportunities and new challenges, including marrying an anthropol-
ogist of religion, doing ethnography in Guinea-Bissau, West Africa, 
and developing a greater appreciation for the power of sacraments 
and faith in my life.

The various components of Inuit spirituality discussed in this es-
say, including prophecy and reincarnation, are just a small portion 
of an enormous corpus of knowledge and thought about cosmol-
ogy and eschatology. I have given the reader a small glimpse of reli-
gious pluralism in the Arctic. Being open to varieties of faith and re-
ligious experience can both improve our ethnography and illuminate 
the choices we have made in our lives and research, choices that open 
doors to some avenues of thought and close the door on others. I am 
not sure exactly where my faith life or interest in ethnographic re-
search will lead me, but I am confident that it will be neither boring 
nor disappointing.



In three distinctive essays, we focus on what anthropologists “stand 
to gain by taking up challenges posed by ways of knowing alien from 
ours” (Wikan 1991, 296) and explore the merits of various epistemo-
logical and ethical frameworks within which to act and think, once in 
the midst of our hosts in their homes and homeland. Together these 
essays make the critical point that the experience of the field carries 
on well beyond the geographical and temporal boundaries of one’s 
fieldwork. Over the years, the full impact of one’s engagement with 
others in their world unfolds. As it does, one gains significant insights 
into one’s own personal and professional life, the meaning of events 
lived while in the field, and of the relationships between one’s self in 
and out of the field. Far from being a single experience of transfor-
mation in the field, fieldwork is here seen as an integral part of con-
tinuous personal and professional development.

In “The Politics of Ecstatic Research,” Bruce Granville Miller illus-
trates how “experience-near,” or ecstatic, anthropology builds on an 
idea of collaborative ethnographic research that takes local ideas of 
knowledge, power, experience, and the transmission of knowledge seri-
ously. His own field experiences with Coast Salish people and commu-
nities reveals the practical and political advantages of this approach. 
Among these are the consequent unexpected insights into worldview 
and community processes, the creation of new questions, new sources 
of data, and an enhanced sense of beauty. Most significantly, he in-
verts the commonsense understanding to argue that it is the failure to 
participate in the belief systems that may be politically naive rather 

Part Three

Epistemological and Ethical Thresholds
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than the converse. There are other, darker consequences, however, 
to this participation, including the entry into worlds of violence and 
danger, the creation of obligations that are difficult or impossible to 
meet, and the risks of depoliticizing and exoticizing indigenous expe-
riences. Miller nonetheless argues that these risks themselves lead to 
new opportunities for engagement.

In the following chapter, “Moving Beyond Culturally Bound Eth-
ical Guidelines,” Jean-Guy Goulet addresses the question raised by 
the Canadian Tri-Council Policy Statement: Ethical Conduct for Re-
search Involving Humans, particularly as it pertains to research with 
aboriginal peoples. The question asked by the Canadian Research Tri-
Councils is the following: What does it mean to involve “other hu-
mans” in a research project when investigators and aboriginal peo-
ples belong to two different cultures? Goulet argues that this question 
is best answered once we have considered the significance for one’s 
research project of one’s radical participation as a human being with 
other human beings in their world. He shows how novel ethical is-
sues arise when the investigator is incorporated in an aboriginal world 
that includes interaction with spiritual beings. Based on Spiro’s con-
cept of culture as a set of propositions (or beliefs) held to be true by 
members of a society, Goulet proposes an analysis of this account that 
sheds light on the conditions for mutual understanding within and in 
between different lifeworlds.

In “Experiences of Power among the Sekani of Northern British 
Columbia: Sharing Meaning through Time and Space,” Guy Lanoue 
starts with his shared experience with the Sekani of northern Brit-
ish Columbia (Canada) of what he was conditioned to consider as 
“unscientific” and thus “unknowable” and what they consider “un-
sayable” (but not unknowable). He describes Sekani experiences of 
power (which is a special state of being that is not considered the re-
sult of empirically verifiable conditions) and examines how these no-
tions are communicated without recourse to semantics, leaving open 
the possibility that meaning, arising out of each person’s individual in-
terpretative frame, can be shared through “mythical” means. Lanoue 
shows how transformations in one’s personal life may lead to power-
ful insights in the cultures of others. It is only when he abandoned his 
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own spatial meanderings, moving from city to city, across continents, 
for personal and professional reasons, that he understood what space 
meant to the Sekani in terms of acquiring power. He therefore reminds 
us that fieldwork is not bounded in place and in time, and that the 
prolonged contact of field research continues to operate well beyond 
the boundaries that define the formal aspects of contact.

Epistemological and Ethical Thresholds
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My purpose in this paper is to make some observations about research 
that takes seriously the views of reality and the knowledge possessed 
by indigenous peoples, not simply as objects of analysis but also as 
part of a mode of anthropological understanding and a way to address 
larger questions.1 In so doing, I problematize the interesting discus-
sions to date concerning the topic of ecstatic anthropology by adding 
an explicitly political note to the orchestra. Previous work on this is-
sue has focused on epistemologies, meta-models of reality, problems 
of interpretation, research methods, empirical tests of strange experi-
ences, the transformations of the researchers themselves, and the na-
ture of culture. Examples appear in the work of Young and Goulet 
(1998) and of Mills and Slobodin (1994). Yet others have considered 
the history of anthropological theorizing as it relates to indigenous 
epistemology. Faris (1994, 11–16), for example, described the emer-
gence of research that takes the Navajo “how and why” seriously, fol-
lowing, sequentially, periods emphasizing comparative religious stud-
ies, Jungian archetypes and their application to indigenous thought, 
the “sophisticated functionalism” of Kluckhohn (which moved be-
tween economic and psychological determinism), symbolic analysis, 
and essentializing linguistic analysis that sought core principles. Val-
entine and Darnell (1999), however, argue quite differently that Amer-
icanist anthropology has been characterized by the internalization of 
indigenous concepts.

My questions are different than those of these predecessors and 
are, in brief: What are the responses of indigenous peoples and com-

8. The Politics of Ecstatic Research
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munities to the topic we refer to as the anthropology of extraordi-
nary experiences? What is the play of power within communities and 
between communities and the outside world that must be accounted 
for in such an anthropology? I examine these issues and provide il-
lustrations from my own experiences with members of the Coast Sal-
ish communities of Washington State and the province of British Co-
lumbia over the last thirty years.

There are some fifty Coast Salish communities concentrated in Puget 
Sound, Washington, and along the lower stretches of the Fraser River 
and on Vancouver Island and the adjoining mainland in British Co-
lumbia (Miller 2002). My work in these communities has focused 
on justice and legal practices, tribal political life, and relations with 
the mainstream societies of Canada and the United States. As the co-
director of a graduate ethnographic field school sponsored by my own 
university, the University of British Columbia, in conjunction with the 
Stó:lō  Nation, a Coast Salish tribe, I’ve had the opportunity to spend 
eight summers in a longhouse, the site of winter spirit dancing, with 
community members and hosted by a band chief and ritualist. In part, 
the field school participants and I were invited in to help keep spirits 
out of the longhouse during summer months, but spirits clearly per-
vade the location, and anthropology graduate students, particularly 
those who are themselves indigenous, have had complex, sometimes 
disturbing, relations with the spirits in this location.

As I will indicate in the last part of this paper, my family and I have 
had our own relationships with the spirit beings there and in other 
longhouses. I wish to consider my own examples of extraordinary 
experience to make my related argument that an experience-near an-
thropology may no longer be seen as a fringe activity, but, rather, as 
increasingly in touch with changes in social science methods that are 
more responsible to indigenous peoples’ concerns and perspectives. 
I also must add that I do not find it unusual for anthropologists to 
have experienced the “extraordinary” events I recount here. Indeed, 
it is probably more often the case than the other way around. Nor am 
I suggesting that only indigenous peoples engage in such events and 
processes. Clearly, other peoples have well-known cultural practices 
such as second sight. However, social scientists ordinarily do not yet 
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directly account for these in their written record of fieldwork. These 
are edited from most reports or, perhaps, taken as hallmarks of the 
peculiarity of anthropological work.

My argument is that participation in or the failure to participate in 
the belief systems of the members of this community is not politically 
neutral. There are significant and unexpected reasons that one might 
adopt the approach of “experience-near” anthropology that are nei-
ther naive nor evidence of scholarly failure through “going native.” 
One might draw an analogy between giving anthropological testi-
mony in court as an expert witness and making the argument I am 
making here. In that setting, if one does not understand the legal lan-
guage imposed by other participants (lawyers, judges, and others), 
they can unwittingly and easily testify to something they did not in-
tend. The legal practitioners may use the same language as anthropol-
ogists, but often with different meaning; for example, “tribe,” “fish,” 
or “time immemorial” may have specific content deriving from case 
law and have limited connection to current anthropological use.2 In 
both the courtroom and the longhouse, one’s presence has unintended 
political consequences if one does not participate in the local legal 
culture in the Geertzian sense of a local, dense system of meaning 
(Geertz 1983). This perspective stands in contrast to the more usual 
and converse view that engaging the beliefs of non-Western commu-
nities as something other than the object of analysis is politically sus-
pect. From my perspective, it is naive empiricism and unfettered pos-
itivism that is intellectually and politically untenable in the emphasis 
on examining local beliefs within a foreign framework. And such a 
position is frequently simply not useful. Mills and Slobodin (1994), 
for example, tell of a Paiute man who observed that anthropologists 
sometimes fall short because they don’t know what questions to ask. 
Similarly, I’ve worked with health researchers who refuse to consider 
what they regard as uninformed or misplaced local views concerning 
health, well-being, and disease. As a consequence, they produce ex-
pensive research reports carefully calibrated for reliability and valid-
ity, but which fail to speak to the health problems as understood lo-
cally and which have no impact on the lives of community members. 
In addition, such research alienates community members who regard 
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the work as evidence of mainstream societies’ failure to take indige-
nous lives seriously and to ask the right questions.

In contrast, Fabian (2001) describes good ethnography as the out-
come of both time spent with collaborators that engages our conscious 
senses, and time in which our inner control is relaxed. He argues for 
an ethnography that moves beyond passive and contemplative knowl-
edge to active sharing resulting from experience “out of mind.” This 
approach might enable anthropologists and other researchers to es-
cape a great variety of problems, some with unexpected political di-
mensions, as revealed in several examples.

Spirituality and/or Atheism

Many scholars have observed that members of indigenous communi-
ties may not draw distinctions between the validity of knowledge de-
rived from visions, the intervention of immortal beings, and forces, in-
tuition, dreams, and sensations of various sorts on the one hand, and 
knowledge gained in “everyday life” on the other. Both are regarded 
as experiential and meaningful. If this is so, one might question what 
our indigenous collaborators make of researchers who do not share 
this epistemology. A few years ago, a Canadian First Nations intellec-
tual and Coast Salish tribal cultural adviser with whom I work gave 
me an account of a time when he was distraught because an anthro-
pologist who formerly worked in his community had unexpectedly an-
nounced that he was an atheist and did not believe in spirits or spirit 
helpers. By implication, this anthropologist did not accept any of the 
accompanying explanations, and it appeared that there could be no 
meaningful discussion or communication about the cultural realm. 
The culture adviser felt betrayed because the anthropologist had not 
revealed his views earlier and because he felt that, despite the keen 
interest the anthropologist showed in the First Nations cultural prac-
tices, they were rendered as “specimens” of something improbable 
and fantastical. The gift of knowledge given by the culture adviser ap-
peared to be wasted, unappreciated, and even intentionally slighted. 
Even more to the point, the adviser observed that researchers should 
have some sense of spirituality. In his words:
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I can’t see how an atheist who doesn’t believe in any form of spir-

ituality is able to respect [our beliefs]. I’m trying to think of a way 

to respect that belief [atheism]. Without an individual’s own spirit 

there is no way to connect to the metaphors, the teachings of others 

which allows us to relate to others’ beliefs. Atheists have nothing to 

look at for similarity or for understanding metaphor. A Christian 

has a soul. Someone who is not a Christian [an atheist] doesn’t be-

lieve in a soul. A Christian can relate to our shxwelí [spirit or life 

force] and the connections to rocks, trees, and fish. A person with-

out that belief can’t relate to it and that must affect their understand-

ings and interpretations.3

I have not known indigenous people to subject researchers to pu-
rity tests of spiritual orthodoxy (in part because there is often no or-
thodoxy in indigenous practice), or to ask them directly to accept 
the epistemological basis of life as understood by indigenous peo-
ples. The cultural adviser holds the position that “it’s not a question 
of having some [particular] belief,” adding, “One of our teachings is 
to respect the beliefs of others. I don’t want to say that our culture is 
the best or that we are the most spiritual. But our beliefs have devel-
oped with the land and resources here, and aboriginal rights and title 
comes from this respect” (interview, March 11, 2004). In this case, 
the spiritual adviser brings up an eminently practical consideration 
regarding how researchers understand spirituality, arguing that tribal 
claims to aboriginal rights and title rest on their own notions of the 
landscape and epistemology, and human relationships to other enti-
ties. In indigenous theory, then, although not from a Euro-Canadian 
viewpoint, denial of this epistemology, through failure to understand, 
jeopardizes land claims.

Part of this issue concerns the nature of the political process. Re-
cently, a newspaper reported the case of an indigenous band that had 
won a land claim case in court. The band leader proclaimed the judg-
ment a defeat because the band had been forced to contest the case 
in a court that was outside its own indigenous system of law, and the 
court had not recognized the basis on which the band made the claim 
to the land. In this case, the band members regarded their control of 
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the land as an outcome of their spiritual connection to the landscape 
and other spiritual entities. The band won, but on the wrong grounds 
and in the wrong venue. Indigenous epistemology, in this case, asserts 
that the human system of reciprocity includes non-human beings, 
which have to be considered. Failure to do so is dangerous.

Recently, I participated in a friendly and revealing conversation be-
tween a prominent psychologist who has carried out valuable studies 
of suicide in Coast Salish communities and an indigenous psychologist 
who is herself a member of one of the communities. The mainstream 
psychologist explained that although he studies suicide, suicide itself 
is unimportant because it is symptomatic of the greater problem of 
the large number of people who have become despondent. Suicide, he 
concluded, was the moment in which a small number of these people 
made the conscious choice to end their lives. To the indigenous psy-
chologist, this viewpoint missed the mark. She responded that, in her 
community, suicide represented the communities’ failure to support 
the spiritual nature of the deceased rather than an individual decision 
by the suicide victim. She placed the psychology of suicide within the 
domain of Coast Salish notions of spirit beings that establish relations 
with human beings and become part of one’s being. Separation from 
these spirit beings, the failure to create a proper relationship, spiri-
tual harm, and disruption in one’s spiritual life could cause the death 
of a human. The complex of winter ceremonials and spirit beings is 
social, rather than merely private and personal, and family members 
and other winter ceremonial dancers who have helped someone cre-
ate and develop the relationship with the spirit beings have a continu-
ing mutual obligation. The pathology that results in death, then, can-
not merely be a private matter. And, for those community members 
who have not obtained a spirit helper, they still live within what the 
Coast Salish theorize as the embrace of the extended family within 
the animated universe.

This exchange reflected significant epistemological differences, even 
though both psychologists argue that culturally intact communities 
would have lower rates of suicide than ones with little active indige-
nous cultural practice. The differences in position, though, suggest dif-
ferences in what might be done to diminish the likelihood of suicide 
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or the impact on the community when it did occur. It also reveals the 
outcome when researchers don’t account for local beliefs and ways 
of organizing community experience. In this case, the indigenous psy-
chologist thoughtfully offered an encapsulated version of a perspective 
different from that held within mainstream psychology. The unspoken 
implications of her comments were that safety for the community lay 
in understanding the roots of depression and suicide and that danger 
lay in approaching these from the wrong angle.

Learning to anticipate and avoid danger

Goulet (1998) has observed that indigenous people impart to research-
ers only what they believe them to be able to understand (although the 
first case I mentioned suggests the cultural adviser missed or was mis-
led into missing the mark). It’s interesting to consider carefully what 
this idea might mean, “what one can understand”: it suggests that as 
researchers grow in their understanding of the others’ cosmology, their 
ability to comprehend the immediate world, the world of daily expe-
rience, grows accordingly. As comprehension grows, one can engage 
the spiritual world without creating manifest danger to oneself and 
anyone else. The issue of danger is a significant one; and I recall the 
case of an archaeologist who refused to dab on ochre while excavat-
ing a sensitive burial site, despite the request of the community offi-
cials and elders. The ochre is part of a local system of spiritual practice 
and imparts protection to those wearing it. These tribal people were 
not particularly worried about the archaeologist, but they were openly 
worried about the possibility of people being bothered by spirits that 
might be agitated by the excavation. In particular, inadequately pre-
pared or weakened humans, the elders, the feeble, the sick, and chil-
dren, were vulnerable to spirits that might take their souls.

This example reveals that it is barely enough for researchers to sim-
ply set aside their own systems of belief; rather, one must anticipate 
danger and difficulty to live gracefully with indigenous people in their 
environment, just as the indigenous peoples themselves must. In fact, 
it has been observed that a defining characteristic of adulthood is the 
ability to anticipate danger and avoid it. This idea shows up in Basso’s 
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(1996) work with the Apache, for one notable example, and Ortiz’s 
(1969) studies of his own home, the Tewa Pueblo community.

In the Coast Salish world, it is a mark of one’s status as an adult 
of significance to skillfully encounter the spiritual world immediately 
surrounding the human world or to know when to back away. Miller 
(1991) has glossed “Real People” from Tshimshian, but the idea has 
applicability in the Coast Salish case as well. Real People are those 
with spiritual training and knowledge sufficient for them to inter-
cede with the outside world on behalf of kin. In this case, the outside 
world includes members of other families; other human communi-
ties; the leaders of the animal world, especially the salmon; and many 
other entities, including spirits. While some people are known for this 
knowledge and ability and are called upon to help on ritual occasions 
or during times of difficulty, to some extent everyone, including visi-
tors such as anthropologists, have these skills. This is similar to what 
Ridington (1990) referenced in the Dunne-Za phrase glossed as “little 
bit know something,” which speaks to the knowledge derived from 
direct experience, dreaming, and the vision quest.

At sundown in Coast Salish territory, shades are pulled in family 
homes to avoid harm from ghosts or other beings; it is only reason-
able, but consider: if one does not share these beliefs, one might not 
pull the shades or take other prudent actions to safeguard others. Simi-
larly, at spiritual burnings following funerals or other important events, 
where ancestral spirits are called forward to feed on meals provided 
them (but consumed in fire so that the spirits can participate), ritual-
ists commonly call on those in attendance, including anthropologists, 
to move out of the path of the spirits. Failure to do so could result in 
soul loss and illness on the one hand, and concern and alienation on 
the other. Not all ritualists can carry out this work, and it requires 
judgment to determine if one is ready and able to do so.

I don’t wish to render indigenous people exotic, spooky, and mind-
lessly spiritual by these descriptions. I recognize the mundane features 
of their lives. However, there are complex understandings that cannot 
be discounted and that are overlooked at one’s peril. Another brief 
story illustrates this point: a man in his seventies frequented his Coast 
Salish tribal community’s biweekly elders’ lunches held in the tribal 
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center. He was given to teasing widowed elders, to their great dismay, 
about his prospects of marrying them under a provision of the local 
kinship system, the sororate. He is a gruff former logger and semi-
professional boxer, and a bon vivant. He is irreverent by nature and 
gave no sign of spiritual or religious inclination in my presence until 
one afternoon when a non-indigenous tribal employee pushed her ra-
tionalist perception of the world too hard, arguing for the merits of 
the economic development of the region. She suggested that a noted 
feature of the local landscape, a rocky outcrop, might be removed. At 
this, the elder exploded, in his only show of rage I’ve observed in the 
years I have known him, shouting: “The rock is alive!”

I conclude from this that it is continually unclear what mutual ex-
pectations might entail. Goulet gives us that the Dene Tha insist on 
the primacy of experience in learning and that they expect anthropol-
ogists to learn in the manner they learn. This is likely a widely shared 
idea in indigenous communities; after all, as I have suggested, protec-
tion and safety arise only from power and knowledge. But indigenous 
people recognize other forms of knowledge and ways of learning as 
well, even if they contest them in their own communities. For exam-
ple, community members with a post-secondary education are some-
times scorned and thought to have lost their ability to understand in-
digenous knowledge, but they are also valued in other contexts.

The problematic assumption of the posture of learner

Academics are similarly problematic. Anthropologists commonly po-
sition themselves as beginners or learners in another’s culture (Guédon 
1994). We assume this posture because we genuinely do not know and 
because we hope it will cause others to explain things to us. It seems 
intellectually honest, and it suggests that we will learn and that, at 
some future date, we will have progressed. Learners, after all, learn. 
We seem to learn oddly, however, and to learn odd things that do not 
fit with local epistemology. An example might be knowledge of the 
demographic structure of a community. We do not necessarily learn 
things that suggest our maturation, how to think and behave, from 
the community viewpoint. The anthropologist–indigenous relation-
ship sometimes might be more properly said to resemble a wardship. 
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But we are not actually children, after all, and don’t really look like 
children. Fogelson tells us that “wardship suggests immaturity and 
vulnerability. On the other hand, the relationship suggests definite ob-
ligations on the part of the more powerful protector to assist and de-
fend the interests of the ward” (1999, 78). This construction might 
enshrine us in what might appear to be our preposterously slow learn-
ing. Wards might grow in knowledge, but at some unanticipated and 
far-off time. There is danger in remaining a ward, however.

My own illustration of this concerns an occasion when I was called 
as a “witness” at important “work,” or ritual, in a Coast Salish com-
munity. This event was held in an earth-floored longhouse and attended 
by several hundred people from all over the Salish world. While of-
ten many more witnesses are called, on this occasion only four were 
asked to speak and carry from the occasion a memory of what was 
said and done so that this could be substantiated later, if necessary. In 
effect, witnesses act as legal repositories of the spoken documents of 
the occasion. One witness was called from an outside community, an-
other from a nearby group, and a third from the local group; I served 
as the “elder” of the academic and non-indigenous world. This posed 
a considerable challenge to my limited abilities as a speaker within the 
Coast Salish idiom, and it was not appropriate (although there would 
be no sanctions other than, perhaps, disappointment) to speak in an 
academic voice. I attempted to emulate local practice in establishing 
connection, in tone, in composition, and in drawing attention to rel-
evant people and issues. Local forms of discourse, in brief, entail an 
awareness of local epistemology. Afterward, an elder who had first 
taken me some years earlier to a winter ceremonial said, “I was so 
worried about you. You never knew how to speak in public. I’m sur-
prised by you! You sounded like a real speaker!” This elder clearly ex-
pected I might never end my period as a ward, but nevertheless thought 
I should eventually learn something and sound like a speaker or en-
danger myself by my own presence in her world.

The proposal for “radical participation” or experience-near an-
thropology is attractive for many reasons, including because we wish 
to understand how indigenous epistemology works. We find experi-
ences beyond our own understanding to be compelling, and we want 
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to talk with our collaborators. This sort of anthropology might let 
us fit community expectations of learners and join those who have a 
sense of what is going on, who are not a liability, who pose little risk 
to the health and safety. These are obvious advantages, but I wish 
to explore other advantages and also risks, traps one might fall into.

Within an experience-near framework we become more easily in-
terpretable, more predictable, to our collaborators; they more readily 
understand what we are trying to do and why (Goulet 1994a). There 
arises a common language of motivation that might allow relation-
ships to deepen, to be more genuine. A trivial example from my own 
experience: one hot summer day some years ago I sat working in my 
office at the University of British Columbia. No one else was around 
except a single secretary. I heard someone walk up my corridor and 
was startled when a man walked into my office. He told me he had 
found a wallet in a phone booth and wanted to return it to its owner, 
and for some reason he couldn’t explain, he thought he should come 
to the anthropology building at ubc. The wallet belonged to Pro-
fessor Cyril Belshaw, a previous occupant of my very office. I took 
the wallet and put it in my desk for safekeeping. While my back was 
turned, the man disappeared, or perhaps, vanished. I mentioned this 
strange story to a few First Nations people, who offered their own 
understandings of the event, and what I might do in response. One 
noted First Nations scholar told me that possessions find their way 
back to their owners. My office, in effect, continued to attract Belshaw 
things. In addition, the man who brought the wallet might not really 
be human, but instead a spiritual entity. Someone else, a Coast Salish 
person, suggested that I spiritually cleanse the room so that this sort 
of thing wouldn’t happen again, and hang cedar over the door. This 
would involve bringing in someone qualified to conduct such work. 
This suggestion hinged on the fact that Professor Belshaw had once 
been tried in a foreign country for the murder of his wife, a charge he 
was cleared of, but which nevertheless was associated with his name. 
Belshaw items might themselves be spiritually dangerous.

There are several things of interest about this. One is the assump-
tion that indigenous interpretations were the ones that mattered, even 
though this was an event apparently involving three white men: Belshaw, 
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the man who found the wallet, and me. My observation is that, in 
recent years, there is an increased expectation by indigenous people 
that their understandings be foregrounded. Perhaps all the examples 
I have given indicate this. The whole debate about experience-near 
approaches to anthropology could be seen in this light. It is no longer 
necessarily a choice made by anthropologists sifting through struc-
tural, functional, symbolic, or semiotic models and methods. This de-
velopment is analogous to political change elsewhere, to indigenous 
movements to control the landscape, education, justice, and so on. We 
ought not be surprised that there would be a push to extend indige-
nous thought into this domain as well. Indeed, when I began the plan-
ning for a ceremony to honor a Stó:lō  chief, Frank Malloway (whose 
“Indian” name is Siyemchis), the host of the ubc ethnographic field 
school for several years, members of his community assumed that al-
though the event was to be in a university museum at ubc, it would 
be in Coast Salish idiom. No one seemed to question whether I might 
be able to pull off hosting a complex Coast Salish ceremonial occa-
sion, although when I requested help, it was provided.

Subsequently, I engaged the services of two “speaking chiefs,” who 
advised on protocol and spoke at the ceremony. I purchased blankets 
to drape over the speakers and the guest of honor, arranged for the 
calling of witnesses, and hosted a feast with appropriate foods and a 
surplus sufficient to allow guests to take food home with them. The 
day before the event, an important chief requested that the protocol 
for the event, and even the concept (originally analogous to a nam-
ing ceremony but now being treated as an honor ceremony), be re-
vised (Miller 1998). Among the things I learned was a level of detail 
about ceremonials that exceeded what I had recorded in my notes 
from many other occasions, the considerable extent to which ritual-
ists differ in their interpretation of how “work” should proceed, and 
the sheer difficulty and expense of putting on such an event. Of great-
est importance was the connection between the epistemology and the 
politics of the community. All this was part of my education about 
the Coast Salish world.

This example reveals that the text of interpenetration between in-
digenous and mainstream worlds is not solely ours in anthropology 
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and the social sciences to read. This development is related to a widely 
held view in indigenous communities that “Western” society is woe-
fully, dangerously short of values, is spiritually deficient in its empha-
sis on rationalism and universalism, and that we are “people without 
culture” (with apologies to Eric Wolf). In this purported absence of 
spiritual strength, perhaps it seems an obvious path to insist on those 
indigenous views that have depth and that are thought to produce a 
life worth living. Goulet (1994a, 88), for example, writes of a Dene 
man who regarded whites as having lost their souls, a point that he 
may have meant both metaphorically and literally.

In the same vein, Cove recently noted, “By the mid-1980s, Maori 
claimed to have their own science. . . . It was asserted to be theoreti-
cal and more comprehensive than its Western counterpart insofar as 
the former included a spiritual dimension, denied the validity of hu-
man/non-human and nature/culture distinctions, and fully integrated 
basic and applied research (Cove 1999, 115). The members of Coast 
Salish communities have not stated their position in these terms but 
have advanced a theory of learning and education (Hilbert 1985), of 
ethnohistory and archaeology (Carlson 1997), and have positioned 
their own approach in contrast to Western approaches.

The second issue arising from the “Belshaw wallet caper” is the pre-
sumption that I could understand what I was told and might be mo-
tivated enough to take action, in effect, believe their accounts, rather 
than simply hear them or find them interesting. This relates to the new 
sort of insistence on the recognition of indigenous presence and val-
ues I just mentioned, even or especially those that appear in contrast 
to Western values and epistemologies.

The third issue is that different indigenous people provided differ-
ing interpretations of the wallet story. Part of this could be ascribed 
to their differences in origin; in this story, one was a prairies person 
and the other from the West Coast. The variation in response is itself, 
in positivistic terms, interesting data; or, more humanely, it provided 
insight into different perspectives, into cultural themes, including, po-
tentially, pan-Indian perspectives. But Bierwurt (1999) and others have 
written about the need to fracture the authority of anthropological 
accounts and, more generally, the authority of single narratives, and 
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to seek the individuality of interpretation, in Barth’s (1995) terms, the 
individuation of culture, or “culture in many modalities.” This expe-
rience provides a way to do so. This fracturing places the story of the 
wallet more clearly in line with Coast Salish understandings, which 
themselves recognize diversity as suggested by the cultural adviser re-
garding Christian and atheist anthropologists.

Local concepts of power and sources of conflict

There is a related problem, however. Curiously, the literature of the 
anthropology of extraordinary experience runs the risk of promot-
ing a kind of timelessness, of dehistoricizing experience, by an im-
plicit notion of “authenticity” of experience. And what is the sit-
uation if the indigenous people with whom we are working speak 
within a pan-Indian idiom? Are we as prepared to take the spiritual 
view as seriously as we might regard a practice known to have ex-
isted in situ for longer periods? One might wonder what the political 
costs are of evaluating one experience positively and overlooking an 
emergent spiritual–political movement. An example is the recent dif-
fusion of the Medicine Wheel into Coast Salish territory from prai-
rie communities. Some community members disparage this spiritual 
development, holding it to be outside or even in contradiction to the 
traditions of their own community, and therefore potentially danger-
ous (McIlwraith 1996), while others embrace it as an “authentic tra-
dition.” These differences in perspective are the sources of conflict, 
particularly as they are manifested in problems of representing Salish 
culture to the outside world.

Let me provide less trivial stories than that of the story of the wal-
let. The understanding of local concepts of power, and how it is em-
ployed and received, is a central concern to contemporary anthropol-
ogy. One story reveals the connections between the lived experience 
of power and experience-near anthropology. A tribal politician de-
scribed to me his fears about a spirit power he had inherited and that 
had manifested itself to him. He did not want to establish a relation-
ship with this spirit helper because this would require him to take the 
winter off from his busy work schedule in order to enter into spiritual 



0
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
0
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
0
1
2
3
4
5
6

The Politics of Ecstatic Research

200

training as a “baby,” or initiate, in the winter dance society longhouse. 
Further, he would have to place himself in the hands of ritualists, some 
of whom he did not trust politically, in order to receive instruction. 
He would be required to travel throughout the Salish world to dance 
his spirit power in the presence of hundreds of others. He preferred 
to carry out his work less publicly and in the economic and political, 
rather than the spiritual, domain.

As is consistent with the cosmology of his community, bad thoughts 
are regarded as capable of causing harm, and, in his case, motivated 
this unbidden entity to take malevolent action against a political en-
emy. This elder political enemy and spiritual leader was “struck,” hit 
with spirit power, while out fishing. He toppled out of his boat, the 
victim of an apparent heart attack. The two separately told me their 
own accounts of what had happened, and they were the same on the 
central point that the leaders’ uncontrolled power had caused the dam-
age. The elder withdrew his political challenge. The politician had the 
spirit helper “lifted” off, temporarily removed spiritually by a ritual-
ist. The process and the two accounts provided a glimpse into com-
munity life. They show the fear of dangerous people and beings, and 
the dangerous outcomes. They also reveal the alienation experienced 
by those who believe themselves to be outside the political channels 
of the community; the sense of isolation experienced by members of 
small families such as the man who was “struck,” and the difficulty 
of belonging to a divided community, both for the dominant and the 
subordinate. Here, community politics and indigenous epistemology 
are not detachable. Whereas, as an anthropologist from outside the 
community, I am not an obvious target of dangerous spiritual work, 
my ability to understand this is connected to my ability to compre-
hend the nature of political life and to avoid carrying information be-
tween community members in a manner that could endanger some-
one else.

There are some instances of ecstatic experience with more direct po-
litical implications for me. In the late 1980s and early 1990s I worked 
for several years on major treaty-linked litigation with a Washington 
State tribe. Part of my task was to compile genealogical information 
in order to connect the ancestors of present-day tribal members with 
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those who used particular resource-procurement sites. One night, dur-
ing the most intense part of this research, I was visited in a dream by 
three visitors, ancestors, who came to the foot of my bed and told me 
their names and names that I needed to find. This was not scary, nor 
did it seem wholly otherworldly, although the experience was outside 
the ordinary for me. Information from ancestors and dreams is an ap-
propriate source of knowledge in the community, for some at least. 
While I did not widely broadcast the news of this experience, it was 
readily understandable locally. It struck me that this experience sug-
gested that it was good that I was doing the work; I felt that way about 
it. No one disputed this or proffered this opinion (I did not share this 
thought). But people more matter-of-factly suggested that these expe-
riences do happen (are part of daily experience and, hence, experience-
near) and that it showed that the ancestors maintain active interest in 
the community of today. The experience, in this interpretation, was 
about the community and the ancestors, not me. The benefits to me, 
however, were that I was encouraged in my work, and I could relate 
an experience that conformed to local understandings and that sug-
gested respect. Further, what I was told was a source of raw data, al-
beit data that needed confirmation from another source to be used in 
a legal setting. The reactions of community members were a source of 
unexpected insight into culture. I could see more clearly what knowl-
edge meant and how it might be obtained. I might add that this ex-
perience conveyed something of the beauty of this society and its sys-
tems of knowledge and meaning. This was an “ecstatic” experience, 
and the local connotation was that good comes along with it. I expe-
rienced it that way. I am not sure it means that I have learned enough, 
that I am progressing in knowledge, and that I truly share this episte-
mology or ought to. I may be somewhere in transit.

Positioning oneself between modes of knowing

Let me consider the risks and costs to being positioned somewhere be-
tween modes of knowing. This approach to knowledge, as I have sug-
gested, runs the risk of exoticizing, even while finding out something 
of the ordinary, day-to-day worldview of others. Concerning the story 
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of “power” and the injured fisherman, I recall that community poli-
tics operate in domains other than that of spirit-powers. Tribal pol-
iticians rely on the support of their large families, develop strategies 
for re-election, and curry the favor of followers, as in elections else-
where. One cannot overlook demographic factors and political pro-
cesses, the political economy and resource competition, while embrac-
ing the “ecstatic.” One might hope to find a balance between the sense 
of mystery and the statistical in the understanding of the perception 
and play of community power. On the other hand, if the ecstatic leads 
away from an easy interpretation, then this is an achievement, as long 
as the various sorts of knowledge and data remain in view.

Another issue is where one might take a relationship based on “ec-
static” experience. Within this mode of thinking, one assumes recipro-
cal obligations that are difficult for anthropologists from a “university 
world” to fulfill. In fact, these obligations to humans and non-humans 
alike are difficult for indigenous people to fulfill since they, too, live in 
a capitalist, Western world. A notable example of the difficulties an-
thropologists face in engaging in moral and reciprocal relationships 
is that of Wade Davis, an ethnobotanist who worked with Haitian 
voodoo practitioners (1985). According to his own account, although 
he had an initial interest in simply discovering the active ingredients 
used to create the state of human zombification, he eventually discov-
ered that furthering this research required his direct participation in 
a religious practice with important connections to political life of the 
community. Voodoo is both a religion and the political act of creat-
ing conformity to community norms and creating a means of apply-
ing pressure on political opponents. Davis eventually withdrew from 
the activities that might have prepared him for the priesthood, under-
standing that he could not fulfill the subsequent lifetime of mutual ob-
ligation with other practitioners. I suggest that his disengagement at 
this point was the right choice since it did take seriously the epistemol-
ogy and its relationship to political affairs. Strangely, entry into the 
priesthood, in this case, would not have taken indigenous epistemol-
ogy seriously. Similarly, Toelken (1996) has reported his own disen-
gagement from research into Navajo oral traditions regarding witch-
craft because of fear of danger to himself, his family, and his friends. 
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At one point in his inquiry into the subject he was asked, “Are you 
ready to lose someone in your family?” and was informed that this is 
the price one must pay for pursuing this topic (Toelken 1996, 11).

Participation in ecstatic experience has costs for indigenous com-
munity members as well. Some Coast Salish communities, for exam-
ple, have difficulty maintaining a Shaker church; the obligations of the 
minister and the congregation in general are immense; one must par-
ticipate continually in healings, funerals, and other events. Another 
example is the tribal politician I mentioned; he does not wish to en-
gage the spirit power because of the immense obligations of time and 
effort that entails, and the consequent difficulty in doing his political 
and economic work. The practical difficulties are considerable. One can 
envision this as a sort of liminal phase that cannot be maintained.

There are implications for embracing ecstatic experience for aca-
demics out of the field as well as in it. Our university lives require us 
to assume a fixed status, not a disrupted one, and to have a “univer-
sity voice,” rather than to be voiceless or wrong-voiced winter-dance 
initiates. I recall the experiences of a valued colleague who is an able 
learner, who has matured in the sense I mentioned earlier, and whose 
embracing of an indigenous epistemology has caused her to both have 
a deep cultural understanding and to be misread by university col-
leagues who devalue the effort. The disinclination of the academy to 
seriously consider indigenous epistemology has implications for the 
university as well as for individual scholars. There is now a broad un-
derstanding that universities and colleges are commonly hostile envi-
ronments for indigenous people, including students and professors. 
Many of these people have expressed the view that the university suf-
fers the same malaise that mainstream society in general experiences, 
namely, an absence of spiritual understanding of human existence 
and a devotion to destructive values and practices. Fabian (2001, 32)
has suggested that there is utility in employing “passion” (the ecstatic 
side of a critical approach to knowledge) in dealing with peoples who 
have been subject to brutal domination and oppression. Similarly, in-
digenous scholars have suggested to me that institutions of higher ed-
ucation would likely create an environment more attractive to non-
mainstream people and academics if anthropologists and others on 
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campus attached credibility to indigenous knowledge through their 
own approaches to research.

This is not a question of embracing cultural relativism, which has 
no real requirement of obligation or reciprocity, and which is, instead, 
based on an ethnocentric assumption that does not require we take 
the other’s worldview seriously and demands that we respect beliefs 
because they are totally other (Wilson 1994). Neither is it a case of 
“going native,” which has no requirement of maintaining a univer-
sity persona, and which, as Goulet (1998) points out, makes us un-
able to fulfill the hermeneutic task of interpreting one culture to an-
other. This is a more difficult proposition entirely. It is a proposition 
that risks taking oneself much too seriously, of appearing too self-
concerned or asserting a false insider status, the position Toelken found 
himself in. However, this position can provide a sense of appropriate 
activity, of knowing when one is violating rules. Otherwise, we are 
akin to that tiny minority of people who do not experience pain and 
have no sense of dangerous injury.

Issues of experience-near anthropology do not apply only to those 
whose research interests focus on visions, dreams, reincarnation, rit-
ual, and religion. Those who wish to think about politics and jus-
tice, for example, might consider the same issues. This is in part be-
cause, in indigenous discourse, these categories of experience cannot 
be easily separated, in part because our time in a community takes 
us to a variety of settings, and, finally, because members of commu-
nities have multiple roles; ritual leaders might be political chiefs. But 
because one’s focus might not be on ritual or religion per se, the idea 
of ecstatic research might play out somewhat differently.

Nor do issues of ecstatic research relate only to the embodied per-
ceptions of the researcher. Research is commonly carried out in a con-
text larger than that of researcher-community. While I have given the 
example of a vision in my own experience, I have been more attuned 
to my children’s experiences of the extraordinary. One child, then 
aged three, walked for the first time into one particular dimly lit win-
ter dance house (there are no windows, and only the light from the 
doorway illuminated the interior of the 120-foot-long, 50-foot-wide
earth floor structure). He immediately headed across the floor, pointed 
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to a cedar pole positioned on the wall, and asked “What’s wrong with 
that pole?” The longhouse owner, an “Indian doctor,” described this 
pole as a place where malevolent power was concentrated, and a lo-
cation that winter dancer initiates had to avoid, or else they would 
suffer from disturbing dreams. My son had correctly noted that there 
was indeed something wrong with the pole. (Despite this experience, 
this son is now fifteen and an avowed empiricist.)

Another of my children, then aged ten, experienced a vision while 
I was attending a naming ceremony at a winter dance house a two- 
or three-hour drive from home. Two years before this occasion, I had 
found a number of “Indian” names long forgotten in an archive. These 
had been recorded on a genealogical chart sixty years earlier by an 
anthropologist and provided English names back four or five genera-
tions and names of a few generations of people who had lived before 
there had been white contact with their location. These names dated 
back perhaps to the late eighteenth century.

In the Coast Salish world and on the northwest coast generally, 
these names have great significance because they are tied to control 
of particular resource locations and to ancestors. Names are given 
to those who are thought to embody some of the traits of the previ-
ous holders, and some names are those of highly revered ancestors. 
Kan (1989) described a similar naming practice among the Tlingit to 
the north of the Coast Salish as central to the creation of a system of 
“symbolic immortality.” Among the Coast Salish, as with the Tlin-
git, names are associated with ideas of reincarnation. For these rea-
sons, names are freighted, deeply connected to the epistemology of 
the community, and, ostensibly, beyond the reach of outsiders. One of 
these names was being “brought out,” that is, given to a young per-
son. I was invited to the ceremony as an honored guest and wrapped 
in a blanket with money pinned on to it as is the local practice. I was 
asked to eat with elders, which I felt too young to do. Although I was 
happy for the families involved and pleased that the naming was tak-
ing place, I wasn’t especially happy to have my contribution noted, 
and I felt distinctly uncomfortable. During the naming I was asked to 
comment on where the names came from and on how old they were, 
and I gave what immediately seemed to me to be inept answers. The 
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dissonance I felt emerged out of the inconsistency between the ideas 
of immortal names and beings and historical, datable, lost, and re-
trieved names. I felt as if I was peering, or being asked to peer, too 
closely behind the curtain, although community members did not ap-
pear to share this concern.

As I prepared to leave the ceremony, I went to the kitchen attached 
to the longhouse in order to have some food for the drive back home. 
There I choked on fry-bread, rendering myself completely unable to 
breathe. I dimly heard people around me saying, “He’s choking; should 
we try the Heimlich maneuver?” With great difficulty, I recovered and 
stumbled out of the longhouse into the night, covered with sweat.

Late that night, while I was attending the ceremony and long be-
fore I returned home, my son arose from his bed because, as he told 
my wife that night, he heard and saw me. He called out to me, desper-
ately concerned for my well-being and convinced that something was 
wrong. When I arrived back home at three in the morning, my wife 
anxiously inquired how I was, and informed me of my son’s actions 
and worries during the night. I thought I knew what the local inter-
pretation would be; nothing happens for no reason. I had felt out of 
synch and, in this case, danger had ensued.

Conclusion

My argument has been that there are practical and political dimen-
sions that support the adoption of an experience-near approach to 
research. This approach is not akin to going native, and neither is it a 
cultural relativist stance. This position allows scholars to avoid engag-
ing in dangerous activities that threaten community members’ health, 
political and legal initiatives, and engagement with the mainstream 
world. Such a stance enables anthropologists to move past the child or 
ward role and to directly engage in what are seen locally as appropri-
ate forms of learning and adult modes of behavior. Embracing expe-
rience-near research helps reveal the beautiful, powerful, and engag-
ing features of local cultures. The presence of researchers who adopt 
this approach can begin to transform academic life on campus and 
make universities less hostile to indigenous students and faculty and 
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more open to their contributions. In addition, our current period is 
one in which indigenous community members view mainstream soci-
ety as defective in significant ways and demand or simply assume that 
we take their views seriously and begin to engage the world in what 
they take to be better ways.

There are also risks to this approach to research. Researchers may 
overlook other, more mundane dimensions of life, and they may de-
pict communities as ahistorical, timeless, and “authentic.” Research-
ers may enter into long-term reciprocal relationships whose entail-
ments they cannot fulfill. In this case, it is disengagement rather than 
engagement that may be the most respectful route and the one that 
most fully acknowledges local epistemologies. These risks can be man-
aged, however. And, as the story of my son’s vision reveals, I might 
not believe in spirits, but they believe in me, or perhaps more accu-
rately, my family. It’s hard to overlook and harder still to imagine why 
we would want to.

Notes

1. This is a revised and expanded version of a paper to appear in the Acts of the XXVI In-
ternational Congress of Americanists, following the May 2004 meetings in Perugia, Italy.

2. In legal arguments, “time immemorial” is a phrase that may specifically reference, de-
pending on the jurisdiction, the date when the British Crown assumed control or the year 
when a treaty was signed between the U.S. government and tribes. It does not refer to the 
deep past, in the way that indigenous people and some anthropologists occasionally use 
the phrase. Similarly, legal proceedings have turned on nineteenth-century terminology that 
included whales in the category of “fish.” Anthropological use of “tribe,” within a neo-
evolutionary scheme of social organization (bands, tribes, chiefdoms, states), is very differ-
ent from legal terminology, which references specific holders of recognition by the state.

3. Personal communications, Sonny McHalsie, cultural adviser to the Stó:lō  Nation, 
February 4, 2003, and March 11, 2004.
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We do not spontaneously and effortlessly comprehend human phe-
nomena in a changing sociocultural environment other than our own 
by birth and upbringing.1 In a foreign milieu, whatever our research 
objectives, we are bewildered by the multiplicity of actors and the in-
evitable interplay in significant events of social, cultural, economic, 
political, and religious factors. In such circumstances, we are likely 
to unknowingly substitute our own assumptions and categories to 
those shared, reaffirmed, or contested by local people. Substitution of 
this sort voids any possibility of understanding others, first and fore-
most, as they understand themselves. Ethical interaction with oth-
ers presupposes that we first come to terms with their reality, in their 
lifeworld.

I use the expression “lifeworld” as defined by Schutz and Luckmann 
(1973, 3) as “that province of reality [as opposed, for instance, to the 
province of reality of art, science, or religion] which the wide-awake 
and normal adult simply takes for granted in the attitude of common 
sense [as opposed, for instance, to the attitude of the artist, of the sci-
entist, or of the mystic].” In any lifeworld, as adults we conduct our-
selves on the basis of “the general thesis of reciprocal perspective,” 
assuming all along that for all practical purposes “the world taken 
for granted by me is also taken for granted by you, my individual fel-
low-man, [and] even more, that it is taken for granted by . . . everyone 
who is one of us” (Schutz 1967, 12, emphasis in original). As noted 
by Rogers (1983, 36) in each finite province of meaning, we deal with 
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“meaning-compatible experiences,” that is, “experiences unified by a 
‘cognitive style’ that stamps them as belonging together.”

To engage in research of any kind is to suspend our ordinary sense 
of reality and to join a community of scholars committed to the ad-
vancement of a specific kind of knowledge. Epistemological concerns 
are therefore at the heart of any discipline. In Schutzian terms, as sci-
entists or investigators, we work within a historically constituted and 
evolving province of reality distinct from that of our everyday life. To 
operate in the scientific or professional domain, we shift attitude but 
also presume that within this domain, “every one who is one of us” 
is committed to certain values and goals. For instance, we take for 
granted that everyone agrees on research methods and that everyone’s 
work is submitted to peer review and evaluation. These standardized 
processes allow for the critical assessment of knowledge claims, with-
out which a discipline simply does not exist. Within this province of 
reality, in the investigation of any phenomenon, we are all expected 
to distinguish between personal bias and professional, substantiated 
claim. As noted by White (2003, xxvi), there is general agreement 
among social scientists that while “a person’s religion, gender, politi-
cal orientation, or race may affect what problems they wish to do re-
search on . . . they do not necessarily influence, nor should they influ-
ence, the research design and scientific assessment of the findings.” 
In brief, to engage in research is to leave one’s daily concerns behind 
and join the ranks of the initiated.

Among anthropologists, the journal article and the monograph con-
cerning a particular people are the vehicles through which knowledge 
claims are made publicly available. These are the product of the field-
worker, someone who has taken on a profession created to generate 
accurate and reliable observations about others in the world. The 
goal of participant observation as a research method was to improve 
on the unsystematic information gained otherwise through travel lit-
erature and the writing of missionaries and administrators. In other 
words, it was thought and taught that “anthropology became a sci-
ence when it left the travelogue behind” (Fabian 2000, 241). Field-
workers were expected also to bring back to the metropolis objects of 
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various sorts to display in museums as illustrations at the synchronic 
level of the diachronic evolution of human cultures and civilization. 
The juxtaposition in a museum of Huron or Hottentot artifacts with 
those of Europeans illustrated in the minds of the viewers a “sequence 
of historical cultures,” from the most primitive, to the most advanced 
(Zammito 2002, 236). At the end of the nineteenth century, for eth-
nographers and museum visitors, to travel in space was to travel in 
time. Encountering the primitive other was literally to come to face 
with an earlier version of oneself.

Anthropologists no longer live their quest for direct observation of 
others as a gate to the past. Fieldwork is nonetheless still privileged 
as the most reliable means to encounter others in their environment. 
Our participation in the lifeworld of others ought to be deep enough 
to enable us “to describe reality as it is confronted by our hosts, to de-
scribe all that they cannot wish away and that, therefore, must enter 
any reasonable and moral account of one’s actions and those of oth-
ers” (Goulet 1998, 258). Like many other anthropologists, I maintain 
that the more radical our participation in the lifeworld of our hosts, 
the better positioned we are to describe it as it is.

Immersing ourselves in the world of our hosts, as they confront it, 
we inevitably undergo various degrees of personal transformation as-
sociated with a heightened awareness of the human potential. These 
changes result from our interaction with others who act on the basis 
of ontological, epistemological, and ethical assumptions that differ 
from those in the light of which, more or less consciously, we origi-
nally thought out our research agenda. In the light of such transfor-
mations in the field, we move beyond the canons of modern ethnog-
raphy that rest on the assumption that We (Westerners) are not They 
(the ones we anthropologists variously referred to as the Primitive or 
the Traditional) (Watson and Goulet 1992).

In this respect, Favret-Saada (1980, 191) notes that the “Great Di-
vide between ‘them’ and ‘us’” was a device used by modern ethnog-
raphers and their audiences to protect themselves “from any contami-
nation” by the object of anthropological study. This point is reiterated 
by Shweder (1991, 191), who reminds us that “one of the central 
myths of the modern period in the West is the idea that the opposition 
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between religion-superstition-revelation and logic-science-rational-
ity divides the world into then and now, them and us.” This central 
myth—or belief, in Spiro’s meaning of the term as explained further 
in this paper—is so deeply embraced by Europeans and Euro–North 
Americans that they cannot spontaneously embrace, as Native North 
Americans do, the experiences of elders visiting in one’s dream.

This paper is concerned, therefore, with the following two questions: 
How does the ecstatic side of one’s journey in the field illuminate the 
scene and the people one seeks to understand and interact with eth-
ically? What are the limitations in the field of foreign-bound ethical 
guidelines? To ask questions such as these is to push the boundaries of 
conventions within the anthropological profession. Answers to these 
questions allow us to respond appropriately to Native North Ameri-
can ancestors who intervene to inform and direct one’s actions in this 
world, the world in which we are born and eventually die, the world 
of everyday life in which land claims are settled in court and term pa-
pers are submitted in a university setting.

Embracing Aboriginal Cognitive and Spiritual Maps

For all the reasons mentioned above, and more, epistemological and 
ethical questions related to fieldwork are generally complex, especially 
among indigenous or aboriginal peoples. They are the descendants of 
those inhabitants who were living principally from hunting, gather-
ing, and foraging all over the world, before they experienced contact 
with European explorers and colonizers. Since then, everyone who 
shares in this context of life participates in a complex interaction of 
social forces and cultures. These have developed in a process of “co-
formation” through which identities remained differentiated while 
being altered (Kahane 2004, 37). In the literature, the term aborigi-
nal is therefore used with a clear understanding that “there is no one 
‘Aboriginal’ identity, just as there is no one ‘non-Aboriginal’ identity” 
(McNaughton and Rock 2004, 57, note 2).2

Notwithstanding their distinctive philosophies and histories, on 
all continents, aboriginal peoples are increasingly aware and critical 
of what others have written and write about them. More and more 
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they expect anthropologists to write in a fashion that respects their 
epistemological assumptions and ethical values. Hence, the call for a 
decolonization of research methods and a critical evaluation of Eu-
rocentric assumptions and categories governing the allocation of re-
search grants and the design of research projects (Brettell 1993, Du-
ran and Duran 2000, T. L. Smith 1999, Battiste 2000, Cole 2004,
Lovelace 2004, Long and LaFrance 2004). In other words, in the field 
of research, as reiterated in Walking a Tightrope: Aboriginal People 
and Their Representations (2005), aboriginal peoples and aboriginal 
scholars challenge forms of ethnocentrism shared by Europeans and 
their descendants.

Decolonization of one’s ethnographic endeavor leads to its redefini-
tion as the advocacy of the truth value of stories other than the ones 
with which Europeans are familiar. In his presentation of the Tutchone 
account of the creation of the world, for instance, Legros responds to 
this expectation by acknowledging the validity of aboriginal criticism: 
“When they read Us,” he writes, “they also read in our choice of the 
word ‘myth’ [to refer to their stories] the arrogance of the so-called 
enlightened scholar—of the unbeliever towards the believer” (Legros 
1999, 21). Striving to make the Tutchone “oral text coeval with Chris-
tian sacred books” (Legros 1999, 1), and wanting at all costs to avoid 
the term myth, with its negative connotations, Legros opts for “more 
neutral terms such as sacred narrative” (Legros 1999, 21) or “reli-
gious oral text” (Legros 1999, 16). “Such change,” Legros (1999, 18)
writes, cannot originate from an initial personal theoretical reflection 
but from imposed “changes in the praxis and politics of anthropolog-
ical research and writing” (Fabian 1983, xi). Rooted in a new socio-
political reality, Legros’s atheoretical publication reflects the North-
ern Tutchone band council request that, as a condition of his research 
among them, he “now research and write for Them, not on Them for 
Them in the outside world, ‘down South’” (Legros 1999, 19).

To raise epistemological and ethical issues within the framework 
of a paradigm of decolonization of research is to propose new crite-
ria and obligations, including that of conceptualizing one’s research 
on the basis of “Aboriginal cognitive and spiritual maps” and of ad-
hering “to Aboriginal protocols at all stages of its enactment” (Mc-
Naughton and Rock 2004, 52).
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The mention of such criteria concerning newly defined appropri-
ate ways to design and implement research projects involving aborig-
inal peoples is significant in and of itself. As underlined by Weber-Pill-
wax (2004, 80),

When a researcher assumes that the ethics guidelines of a hypo-

thetical “research community” can take precedence over those of 

a real community of people (real faces and real bodies) situated 

in space and time, this surely constitutes a breach of ethics and 

ought to raise serious questions about the research itself. Where 

a researcher cannot discern and does not recognize what lies in 

the space between the ethical world of the hypothetical “research 

community” and the ethical world of the real community, s/he will 

be unable to take such critical information into account in the re-

search project being conducted. Logically, the existence of such a 

knowledge gap would call into question the findings, results, prod-

ucts, and outcomes from such research.

The process alluded to here is one of discernment leading to a shift in 
research paradigm. In the following pages, I illustrate what it means 
to act upon critical information received in situ, from the real people 
among whom one acts as human being and research. The case mate-
rial is offered as one contribution to ongoing efforts to formulate na-
tional ethical guidelines for research involving aboriginal peoples that 
takes into account their concerns, priorities, and many realities.

With the publication in 1998 of the Tri-Council Policy Statement: 
Ethical Conduct for Research Involving Humans (tcps), the three Ca-
nadian Research Councils announced that from then on they would 
“consider funding [or continue funding] only to individuals and insti-
tutions which certify compliance with this policy regarding research 
involving human subjects” (tcps 2003, I).3 When it came to research 
involving aboriginal people, however, the councils determined that 
it was not yet “appropriate to establish policies in this area” since 
they had “not held sufficient discussions with representatives of the 
affected peoples or groups, or with the various organizations or 
researchers involved” (tcps 2003, 6.1). In 1998, the Tri-Council 
Policy Statement therefore called for an extensive dialogue between 
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interested parties to define ethical guidelines that would protect the 
rights and interests of all involved.

Launched in 2002 by the Social Sciences and Humanities Research 
Council (sshrc), this dialogue involved key aboriginal organizations 
and individuals. Following the submission of more than fifty briefs, 
participation in an extensive dialogue on a Yahoo! site with more than 
three hundred individuals—the majority aboriginals, and the prepa-
ration of two major synthesis papers, McNaughton and Rock (2004,
59, note 23)remark that “within the Dialogue there has been some 
ambivalence around the need for national ethics guidelines.” Partici-
pants in the dialogue have argued that research guidelines and proto-
cols were best defined at the local level. Defining them otherwise would 
demonstrate a lack of respect for the legitimate differences rooted in 
distinctive local cultures and practices. “For example, the Blackfoot 
emphasize approval by responsible individuals, not community polit-
ical representatives,” whereas, “in other Aboriginal communities ap-
provals are given by families who are responsible for various kinds of 
knowledge” (McNaughton and Rock 2004, 59, note 23).4

Determining how to ethically conduct research involving aborigi-
nal peoples is complex. In 1998, the three councils had already rec-
ognized that “in Canada and elsewhere, aboriginal peoples have dis-
tinctive perspectives and understandings embodied in their cultures 
and histories.” “Debates may arise,” noted the three councils, “be-
cause of different definitions of public and private life,” different “no-
tions of property,” or, “competing interests among different sections of 
the community” (tcps 2003, 6.2). Reading through the Tri-Councils 
Policy Statement and sshrc recent synthesis papers, it becomes clear 
that progress toward establishing culturally sensitive ethical guide-
lines goes hand in hand with a critical examination of the ontological 
and epistemological assumptions that aboriginal and non-aboriginal 
parties bring to the table.

These assumptions, I argue, have profound implications: First, at 
the level of describing the world within which one is to conduct re-
search; second, at the level of ethical decision making with aborigi-
nal peoples in a social environment that encompasses the presence of 
both the living and the dead. For as Chief Seattle of the Dwanish tribe 
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of the Pacific Northwest reminded us long ago: “Dead, I say? There 
is no death. Only a change of worlds” (McLuhan 1971, 30). This is a 
truth that contemporary aboriginal peoples subscribe to. In this pa-
per, I write an ethnographical report with this truth in mind. In other 
words, I follow as closely as possible the Dene Tha “cognitive and 
spiritual map” in deciding how to interact with others and reach ap-
propriate ethical decisions in their midst. The outcome, I hope, is a 
modest contribution, in conjunction with the contributions of other 
papers in this book, to the development of an ethnographic genre that 
moves beyond the constraints of classic, modern ethnography.

Not Stealing Someone’s Opportunity to Learn

Anthropologists want and need to write.5 The question is how, for 
whom, and in terms of what epistemological and ontological assump-
tions? Anthropologists meet others where they are “at home.” In a 
process of immersion in a new social environment, mishaps, misun-
derstandings, even confrontations with one’s hosts in their home, are 
unavoidable. Why? Because the foreign anthropologist has so much 
to learn: the expectations one is to meet on a daily basis given one’s 
age, gender, and economic status, for instance; the positions one oc-
cupies relative to one’s hosts and relative to other local and regional 
actors—including local spirits and ancestors; the language, verbal and 
non-verbal, through which communication flows effortlessly between 
members of the group.

In the anthropological profession, rejection from the people whom 
one wants to understand and/or study is perhaps the most dreaded 
fate. A degree of hospitality in the midst of others is the necessary 
condition for the anthropological endeavor. Social acceptance, how-
ever, is not a temporal event as is, for instance, one’s arrival in such 
and such a place at such and such a time. Social acceptance is a con-
tinuously unfolding process within social relationships. In most cases, 
initial acceptance leads to a long process of learning by trial and er-
ror. In such circumstances, investigation is never initiated by “turn-
ing our gaze on objects,” or human subjects, available to unintrusive 
observation. Inevitably, investigation involves “confrontation that 
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becomes productive through communication”(Fabian 2001, 25, em-
phasis in original).

Everywhere, home is a social environment in which people gov-
ern themselves according to a wide body of assumptions and injunc-
tions, however implicit. Among Northern Athapaskans, for instance, 
when it comes to learning, the general expectation is that one learns 
“first from personal experience, second by observation of people who 
know how to do things, and third informally by hearing mythical, 
historical, or personal narratives”(Rushforth 1992, 488). To appre-
ciate the significance of such an injunction, we must see the intimate 
connections established here between epistemology and ethics. As I 
was to learn among the Dene Tha, their “way of knowing and liv-
ing is an expression of great confidence in the human ability to learn 
to live responsibly and competently without diminishing other peo-
ple’s opportunity to live in the same way” (Goulet 1998, 58). The 
Dene Tha view is similar to the one reported for the Yurok of north-
ern California, where “people in training tend to view explanation as 
a mode of interference with another’s purpose in life, comparable to 
theft, ‘stealing a person’s opportunity to learn’” (Buckley 2002, 104-
105, my emphasis).

According to this ethically grounded view of learning, to hear a nar-
rative and to follow with probing questions to ascertain the mean-
ing of what one has heard is offensive. Initially, when with the Dene 
Tha I sometimes failed to meet the expectation that I was to learn as 
the Dene themselves learn.6 On one such occasion, when I did ques-
tion what I was being told, I was immediately reminded of my posi-
tion: “If you do not say the right words, and we don’t like it, you are 
in trouble. Like you write what we tell you, we could walk away, we 
go away, what do you do? Nothing, you can’t write anymore” (Gou-
let 1998, xxiii–xxxiv).

The speaker refers to my practice of writing down verbatim the con-
tent of parts of conversations with Dene Tha in their homes. Dene Tha 
who accepted the practice would often slow their narrative down so 
that I could record it accurately. The same individuals would, however, 
tell me at times to put my pen down and to listen carefully to what 
was for my ears only. I would listen and they would often remind me 
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that what I had just be been told, I was not to tell others, “edu keda-
dondi ile.” We would then resume the conversation and the record-
ing on paper of what I could write about. Had I failed to respect this 
injunction about proper ways to conduct research, I would have had 
nothing significant to write about. To be at home in the field meant 
learning new ways of being, of knowing, and of writing.

In the following pages, I examine basic ethical issues that arise from 
unanticipated and unintended dream experiences on the part of an-
thropologists living in different Native North American communities. 
The productive outcome of such experiences shows the limitations in 
the field of ethical guidelines defined in a foreign culture. The aware-
ness of these limitations lay the ground for an anthropological dis-
course that incorporates the fieldworker’s firsthand, experience-based 
knowledge gained in interaction with others in their lifeworld.

“Ask the Elder!”

Injunctions, however short and concise, implicit or explicit, rest upon 
the bedrock of assumptions about reality and true or valid knowl-
edge without which social life could not proceed. The degree to which 
these assumptions vary between Native North Americans and Euro–
North Americans becomes obvious in the following account of inter-
action between myself and a student in an introductory course in an-
thropology I was teaching in Ottawa.

The event took place in the early 1980s, in the month of September. 
For the fourth consecutive year, I had returned to teach in my home-
town after six months of immersion and work among the Dene Tha 
of Chateh, in northwestern Alberta. A student who had spent a year 
in an aboriginal community, in northern Ontario submitted a paper 
in which he described how local elders had dealt with a relative who 
had committed a serious violation of the community’s values. The el-
ders and community members could have reported the culprit to the 
Canadian courts and/or the local priest. They chose not to do so. In a 
process similar to the one described by Ryan (1995) for the Dogrib, 
the guilty party had been confronted by a group of elders who, fol-
lowing their traditional judicial practices, passed and implemented a 
sentence.
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The nature of the breach, the decision by the Cree elders in council, 
the fate of the culprit, and the circumstances under which he eventu-
ally resumed his social life in the community, were all richly described 
in the paper the student handed in. I was so enthusiastic about the 
material that I suggested it be published in a journal where it could 
shine as a prime example of aboriginal justice enduring despite de-
cades of government and Church assimilation policies. Hearing my 
suggestion, the student hesitated. He reminded me that he had been 
told this story by a Cree elder who had been his teacher and mentor 
in the Cree world. The story, therefore, could not be published with-
out the elder’s authorization.

“Well, then ask him!” I said. “But he is dead,” the student retorted. 
“It does not matter; ask him anyway,” I insisted. As soon as I had spo-
ken these words, we both fell in deep silence. Clearly our conversation, 
in an Ottawa university classroom, was not proceeding according to 
standard Euro–North American canons of academic exchange. Far 
away from the homeland of the Cree and of the Dene Tha, what was 
going on? I realized that I was speaking out of Dene Tha convictions 
that I had inadvertently come to share with them over the years after 
countless conversations and experiences with them in their world. The 
student also realized that I was addressing him from a vantage point 
with which he had also become familiar among the Cree.

Startled at the turn of our conversation, we nevertheless carried on. 
The student asked, “Well, how do you ask someone who is dead?” 
I answered, “I don’t know how the Cree would do it, but I do know 
how the Dene Tha would. They would take some tobacco, pray with 
it before going to bed, and ask the question that they would want an 
answer to and then go to sleep with the tobacco under their pillow. 
Then they would see what happens.” The student said he would do 
the same. A week later, he eagerly came back to me with the answer: 
the Cree elder did not want us to publish his account of the events in 
his community.

How did the student know? He had done as I had described for the 
Dene Tha, and he had slept with tobacco under his pillow for three 
consecutive nights. Each morning, as he woke up, he remembered a 
dream image. The Cree elder would look at him while holding a pipe 
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in his hands.7 The elder, who wore a kerchief around his neck, would 
look directly at the student, smile at him, and shake his head from left 
to right three times. The image would then vanish. The student told 
me: “I was so stupid; it took me three nights to understand. He was 
looking at me and saying no.” On that basis, we decided to respect 
the elder’s answer and not publish an extraordinary account of indig-
enous justice and Native North American self-government.

A growing number of anthropologists incorporate in their ethnog-
raphies experiences such as the one described above. In this account 
of interaction with a student, I wish to highlight the challenging task 
of reconciling contrasting experiences of oneself in two original life-
worlds. In many respects, the dominant culture in the world one has 
grown up in as a child and the dominant culture in the world of oth-
ers one enters in adulthood as an anthropologist (the world in which 
they are at home) differ dramatically. These worlds are nevertheless 
two human worlds, two among so many other versions of dynamic 
meaningful coexistence created by humans, over time, all over the 
world—all of them open to understanding, each one of them a par-
tial expression of the human potential.

From that vantage point, it is eminently reasonable to welcome the 
teaching of Dene Tha elders and community members. Acting on the 
basis of knowledge acquired among the Dene Tha is exactly what I 
did when I responded to the student’s objection that he could not con-
sult a Cree elder who had passed away with the injunction: “Ask him 
anyway!” I knew this was possible on the basis not of book knowl-
edge but of experiences lived with the Dene Tha. To speak otherwise 
would have undermined the integrity of our similar experiences among 
the Dene Tha and the Cree. The epistemological position we took is 
fully consistent with the aboriginal view expressed by Buckley (2002,
90): “A person does not come to ‘believe in’ his discovery; he makes 
them or not, knows them by experience or remains ignorant of them, 
acts them out in what he does or knows nothing.”

From an anthropological viewpoint, the interaction with the student 
also demonstrates that “communication across cultural boundaries cre-
ates a problem of identity” (Fabian 2000, 278). This problem is expe-
rienced not only when in the field, in the midst of “strangers,” in their 
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home environment, but also when we ourselves are back “home,” be-
having “strangely.” The apparent contradiction is between the need to 
maintain an identity, without which interaction and communication 
is impossible, and the need to abandon an identity that would pre-
clude new forms of communication and, therefore, new insights and 
information. In other words, “Because action needs an agent, we must 
maintain our identity. And we must abandon it, because no action—
certainly not the action of exploration and ethnography—is possible 
if we keep a rigid hold on our identity” Fabian (2000, 278). Letting 
go, we enter into the ecstatic, that side of the ethnographic endeavor 
that is beyond the known and the taken-for-granted. Doing so, as il-
lustrated above in every other chapter of this book, we also learn to 
“think of identity as a process rather than a property or state” (Fa-
bian 2000, 278). As a result, accounts of dreams and of other “sub-
conscious processes are well on their way to securing a place in this 
recasting of the ethnographic field” (Salamon 2003, 250).8

“The stories are wet with our breath.”

For the anthropologist, the issues involved in living and working with 
Native North Americans in their world are complex. Bruce Miller 
(2000, 6) observes that “in recent years, there is an increased expecta-
tion by indigenous people that their understanding be foregrounded. 
. . . It is no longer a choice made by anthropologists sifting through 
structural, functional, and symbolic models and methods” to deter-
mine the best framework in which to present their findings to fellow 
professionals. If so, what happens to classical anthropology when in-
digenous understanding is foregrounded? Does the anthropology re-
cede in the background or, does it even disappear altogether? Trigger 
(1995, quoted in Legros 1999, 21) suggests this much when he asks: 
“Can non-Native scholars write a history of Native people of North 
America? Will the Cambridge history of the Native people of North 
America be the last scholarly account of Native peoples by non-ab-
original scholars?”

To ask the question in these terms is to suggest that the assertion of 
the aboriginal voice goes hand in hand with the negation of the voice 
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and perspective of non-aboriginal scholars. The outcome of such a 
stance for the anthropologist is clear. One moves out of the field or, 
moves “from studies on the Other to research for the Other” (Legros 
1999, 19). In this manner, in his long-term research relationship with 
the Tutochone, Legros relinquished the “academic study [that] would 
destroy the whole allure of their narratives, the authority of their sto-
rytellers, betray their band council’s aims, and even more so Mr. Mc-
Ginty’s.” To avoid destruction and betrayal, Legros became “a scribe 
to Mr. Tommy McGinty, one of the most learned elders in Tutchone 
culture and a long-term friend” (Legros 1999, 19). In this kind of 
transformation, from analyst to scribe, the professional voice of the 
anthropologist necessarily gives way to that of the other.

Francesco Spagna and Guy Lanoue take a different view and ar-
gue for a transformation of the anthropological voice. The time has 
come, they write, to “reaffirm indigenous discourse” and incorpo-
rate it within the anthropological endeavor. This anthropological re-
positioning that seeks to tell the story of Native North Americans 
from their point of view has been encouraged by the Italian Associa-
tion of Canadian Studies (aics) and the Centre of Americanist Stud-
ies (csaca). (Spagna and Lanoue 2001, 14). In this changing context, 
anthropological accounts consistent with aboriginal thought and ex-
periences are seen more and more as evidence that aboriginal per-
spectives are valid.

It is premature to assess to what degree, in the eyes of indigenous 
peoples, anthropologists may succeed in this endeavor. Some indig-
enous people and indigenous scholars may not view this project as a 
legitimate one to embark upon. Others might prefer to tell their own 
story, make their discourse public and let it stand by itself on its own 
merit. This paper nonetheless proposes an anthropological understand-
ing of human experiences that is informed by indigenous perspectives. 
Others still may welcome accounts by contemporary anthropologists 
who acknowledge the value of aboriginal practices and thought. As 
Navajo elders remarked to Toelken after his analysis of Navajo sto-
ries was well received presentation by a Navajo audience: “Now the 
whites are admitting that our stories are important and that we ought 
to listen to them. This is a significant change. If the whites are going to 
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know about our stories, then it’s even more important for our young 
people here to listen to them, too” (Toelken 1996, 6).

Anthropological accounts consistent with aboriginal thought and 
experiences, as the one presented by Toelken to a largely Navajo au-
dience, are seen as evidence that the aboriginal perspective is valid. In 
no uncertain terms, in different places around the world, anthropol-
ogists are told again and again: “Don’t try to save us physically un-
less you are willing to see that we keep our culture” (Navajo woman, 
quoted in Toelken 1996, 6). Aboriginal peoples around the world 
would agree with this Navajo woman when she adds: “We Navajos 
will live as long as the stories are wet with our breath!” (in Toelken 
1996, 6).

To tell a story based on personal experience is to speak a truth. 
Our hosts in aboriginal communities listen to accounts of our expe-
riences among them and examine how these accounts are consistent 
with their own stories. For instance, Miller had a vivid dream when 
in the midst of an intensive research project to compile vital genea-
logical information that would give tribal members grounds to claim 
their ancestral rights to access resources in specific sites within Wash-
ington State. In the dream, the visitors identified themselves as tribal 
ancestors and told Miller their names, names that he had to find to 
complete his research. The next day, when Miller shared the experi-
ence with local tribal members, they were not surprised. In their view, 
the dream “showed that the ancestors maintain active interest in the 
community of today and in the role of the anthropologist therein” (B. 
Miller 2000, 9). In cases such as this one, we clearly see that “dream 
reports and dream interpretation are inseparable from the social and 
political situations in which they occur” (B. Tedlock 1992, 28).

Notwithstanding the truth about the dream, Miller and tribal mem-
bers recognized that this information “needed confirmation from an-
other source to be used in a legal setting” (B. Miller 2000, 9). Soon 
thereafter, at the University of Washington archives, Miller found not 
three but thirty-two Indian names that had been lost to the band. Miller 
“hand-recorded this material and brought it to the elders. This infor-
mation was . . . useful in litigation and the names were later ‘brought 
out’ in naming potlatchs” (personal communication, April 25, 2002). 
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In this instance, the strengthening of the legal basis of the aboriginal 
claim went hand in hand with a deepening of the anthropologist’s on-
going relationship with tribal members in their world.

Miller’s account of his experiences in a Native North American 
world raises a larger issue. How are anthropologists to conduct them-
selves with Native North Americans in their world? Will they stand as 
outsiders who prefer unintrusive observation to radical participation? 
As illustrated in the events described above, to speak of the ethnogra-
pher’s radical participation in the lifeworld of his or her host is to ac-
knowledge “the fact that the interaction promoted through long-term 
participation produces not only ‘observations’ but also conceptualiza-
tions and insights that are clearly a joint creation of the anthropolo-
gist and his/her local partners in interaction” (Barth 1992, 65). Stories 
offered by anthropologists or their hosts authorize, found, and set in 
place “ways of experiencing the world” (Cruikshank 1998, 1). This is 
more crucial than the mere documentation of the range of ideas found 
in any culture, for it is in the context of interaction with our hosts that 
“new materials for internal reflection” become available (Barth 2002,
35). These materials are relevant also for conversation with our hosts 
in their home environment, and with our fellow anthropologists, who 
may or may not have lived similar experiences.

In this light consider the following conversation I had with Alexis 
Seniantha in the early 1990s. Alexis Seniantha, the head prophet of 
the Dene Tha, was living in Peace River approximately six hundred ki-
lometers south of his home community in Chateh, northern Alberta.9

With a few other Dene Tha elders, he spent the last years of his life in 
a retirement home and palliative care center in Peace River. There he 
was looked after by local staff and visited by Dene Tha relatives and 
friends. When I entered his room, we greeted each other as we cus-
tomarily did and I handed him a pouch of pipe tobacco. As I sat next 
to him on his bed, he held the tobacco in his right hand with much 
delight and in a strong voice said: “This is very important!” He then 
spoke at length, in a reflective mood, about his life and the many ex-
periences he had lived as a hunter, trapper, healer, and dreamer.

He began with a question: “Why is it that once in a while we have 
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visions?”—literally, “things appear before our eyes.” Alexis Senian-
tha thus led me once again directly into the consideration of the na-
ture of beings, human and non-human, of the role of spiritual enti-
ties who manifest themselves in the land and lives of the Dene Tha, 
and of the reality of the inner life of human beings whose very soul 
or spirit dwells in the body when it is not on journeys of its own to 
explore the other world.

In the course of this conversation, I had the impression that Alexis 
Seniantha was still astonished as he recollected how his own life had 
been shaped by a series of extraordinary experiences. He obviously 
knew the traditional answer to the question he was asking. Yet I 
thought that he was not asking that question solely for rhetorical 
purposes. As he spoke, Alexis Seniantha knew what every Dene Tha 
knows: that in one’s sleep one’s soul wanders away from the body, ac-
quires information about this world and the other world, and returns 
to the body with new experiences and knowledge; that death does not 
establish a barrier to interpersonal communication between the per-
son who passes away to the other world and the ones left behind in 
this world to grieve; that interpersonal communication between here 
and the beyond takes on various forms including that of dreams and/
or visions; that animals are sentient, intelligent, and powerful beings 
in their own right who give themselves as prey to human beings who 
show them respect, and who manifest themselves to chosen ones to 
become their animal helper, giving humans access to a font of knowl-
edge and power to use to better their own lives and that of others in 
need of assistance when mentally and/or physically sick.

Knowing all this, Alexis Seniantha was nonetheless still asking: “Why 
is all of this unfolding as it is?” Despite all the traditional knowledge 
at hand to account for these experiences, Alexis Seniantha was still in 
awe of it all. His was an attitude of respect of the experiential dimen-
sion of his life. He does not attempt to explain and reminds me that 
explanation must remain secondary to the immediacy of lived expe-
rience. This is a challenge for anthropologists immersed in many ab-
original cultures. How is one to learn to know with a minimum of ex-
planation? Buckley quotes Kroeber who saw this aboriginal refusal 
to explain things “as evidence of Yurok deficiencies in intellectualiza-
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tion” (Buckley 2002, 106). Conversely, Yurok saw Kroeber’s questions 
“as both impolite and unproductive of real understanding” (Buckley 
2002, 105). “White people explain too much,” said Robert Spott, a 
respected Yurok. Spott maintained that he “had tried to teach Kroe-
ber, . . . [who in the end] just couldn’t learn” (Buckley 2002, 106).

Conversations with colleagues about ecstatic experiences and their 
content, as suggested above, depend on how anthropologists decide 
to conduct themselves when they return home and sit down to write 
the results of their anthropological work for fellow professionals to 
read. One option, perhaps the one preferred by the majority of an-
thropologists, is to do as Robert Lowie and many others since have 
done, to produce classical scholarly work that leaves aside all expe-
riences of dreams and visions that flow from radical participation in 
the Native American world. Much of the anthropologist’s findings 
and experiences in the Native North American lifeworld are then writ-
ten out of one’s ethnography. These decisions reflect epistemological 
and ethical concerns. How much do we bring forth in the public re-
cord as anthropologists? On what basis do we decide to exclude or 
include certain kinds of data or accounts of experiences? Every an-
thropological paper, journal article, or book published expresses a 
decision on these matters and determines whether within anthropol-
ogy, foregrounded or not, the aboriginal perspective will be visible 
and visibly respected.

Living According to “True” Knowledge

In the course of this paper, I have referred to propositions that are 
widely held to be true by Native North Americans. First, when learn-
ing, do so from personal experience, personal witnessing of people 
and events, and careful listening of other people’s accounts of their ex-
periences and observations. Second, when in doubt about publishing 
an account obtained from an elder, ask for his authorization to pub-
lish, even if he has passed from this world to the next. Third, ances-
tors maintain an active interest in the well-being of their descendants. 
And so on. At face value, depending on the identity of the reader, these 
statements will stand either as assertions of facts or as assertions made 
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in good faith that demonstrate the tenacity of traditional beliefs, how-
ever erroneous, in the life of certain individuals.

To account for the fact that these statements may be true for some 
and false for others, I have found useful Spiro’s definition of belief. 
Spiro (1987a, 163–165) defines a belief as a proposition or a state-
ment that is held to be true by the members of a society. The proposi-
tion may be about oneself or about other entities, whatever they may 
happen to be, fellow human beings, God, spirit, atoms, or germs. In 
other words, to hold a proposition as true is to believe. Beliefs held to 
be true may belong to any realm of experience: science, politics, econ-
omy, religion, or another body of theoretical and/or practical knowl-
edge. To live with others and to conduct one’s professional activity one 
has to hold certain propositions as true. No one is not a believer and 
“the role of the ‘will to believe’ in the acceptance of scientific ideas is 
as prominent as the role that William James attributed to it in the ac-
ceptance of religious doctrines” (Spiro 1987b, 103). To hold beliefs 
with others in a society or in a professional body is to share with oth-
ers a worldview and an ethos.

Spiro further distinguishes various degrees of belief. To learn about 
an assertion that someone or something exists is a first level of be-
lief. To understand the meaning of that assertion is a second level of 
belief. To believe that the proposition is “true, correct or right” is a 
third level of belief (Spiro 1987a, 164). To act upon this assertion is 
a fourth level of belief. The statements held as true are then “genu-
ine beliefs, rather than cultural cliché” (Spiro 1987a, 164). The fifth, 
deeper level of belief, involves a deep emotional attachment to these 
truths. One’s life is then lived as the emotionally satisfying enactment, 
as a member of a group, of a set of propositions that one knows, un-
derstands, and holds as conforming to the way things are and/or ought 
to be. The interaction described above between myself and a student 
illustrates that we were behaving on the basis of assumptions or prop-
ositions learned from aboriginal peoples, in a manner that was sat-
isfying to us.

The analytical value of Spiro’s conceptual framework allows us to 
distinguish between contemporary Native North Americans and Euro–
North Americans according to their degree of familiarity with aborig-
inal propositions or beliefs. Irrespective of their ancestry, individuals 
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may believe in Native North American propositions at the first three 
levels of belief, but not at the deeper levels where they would inform 
their day-to-day lives. Dene Tha recognize this much when they in-
sist that it is only through personal experience that one truly knows. 
Dene Tha acknowledge also that the juxtaposition of traditional and 
scientific propositions poses a special challenge. A Dene Tha young 
man in his early thirties, for instance, told me about the day he came 
back home from school to tell his father that the Earth was revolv-
ing around the sun, and not the sun around the Earth. The father re-
plied: “How come then the bear snared the sun one day? Unless the 
sun went somewhere, it would not have its path.” The man then asked 
his son: “If that story [about the bear snaring the sun] was not true, 
how could you be here now?” The young man understood his father 
to say: “Why create a new school of thought, why reinvent the wheel, 
when there is already a school of thought that works?” (Goulet 1998,
86). In a sense, the father is reminding the son that the province of sci-
ence is not the only province of meaning accessible to human beings. 
He is inviting his son to move out of the realm of scientific knowledge 
to reconnect with the realm of traditional Dene knowledge on the ba-
sis of which his parents and ancestors had lived since time immemo-
rial. It is in interaction with aboriginal peoples, in their world, that 
the kinds of ethical issues discussed in this paper arise.

Spiro’s conceptualization of belief applies also to the anthropol-
ogist. For instance, the proposition that one ought to conduct field-
work as the basis of one’s anthropological research is a belief. Accord-
ing to Spiro, one may know about fieldwork, intellectually grasp its 
meaning, and believe the statement to be true without ever engaging 
in fieldwork or ever really wanting to do so. The proposition about 
fieldwork is then held to be true at the first three levels of belief with-
out being a genuine belief. For more than a century, however, anthro-
pologists have engaged in fieldwork and truly valued the qualities of 
human coexistence and cooperation it generates. The proposition 
that fieldwork constitutes an integral part of research may be held by 
some anthropologists as true, or believed, at all five levels. Similarly, 
the proposition that one may consult deceased elders or that one may 
be visited by them is also a belief that can be accepted at various lev-
els. This may be a proposition that one knows about and understands 
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as being part of the lives of others—Native North Americans, for in-
stance. Knowing and understanding this, one may believe the prop-
osition to be false. For many Native North Americans, however, and 
for many Euro–North Americans and Europeans also, the proposi-
tion is true at a deeper level. As illustrated in the ethnographic mate-
rial presented above, this proposition may also shape one’s behavior 
and inform one’s feelings and unexpectedly open the door to genuine 
interaction between Euro–North Americans and Native Americans 
in their world. Such occurrences reflect the fact that the field experi-
ence becomes, to a significant extent, “the center of our intellectual 
and emotional lives,” the process through which we are, “if not ‘go-
ing native,’ at least becoming bicultural” (B. Tedlock 1991, 82).

Barbara Tedlock’s suggestion that many anthropologists become bi-
cultural through the process of fieldwork enables us to account for the 
manner in which a student and I pursued a conversation on the basis 
of aboriginal epistemological and ontological assumptions, ones that 
we had not been truly familiar with before we became familiar with 
our Dene and Cree hosts. Burridge had clearly thought through this 
issue when he wrote the following:

Every anthropologist has experienced “culture shock”: a tempo-

rary inability, when moving from one culture to another, to grasp 

and act and think in terms of the assumptions upon which the 

newly entered culture is based. Not only is this shock experienced 

in fieldwork, while one learns the ways of a new culture, but it 

is experienced even more disconcertingly when one returns to 

one’s own culture. Mind and emotions are confused: two different 

worlds have met in the same person. One alternative is insanity. 

Another is to comprehend one world in the terms of the other. 

(Burridge 1969, 163–164, in Fabian 1979, 9–10)

Beyond the stark alternative of going insane or comprehending their 
world in term of ours, there is still another possibility. We may, as con-
tributors to this book do, compare and contrast competing epistemo-
logical and ontological assumptions as experienced in and beyond the 
field. The task at hand consists in describing and analyzing the experi-
ences of communication when one “learns the ways of a new culture” 
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and “when one returns to one’s own culture.” Contrasting epistemo-
logical and ontological assumptions as they compete with each other 
within the same person serves to highlight the fact that they are, in a 
sense, irreducible to one another. Contrary to Burridge’s suggestion, 
it follows that we cannot simply comprehend one set of ontological 
assumptions (a worldview) in terms of the other.

Native North American understanding of many practices and ex-
periences challenges the canons of Western reality and of modern eth-
nography. If we do not totally devalue the experiences lived in dreams 
and/or visions, what may we do with them, ours or that of others, 
within the profession? Shall we argue then with Gregory and Mary 
Catherine Bateson (1987) that one can act “as if” the elder had ac-
tually talked to us, leaving to others the worry about the ontological 
status of the Elder’s appearance in a dream. Shall we take a more rad-
ical stance and maintain with Goodman (1990, 55) that “ritual is the 
rainbow bridge over which we can call on the Spirits and the Spirits 
cross over from their world into ours.” Elders and spirits, however, 
are not always benign. This led Stoller and Olkes (1987, 22) to state 
that “ethnographers can go too far. They can pursue the other’s real-
ity too hotly, crossing a line that brings them face to face with a vio-
lent reality that is no mere epistemological exercise.” We risk ignor-
ing that we are living in sorcery’s shadow at our own risk. Similarly, it 
took Toelken more than thirty years to learn that his research among 
the Navajo between 1954 and 1984 had actually been “more endan-
gering than entertaining” (Toelken 1996, 14).

Multivocality, the hallmark of postmodern accounts of human ac-
tivity and history, characterizes the anthropological domain also. Au-
thors speak and write and agree to disagree. In this context, we ought 
at least to take note of the beliefs espoused by our colleagues, beliefs 
understood here in Spiro’s sense of propositions held to be true. In 
the end, whatever position one espouses on the issues raised in this 
paper, that advocated by Trigger, by Spagna and Lanoue, by Bate-
son and Bateson, by Goodman, by Stoller and Olkes, or by Toelken, 
the “will to believe,” the decision to posit this as opposed to that as 
a meaningful gestalt in terms of which to make sense of one’s experi-
ence has to intervene.
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From that perspective, I can listen attentively to colleagues who 
claim the following: You did not know what the elder wanted. Con-
trary to what Cree and Dene Tha may think, the dream of the Cree 
elder was not to be taken as an apparition of someone addressing 
you from beyond the grave. To think so when you are awake is to de-
lude yourselves. Once awake, you ought to set aside immediately ab-
surd notions of nightly communication with those who have passed 
away. Moreover, in your day-to-day life, you ought to at least keep in 
mind that the injunction to “say the right words” that governs Dene 
social interaction also ought to shape your interaction with fellow 
professionals.

These colleagues may enjoin me also to follow in the footsteps of 
great anthropologists, such as Robert Lowie, who carefully kept from 
his peers and from the public at large the many experiences of dreams 
and visions that so helped him in his work with Native Americans. 
The accounts of these experiences became known after only his death 
when his wife published them posthumously in Current Anthropol-
ogy (1966).

To these admonitions I reply that the practice followed by Lowie 
and many others undermines the integrity of the ethnographic re-
cord and postpones indefinitely the public, scholarly exploration of 
such experiences. On the basis of personal experiences and firsthand 
accounts of numerous credible colleagues, I maintain that I am most 
comfortable with the proposition that our capacity to communicate 
with each other is also expressed in dreams and visions. In some in-
stances, dreams or visions enable us to respond to events occurring 
in an intersubjective world in a most appropriate manner. I have de-
scribed elsewhere how, in the middle of a Cree ceremony, I had a vi-
sion of myself fanning a fire with my hat, which was exactly how the 
action was to be performed (Goulet 1998, 231–242). Cree and Dene 
elders with whom I shared my experience were not surprised, for they 
know that this is how one is instructed in the midst of their ceremo-
nies. They simply say, sindít’ah edahdí, “with my mind I know.” The 
experience reported by Gardner in this book is of the same order. Time 
after time he correctly guessed in which hand participants in a hand 



Jean-Guy A. Goulet

231

game had hidden a piece of wood. Following several rounds of this, 
someone in a back corner of the tent suddenly called out, “You are 
cheating. You closed your eyes, so you can see.”

In the end, one realizes that if it is true that “so-called natives do 
not ‘inhabit’ a world fully separate from the one ethnographers ‘live 
in,’” (Rosaldo 1989, 45), it is equally true that the ethnographer and 
his or her hosts are both human beings. The experiences described ear-
lier in this paper, my own and those of Miller, occur in a world that 
comprises our contemporaries and our predecessors, those who have 
passed away but who live in our memory. In such a world, praying 
with tobacco and then dreaming with the tobacco under one’s pillow 
enabled a student to experience the visit of a Cree elder who had died. 
Clearly, anthropologists enculturated in Euro–North American sci-
entific and rational traditions who nevertheless immerse themselves 
deeply in a Native North American world cannot spontaneously re-
port, as Native North Americans might do, their own experiences of 
meeting Native North Americans ancestors in their dreams. This ret-
icence to do so is understandable. The following comment by Jung, 
in this respect, is revealing: “I am convinced that if a European had 
to go through the same exercises and ceremonies which the medicine-
man performs in order to make the spirits visible, he would have the 
same experiences. He would interpret them differently, of course, and 
devalue them, but this would not alter the facts” (Jung 1920 [1960],
303, in Young 1994, 169).

It is perhaps appropriate then to share the following dream. It is one 
with which Alexis Seniantha would have had no difficulty. A number 
of years ago, a close friend of ours was dying from cancer. My wife, 
Christine, was away for a few days in Vancouver when our friend died. 
A few hours before receiving the long-distance phone call announcing 
her death, I had a dream in which I saw our friend dressed in a hospi-
tal gown step out of her bed and begin walking in my direction. She 
kept her balance with the help of a cane held in her right hand. As she 
passed to my right she waived and smiled at me, saying: “I’m on my 
way to see Christine.” I had a clear sense that our friend had passed 
away and that somehow Christine would soon know. Half awake, 
half asleep, I remained in bed with our two-year-old son.
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Early in the morning, the phone rang and a friend asked to speak to 
Christine. When I said that she was away, I was told about the death 
of our friend. I responded, unintentionally and matter-of-factly: “I 
know.” Surprised, the speaker asked how this was possible. I shared 
my dream, after which the speaker asked for the telephone number at 
which Christine could be reached. I hesitated for a moment and said 
I preferred not to give it. Shocked, the speaker insisted that Christine 
would want to know what had occurred. I agreed but maintained that 
following the dream I had in the morning, I felt that our friend would 
soon let Christine know. This made no sense to the speaker. Out of re-
spect for her, I asked for time to think about the matter. I assured her 
that I would call within twenty-four hours. I did so and maintained 
my earlier position. I did not give out the phone number. To do so, in 
my view, was to destroy an unfolding form of communication that 
was proceeding in ways beyond our ability to fully comprehend.

The next day I received a phone call from Christine who reported 
sitting by the ocean beach and seeing our friend rest peacefully, hor-
izontally atop the waves. This simple image had comforted her im-
mensely because she “knew” that her friend had died. I then told her 
about my own dream, the ensuing phone call, and my decision not to 
give out the Vancouver phone number where she could be reached. In 
our experience, everything had fallen into place at the right time.

In the light of such interpersonal experiences, I feel much at ease sit-
ting with Alexis Seniantha on his hospital bed. With him, I can consider 
the very fundamental question: “Why is it that, once in a while, things 
appear before our eyes,” in dreams or in broad daylight, as described 
elsewhere (Goulet 1998, 8–9, 178–180). Like Alexis Seniantha, I do 
not have a truly intellectually satisfying answer to such a question. The 
experiences of such visions and annunciatory dreams are nonetheless 
real. They arise out of deep emotional involvement with significant 
others, as illustrated in this paper and that of many others included in 
this book. Why and how such knowledge arises eludes us. In the end, 
we may be wise—with the Yurok, the Dene, and many other aborig-
inal peoples—to learn to simply live responsibly and ethically in the 
light of such experiences with a minimum of explanation.



Jean-Guy A. Goulet

233

Conclusion

An anthropologist and a student decide on the basis of the student’s 
dream not to publish an account of a Cree judicial process. Is it suf-
ficient then to say that they then acted ethically, for, in doing so, they 
did not undermine the Native North American understanding of the 
event? An anthropologist listens to three local ancestors who visit 
him in the night to assist him and the local community in their land 
claims. Following the visitation of these three elders, is it sufficient to 
share the news with tribal members and later on to write that “this 
[Elders speaking in a dream] is an appropriate source of knowledge 
in the community, for some at least” (B. Miller, personal communica-
tion, April 26, 2002)? How can we European and Euro–North Amer-
ican anthropologists truly deal with these questions as they arise from 
our living and working cooperatively with Native North Americans 
in their world?

To answer such questions, ethnographers often shy away from rad-
ical participation in the world of their hosts, claiming that such in-
timate association with others is not a prerequisite to penetrate the 
reasons for which they account for their behavior within their socio-
cultural universe. In this vein, Augé writes the following: “I see no in-
convenience whatsoever in considering that the observer is recording 
fictions, narrations that are quite foreign to him, but the reasons of 
which he can penetrate. The expression participatory ethnology has 
no other meaning and presupposes no kind of mystical fusion with 
others” (2004, 44). Broadly speaking, fiction is to be understood 
here “not as fiction opposite to the truth of the narrative the histo-
rians claim to be true, but as narration, a scenario that obeys a cer-
tain number of rules” (Augé 2004, 34). In this sense, living fictions is 
the characteristic of human lives everywhere. No one is ever not liv-
ing a fiction, including the ethnographer interacting first with his or 
her hosts, and later on with his or her readers. Nonetheless, in Au-
gé’s insistence that “no other meaning” be attached to the notion of 
“participatory ethnology”, we see operating the fear of going native, 
of crossing over the boundaries of rationality into the world of mys-
ticism. This fear unduly constrains the range of ethnographic experi-
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ences that may be included in one’s accounts from the field, and in so 
doing diminishes the range of meanings that may be attached legiti-
mately to radical participation as a method of investigation.

Extraordinary anthropology originates with the recognition that 
“Western styles of knowledge, which typically give priority to detach-
ment over engagement, textuality over vocality, mind over body, are 
to be exposed to radically different ways of understanding and inhab-
iting reality” (Orsi 2005, 195). Such a change of priority may involve 
giving oneself genuinely to aboriginal ways of learning and knowing, 
including full participation in rituals understood “as a means of gain-
ing knowledge of the world” (Garroutte 2003, 108). Through radical 
participation in ritual we experience changes in the life we then live 
and of which we are witnesses. “Unlike Galileo’s contemporaries, who 
refused to look through his telescope, experiential ethnographers are 
brave enough to stand inside what may be to them a foreign means 
of encountering the world” (Garroutte 2003, 108). What is involved 
in this process is not “mystical fusion with others” (Augé 2004, 44)
but rather a modification of “our previous cognitive structures to in-
clude those new features of the environment learned through new or 
unexpected perceptions” (Fuller 2006, 83). Accounts of extraordinary 
experiences in the field become part of the larger stock of knowledge 
revealed through a “tracery of stories, intrigues, and events that in-
volve the private and the public sphere, which we tell each other with 
greater or lesser talent and conviction (Listen, you’re not going to be-
lieve this, but something wild happened to me . . .)” (Augé 2004, 32–
33). The content of this chapter and of every other chapter in this book 
provides such moments when the reader is invited to expand his or 
her intellectual and moral horizon.

Notwithstanding our desire to enter the world of others, our minds 
and hearts (like those of Native North Americans and of countless peo-
ple around the world) are firmly anchored in our familiar world: the 
homeland, the friends, the loved ones, and the profession to which we 
return. Initially, when entering the world of Native North Americans, 
we discovered the possibility of opening ourselves to human potenti-
alities as they are actualized in that world, their world. This potential 
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to experience life differently creates a context in which communica-
tion with deceased elders through dreams become a fact of life. Ec-
static moments experienced in the field become moments of personal 
and professional transformation.

When leaving the world of Native North Americans to join fellow 
professionals, the issue is twofold: First, to find the means of convey-
ing a sense of what it meant to really be there among Native North 
Americans. Second, to begin to explore the larger anthropological 
theoretical issues involved in accounting for reports of experiences 
of communication with others in dreams. When we leave these con-
versations with fellow anthropologists to turn toward our hosts and 
friends in aboriginal communities, we accept to journey more deeply 
with them in their world. In the end, it is with them that ethical guide-
lines in the light of which to conduct one’s research must be gener-
ated and acted upon.

Notes

1. I gratefully acknowledge financial support for my research among the Dene Tha be-
tween 1979 and 1985 from the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Can-
ada and Saint Paul University’s Canadian Research Centre for Anthropology, in Ottawa. 
See Goulet 2004b and Goulet and Harvey-Trigoso 2005 for description of recent develop-
ments among the Dene Tha of Chateh.

2. In Canada, the term aboriginal includes Indians or First Nations, Metis or Mixed 
Blood, and Inuit (formerly known as Eskimos). In the 2001 national census, 976,305 re-
spondents identified themselves as North American Indian, 292,310 as Metis, and 45,007
as Inuit (Canada 2001).

3. The Tri-Council Policy Statement is available at www.ncehr-cnerh.org/English/code_
2. The three councils are the Medical Research Council (mrc), the Natural Sciences and 
Engineering Research Council (nserc), and the Social Sciences and Humanities Research 
Council (sshrc). See mrc, nserc, and sshrc 1998. The main criticism directed at the pol-
icy statement is that it has universities establish ethics review committees through which 
“the university or granting agency passes on liability to the researchers and the research-
ers pass it on to their subjects” (Lambeck 2005, 232). In Lambek’s view “this is not merely 
non-ethical, but unethical.” On this and other related issues, see also van den Hoonaard 
(2002) and Gotlib (2005).

4. McNaughton and Rock submitted a first version of their paper, ‘‘Opportunities in 
Aboriginal Research. Results of sshrc’s Dialogue on Research and Aboriginal Peoples,’’ 
in October 2003 to the sshrc’s board members and senior management. Their paper was 
preceded by two other reports, one published online in 2002, ‘‘sshrc Synthesis of Briefs 
Received from the Fall, 2002 Consultation on Policy Directions Related to Aboriginal Peo-
ples’’ (L. Davis et al.) and the other, ‘‘sshrc’s Dialogue on Research and Aboriginal Peo-
ples: What Have We Heard on What Should Be Done?’’ published online in 2003. These 
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papers, along with discussions of participants in the national dialogue, are found at http://
ca.groups.yahoo.com/group/Aboriginal_Research.

5. The following three sections are revised and expanded versions of published material 
for which I have retained copyrights (Goulet 2004a).

6. Fieldwork and teaching in Ottawa followed each other for five consecutive years, with 
approximately six months spent in each place each year from January 1980 to July 1984.

7. The ceremonial pipe so prominent among the Cree and other aboriginal popula-
tions is absent among the Dene Tha and other northern Athapaskans. See Paper (1989)
and Waldram (1997).

8. For examples of recent work that incorporate in this manner the subconscious proces-
ses (perceptions and dreams) of the investigator in the ethnography see Sylvie Poirier 2001,
2003, 2004, and 2005, and David H. Turner 1987, 1989, 1999, and 2002. Both authors 
have conducted extensive and intensive fieldwork among the Australian Aborigines.

9. See Goulet 1996 and 1998, 194–212, for a presentation of Alexis Seniantha’s dreams and 
visions that led him to the status of head dreamer or first prophet among the Dene Tha.



Our feelings and definitions of alterity as anthropologists are pro-
duced to a significant degree by direct and prolonged contact with 
our hosts. Our indigenous cultural beacons, however, sometimes not 
only fail to illuminate but produce an ultimately enriching confusion 
that challenges the very postulates by which we have carefully con-
structed our anthropological and personal selves. In this paper I take 
a position that differs with the theme announced by the editors. This 
theme emerged from the notion, first advanced by Fabian (1991), that 
our best ethnographic fieldwork is often carried on while we are “out 
of our minds,” temporarily deranged by the strangeness of it all. Ac-
cording to the premise advanced by the editors of this volume, the 
clash of viewpoints obliges us to confront deep epistemological, polit-
ical, moral, and other issues, because the boundaries of the ways we 
constitute knowledge of the world and of ourselves are brought into 
sharp relief by prolonged contact (Goulet 1994b). I argue that field-
work is not bounded in place and in time and that the prolonged con-
tact of field research continues to operate well beyond the boundar-
ies that define the formal aspects of contact.

While it is not for me to second-guess other people’s thinking, it 
seems to me that this position, which privileges the spatial dimension 
of the encounter at the expense of the temporal, is a refinement of the 
earlier postulate of cultural relativism that dominated postwar an-
thropology. It opens the door to the same problems that anthropolo-
gists have been trying to avoid for the last two decades. Briefly, in the 
1960s, anthropologists couched the issue of relativism in exclusively 

Sharing Meaning through Time and Space 

10. Experiences of Power among the
Sekani of Northern British Columbia

guy lanoue
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moral or ethical terms that, in effect, depoliticized the encounter with 
the other. The reminder that “they” were every bit as sophisticated 
as us, despite appearances, created a vicious circle: the more disgust-
ing bits of our encounters with the other (see, for example, Turnbull’s 
famous description of the Ik, 1972) were automatically attributed 
to cultural contamination or interference by other cultures. Cultural 
relativism was therefore a tacit admonition to seek out “uncontami-
nated” societies (witness the debates in the 1970s and 1980s over the 
Kalahari San, “Bushmen”), which, in the end, reinforced the idea that 
each society had more or less impermeable boundaries.

Then came Foucault. Suddenly, everything was politicized, every-
thing was evidence of identity wars between a colonializing Us and a 
resentful Them. There was more, of course. Foucauldian politiciza-
tion of the anthropological encounter gave a voice to the other, and 
therefore fundamentally changed the relationship between anthropol-
ogists and their hosts. If, before, we had been (or tried to be) sensitive 
to them, it was nonetheless still in the anthropologists’ power to de-
cide the how to be sensitive, which parts of their culture were to be 
trotted out in evidence of “their” relative accomplishments. Perhaps 
the most famous example, still perpetuated in a host of contemporary 
textbooks, is the Nuer kinship system that allegedly functioned “like” 
a political system, which meant, of course, like a Western political sys-
tem was supposed to function (see Geertz 1983). Afterward, anthro-
pologists were no longer so sure that it was in their power to decide. 
Not only was fieldwork to be carried out under more or less contrac-
tually explicit terms, but knowledge was no longer ours to produce. 
It was to be a collaborative effort, a dialogic relationship.

Naturally, this was not the end of fieldwork or of anthropology. It 
was merely another step in the complex evolution of a discipline that 
almost from its inception has struggled with its colonial demons. Field-
work, always the cornerstone of the discipline, has, however, been 
strongly affected by these debates of the last three decades. One ef-
fect is seen here, in the theme of this collection. As fieldwork becomes 
more collaborative, it becomes more pressing to identify the moments 
of epiphany that are properly the anthropologist’s, and this I under-
stand to be the aim of this volume.
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There are, however, problems with this formulation. Situating the 
moment of epiphany in the field ignores the dimension of time. Aside 
from suggesting that understanding is generated in an atemporal di-
mension, that the flash of insight is not the result of a cumulative pro-
cess, situating sudden insight in the field experience reproduces some 
of the essentialisms that anthropologists have tried very hard to iden-
tify and confront over the last several decades, especially the notion 
that “the field” is a special instance of space and time. It is different, 
true, but to what extent do the differences noted by anthropologists 
transform the field experience into a special, bounded instance of 
space and time? Is it possible that anthropologists project their later, 
post-fieldwork interpretations onto the past, thereby canceling not 
only the present but also the evolutionary process by which they ar-
rive at understanding? I think the answer is yes, and the result is the 
further exoticization of “fieldwork time” and therefore of “the field” 
as a special space, a separate instance in time, when in fact the experi-
ence is better described as a moment in the developmental continuum 
of our lives. I think that the intellectual value of the special moments 
in which we are “out of our minds” in the field is something we can 
discover only much later, since epiphanies act on our emotions much 
more than on our alleged understanding of events by means of intel-
lectual struggles within a well-established body of doctrine (no matter 
how critical and self-reflexive it may be). By situating “understand-
ing” in intellect and in time, we recreate the very boundaries between 
Us and Them that we otherwise work so hard to overcome.

There is another essentialist dimension attached to the fiction of 
fieldwork as a special time. Anthropologists often think we need to 
ask the “proper” questions to get answers, and that the special times 
when we are “out of our minds” will yield better, more insightful 
questions, to which we will receive richer answers. Undoubtedly, this 
is true in some cases. This, however, precludes instances in which di-
alogue is not a normal or even respected form of interaction (for ex-
ample, see Basso’s well-known article on silence among the Apache, 
1990), no matter how precise the initial hypotheses may be. Asking 
questions, no matter how insightful or provocative the answers they 
evoke, is sometimes so inappropriate that it will tacitly frame the 
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apparent exchange of questions and answers between anthropolo-
gist and host as a hierarchical relationship. By asking questions that 
emerge from a series of insights temporally bounded by the field ex-
perience, anthropologists may be contributing to reproducing an in-
stitutionalized form of anthropology that needs its hypotheses to ob-
tain funding. It may be possible, in other words, that the best insights 
come from forgetting we are anthropologists while in the field and 
from confronting our emotional reactions to the field after the fact. 
It may be that the condition of being “out of our minds” is an arti-
ficially produced condition unique to the anthropological endeavor. 
Perhaps we should pay attention to what transpires while we are out 
of our minds at other times, in other places.

I am not denying that being “out of our minds” in the field occurs 
and leads to rich and immediate insights that would otherwise be inac-
cessible. Here, however, I would like to explore how one can be “out 
of one’s mind” long after the fieldwork experience, and suggest that 
the triggers may have little to do with the strangeness of the field ex-
perience bounded by time and place and more to do with the anthro-
pologist’s emotional condition. Specifically, I would like to describe 
an encounter with one trait of Sekani culture, “power,” that took me 
twenty years to understand, although “understanding” became possi-
ble only when I changed my definition of understanding and therefore 
inadvertently came closer to Sekani thoughts on power. This, however, 
was not so much the result of being “out of my mind” in the field as it 
was the confluence of many coincidences and the inadvertent result of 
many choices made over a twenty-year period. To help readers better 
understand the process, I will briefly describe some aspects of power 
as it is experienced by the Sekani and by other northern Athapaskan 
and Algonquian-speaking peoples, reminding the reader that this de-
scription is the result of twenty years of struggle.

Sekani Thoughts on Power

Power is not the correct word for the quality I wish to describe because 
it implies relations of force, and a Western notion of agency. Force and 
agency are different for the Sekani, as I argued recently (Ferrara and 
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Lanoue 2004; Desgent and Lanoue 2005). Nonetheless, “power” is a 
commonly accepted though ambiguous word that Athapaskan schol-
ars use to describe a special relationship to a transcendental or imma-
nent quality said to be unique to animals.1

The Sekani are now classified as speaking a dialect of an Athapas-
kan language, Sekani–Beaver, though Sekani was considered a separate 
language when I was doing my fieldwork (see Denniston 1981). They 
live in several communities in north-central British Columbia, Can-
ada, mostly concentrated in three reserves in the heart of the Rocky 
Mountains. Their homelands have been almost destroyed by the pro-
vincial government’s decision to build a dam on the Peace River, com-
pleted in 1968, which created a huge artificial lake in the valley where 
two tributaries of the Peace ran through Sekani territory. The con-
sequences of this unilateral decision have been described elsewhere 
(Lanoue 1992). In fact, some of these consequences were of capital 
importance in the process that led to my understanding power. One 
community, Fort Grahame, was completely destroyed by the flood-
ing. The southernmost, McLeod Lake, was physically untouched, al-
though a large part of its homeland was flooded. The northernmost 
community, Fort Ware, was relatively untouched by the flooding though 
people had to adjust to the influx of refugees from Fort Grahame. 
Overall, a government policy favoring the exploitation of the forest 
lands made accessible by the new lake led to the creation of several 
new towns (for Sekani, the two most important were Mackenzie and 
Hudson Hope) meant to house and service the thousands of workers 
needed to process the wood products that would be made accessible 
by water transport. These people, for the most part unskilled work-
ers used to migrating as the economic frontier moved back and forth 
with the prevailing economic winds, were often a significant source 
of problems for the Sekani.

First, alcohol became freely available (before, local traders had gen-
erally limited the supply so as not to jeopardize trapping and hunting). 
Second, some whites entered into status competition with the Indians, 
in my opinion hanging around the reserve because other whites of-
ten shunned them. Compared to the Sekani, however, they were fabu-
lously rich. These whites often sought to entice the younger Sekani into 
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drinking so they could feel superior, as providers of booze and rides 
into town. Third, many whites (usually not those who hung around 
the reserve) in the new towns used the forest as a sporting arena for 
their snowmobiles and for hunting, though not hunting in the unob-
trusive way the Sekani had practiced. The presence of these sport hunt-
ers made the bush unattractive for Sekani, who had no desire to run 
into representatives of the people who, in their opinion, had ruined 
their way of life. Fourth, intensive logging of the Sekani homeland 
destroyed habitats for beaver and moose, disturbing Sekani habits of 
displacement over the homeland. Fifth, the region was transformed 
from forgotten backwater into an administrative zone that had to be 
“normalized” (apologies to Foucault) by imposing a “regular” form 
of government administration. This meant, at the very least, hunt-
ing and fishing regulations that further weakened Sekani desires to 
hunt and trap. At the worst, it meant welfare for the “unproductive” 
Sekani, most of whom chose not to work in the new economic sector 
of logging. The Sekani also became the target of various government 
social service agencies that needed a clientele to justify their existence. 
Almost overnight, programs sprang up for everything, from teaching 
bush craft to training the Sekani in the new skills they needed, it was 
believed, to survive in the new politicized environment. It seemed that 
McLeod Lake was quickly becoming a welfare community where few 
people worked in the new economy and most ceased regularly hunt-
ing and trapping.

The result was massive discouragement. Some would call it alien-
ation, but whatever the term, the results were shocking. Alcoholism 
became a major problem. Violence and tension were endemic. These 
are all classic signs of a people in distress and are important to the sub-
ject at hand since they led to a cleavage between the generations and, 
in particular, to a crisis in social reproduction as older people stopped 
trying to impart their knowledge to the disinterested young. Between 
1962, the year work began on the dam, and 1978 (ten years after its 
completion), the year I arrived in McLeod Lake, one-seventh (thirty-
five people) of the population died from violence or accidents related 
to drinking. Dozens moved away seeking new lives in other Native 
communities or in white towns. The community, once composed of 
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nearly two hundred people, was reduced to about seventy-five people. 
Had this occurred in a non-Indian population, I am sure it would have 
been classified as genocide by the media. No doubt, Sekani feelings of 
despair were exacerbated because they were ignored, left to fend for 
themselves except for government retraining programs mostly aimed 
at the young who spoke English fluently. The relationship between 
traditional knowledge and social continuity was irrevocably broken. 
Old and young no longer lived in the same world.

Contrary to some contemporary ideas of how culture is transmit-
ted in Indian societies, the Sekani placed no great stock in orality or 
on the role of “elders” as repositories of knowledge, nor did they 
have any concept of “tradition” as such. It was not normal for “el-
ders” to give explicit instructions in the lore and practices younger 
people would need as adults. In fact, it is arguable that the category 
“elders” is a response to the politicization of Indian bands by federal-
government policies that have created a new Indian elite (Bousquet 
2002) whose political constituency and power base is more attuned 
to interacting with various Euro-Canadian government power struc-
tures than it is to solving problems of spatial organization, the nor-
mal domain of power in these hunting peoples. These “new” politi-
cians often seek legitimacy by extolling their links to “tradition” and 
so claim a continuity of political practices by appealing to the older 
generations, who are generally excluded from the new power struc-
ture by choice and culture. Sekani learned by doing, especially since 
it was believed that knowledge was keyed to individuals and could 
not really be shared except at the most banal levels such as teaching 
someone about topography. Parents saw their roles as placing chil-
dren in situations that would lead to learning by experience. For ex-
ample, young men had to learn to acquire power by entering a par-
ticular sort of situation.

Acquiring power was based on Sekani beliefs concerning the spe-
cial and indescribable qualities that are part of the transcendental di-
mension of animals, which is thought to be a holdover from the be-
ginning of time. Sekani are ambiguous about the creation of the world 
but clear about the Transformation, an epoch in which a Trickster-like 
creature (a beaver for the Sekani, although it takes many forms among 
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Athapaskans) appears and gives the world the form it has now by the 
inadvertent consequences of his actions, usually motivated by greed, 
gluttony, and disproportionate sexual desire. In the past, animals were 
larger (“monstrous” or “giant,” according to most accounts), spoke, 
and sometimes married and hunted humans. For their part, humans 
are often represented as weak and unable to defend themselves from 
the depredations of various monsters, including the monstrous ani-
mals. In other words, animals were superior to humans, a belief that 
many Sekani still profess, since animals live in the same environment 
as the Sekani yet survive without weapons, society, and language.

The Transformer imposed on each species a smaller, limited, and 
weaker biological form that reduced the giant animal’s ability to express 
its powers—it could no longer talk, marry, or hunt humans. However, 
the Transformer did not alter in any way the innate capacities or na-
tures of animals, just as he did not significantly alter human physical 
abilities by making them stronger or better-armed, as in many classic 
culture-hero tales from other parts of the world. In brief, the Trans-
former conjoins humans, who become less animal-like (because they 
acquire culture through rule-driven behavior), and animals, who be-
come less humanlike (because the Transformer gave them the physi-
cal bodies by which we know them in the present, thus making them 
unable to express their natural superiority over humans). Not surpris-
ingly, it is believed that hunting is possible only if animals give them-
selves to people since they are still naturally superior.

The Acquisition of Power by Men

To come into contact with this now-hidden dimension of animals, 
hunters transform themselves into symbolic prey, calling into being 
the pre-Transformer dimension of animals. Hunters can dream this 
contact, but the more usual way is what has sometimes been called a 
vision quest, which among the Sekani and many other northern no-
madic hunters is not so ritualized as versions found among the semi-
tribalized peoples of the plateau or the plains. Immobile, without food 
or weapons, and alone, the hunter creates a ritual space by these inver-
sions of normal experiential reality (hunters normally walk to hunt; 



Guy Lanoue

245

they carry some food and, of course, weapons; they hunt in pairs). A 
man on a quest thus metaphorically evokes the pre-Transformer ep-
och, when animals hunted humans. Because an animal’s biological 
nature would normally urge it to flee humans, any animal that ap-
proaches the hunter in this temporary ritual space is assumed to be 
under the sway of its primordial, non-biological nature. In these spe-
cial circumstances, in which the human has become prey and the an-
imal has in a sense become a hunter, a metaphoric link develops be-
tween the hunter and the animal. Some of the animal’s power can be 
passed to the human.

In fact, the favorite metaphor used to describe this is a “conversa-
tion” or “talking with the animal doctors” (the widespread Native 
English name for the act of engaging the invisible dimension of ani-
mals). It is in fact a form of contamination, in which some of the ani-
mal’s innate essence is transferred to the weaker human. The transfer 
is seen as normal, because everything in Sekani culture (including the 
Transformer tales) urges people to believe that equilibrium is a natu-
ral condition. If someone has food and another does not, the food is 
given to the hungry person not in the spirit of generosity but because 
it is the “natural” thing to do, like water seeking its level. By the same 
token, animal power “naturally” gravitates to those who do not have 
any, although there are many dangers associated with this transfer. 
Just as the Sekani say that a person who is too hungry or too thirsty 
should not eat or drink too much, a person who is without power 
should be very careful not to become too contaminated with a force 
over which he can exercise no control.

All men are expected to be able to achieve contact with power, though 
not all do so. Women cannot because they already possess an essen-
tial quality of the transcendental, the blood of reproduction and of 
species survival, the same blood that superior animals willingly sacri-
fice to ensure the survival of individual humans. In one sense, women 
are symbolic animals and are more perfect than men, just as animals 
are more perfect than humans. Men are thus the semiotically marked 
category that is subjected to the ritual transformation of the self by 
means of the vision quest and its rules; women are unmarked because 
they are “naturally” superior.
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Just as the Transformer did not alter the essences of humans or gi-
ant animals, people who come in contact with the transcendental are 
not necessarily transformed in any fundamental way. They have ac-
cess to the transcendental and its pre-Transformation powers, and 
these acquired powers usually cause men to become more successful 
in the hunt. While it may be tempting to think of enhanced abilities as 
resulting from contact with some spiritual force, in reality people be-
come more “efficient” because they feel more graceful and confident. 
They simply feel better because they are attuned to themselves and to 
the people and natural environment around them. Again, while it is 
true that these beliefs enable the Sekani to shift agency from individ-
ual abilities to a wider and invisible dimension, it is also important 
that people who are said to have received power have achieved a bal-
ance between themselves and others, and between themselves and the 
natural environment. In other words, “power,” hunting “luck,” and 
the Transformer’s actions are perfect metonyms of balance and har-
mony: in each case, potential polarities (contemporary humans versus 
the transcendental; contemporary humans versus contemporary ani-
mals; early humans versus early monstrous animals) are attenuated by 
bringing the two poles closer to one another (contemporary humans 
obtain transcendental power; contemporary humans eat animal flesh 
if the animal sacrifices itself; early humans move closer to animal per-
fection, and early animals move closer to human imperfection). The 
ideal is always integration that does not sacrifice or eradicate the el-
ements that define the opposition. In other words, Sekani notions of 
integration favor placing elements in a relation of complementarity 
rather than on a hierarchical ladder; or, put another way, they create 
an arbitrary hierarchy to reach a state of equilibrium.

In brief, acquiring power is the result of an experience. It is not some-
thing that can be taught. Nor is power a gift in the usual sense of the 
word, even though it is acquired from animals, who, after all, are en-
ticed into the contact that results in power. Power can be thought of 
as a disease, a contamination by a force stronger than the individual. 
The trick is to limit contact, which Athapaskan hunters do by a se-
ries of prohibitions and taboos, such that people do not become dom-
inated by the force they are actively seeking. One such prohibition is 
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talking about the experience and about acquired powers. With the 
threats to cultural continuity from the consequences of the flooding 
of the southern Sekani homeland in 1968, the possibilities of learn-
ing this traditional knowledge became more than limited. People no 
longer came into contact with “animal doctors,” who, as the Sekani 
say, now refuse to speak to the Sekani because of the inequilibrium 
that became typical of post-flood life. In simple terms, how could an-
imals be enticed into “infecting” willing hunters after people stopped 
hunting? If they no longer acted as hunters, how could men transform 
themselves into symbolic prey?

The situation in the north, however, was very different. After spend-
ing nearly eleven months in the south, I went to Fort Ware in 1979,
nearly 250 kilometers north of the southern community of McLeod 
Lake. People in Fort Ware still hunted and lived a more “traditional” 
lifestyle. Some people were still in contact with animal doctors. Un-
fortunately, the old rules were still in effect, and people would not 
talk about power (though everyone knows the powers attached to in-
dividuals by their “luck” in particular hunting situations). Ironically, 
some older people in McLeod Lake had willingly talked about this 
subject precisely because they believed that it no longer mattered as 
much, with the animal doctors refusing to communicate with people; 
they were too “far in the bush” to hear humans breaking the rules 
of silence. I was therefore in a situation of having glimpsed a “tradi-
tional” and somewhat exotic way of thinking in one locale and then 
living its effects silently (and ignorantly) in another. For an anthro-
pologist, it seemed ironic.

The Dog Looked at me Patiently

I was not much interested in questions of power at the time, how-
ever. It seemed much more urgent to understand people’s political re-
sponses to the horrific situation into which they had been plunged 
by the building of the dam. I struggled to understand the violence 
that seemed to rip apart McLeod Lake by contextualizing it against 
the “traditional” harmony of Fort Ware. The result was that, for the 
next two decades, I struggled to understand the Sekani way of living 
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power without ever contextualizing it in an academic venue by pub-
lications or conferences. I rarely spoke about it, since I, too, was con-
sidered contaminated.

I had many strange dealings with animals, but one stands out enough 
that I’ve carried the image with me for twenty years. One day, a 
woman came to my cabin with a large dog on a leash. That was un-
usual, since women usually have nothing to do with dogs, which the 
Sekani consider to be work animals used only while hunting. These 
dogs are never allowed to stray since they are aggressive. I was sitting 
on the steps in front of my one-room cabin. It was near sunset and my 
workday was over. I was thinking that it was time to get my notes in 
order, make some bannock bread, split some wood for cooking and 
heating. I concentrated on the stick I was whittling instead. Time to 
do all that later. I was tired.

I was quickly brought back to reality as Marie approached. The dog, 
which had no name, weighed more than she did and was fairly aggres-
sive, I knew. Now, it was following her quietly. This dog, like the oth-
ers in the community, recognized only one master. To put them in har-
nesses, one needed to out-alpha the alpha male and have no fear. This 
dog was a fine specimen, half wolf, it seemed. He never barked, like 
the other large work dogs in the community. They would impassively 
regard passersby, apparently with a neutral look, but I knew better 
than to get too close and try to pet them. I had once tried to tame one 
by feeding it every day for nearly two weeks. Every day, I got closer 
and closer, and the dog began recognizing me when I came out of my 
cabin with a piece of bannock. He would sit down on his haunches. 
Just when I thought I had tamed him (he waited without growling till 
I tossed him the food), he nearly took my hand off. It was not his fault. 
The Sekani had told me not to play with dogs. The only other breed 
in the community was a small Chihuahua-like monster (undoubtedly 
a Tahltan bear dog) with an even worse temperament.

As Marie came closer, the dog sat down quietly and cocked its head 
in my direction. Marie told me that the dog had bitten a fishhook that 
had been stuck in a piece of dried fish she was feeding it, and asked 
me to get it out. The hook had gone clean through the upper gums 
on the right, just behind the canine (what else?). It was a nasty thing, 
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nearly two and half inches long. I told Marie I could do nothing, since 
the only way I knew to get it out would be to cut the thing with a pair 
of pliers. My Swiss army knife was not so equipped. She simply re-
peated, calmly, that I do something. The dog looked at me patiently. 
The eye of the hook was too large to push it through the bone. I de-
cided to start cutting the gums below the hook. The dog’s black lips 
and gums seemed to magnify the size of its white teeth. The dog was 
immobile as I sawed away. At any moment, I expected a nasty bite 
and mentally calculated how many stitches I would need (which I 
would have to do myself since there were no medical people around; 
strangely, as I had already found out, normal thread works fine in 
an emergency). I got more nervous as I hit bone. The dog’s right eye 
looked at me, but it stayed quiet. Finally, I got the thing out. The dog 
shut its bloody mouth, got up, took a few steps toward Marie and sat 
down next to her. Marie picked up the leash and walked away with 
the dog in tow.

I never forgot the patience of the beast when I was mutilating it, 
nor its large eye looking directly at me (obviously, I was only inches 
away since I was working with both hands in its mouth). Afterward, 
I wondered why Marie had come to me. I had no particular talents 
with animals. I was a mediocre hunter, as far as the Sekani knew. In 
fact, I never killed because I thought what was a necessity for the 
Sekani would be for me merely a vainglorious confirmation of be-
ing in an exotic field locale. My old Lee Enfield was a backup gun, in 
case the first hunter missed. No one ever did, so no one knew that in 
fact I was a very good shot. For the Sekani, I was “their” anthropol-
ogist, a white man whose questions and presence they tolerated with 
grace and humor. I could occasionally solve a few bureaucratic prob-
lems for them, but no one would have ever asked me to solve one of 
“their” problems. It remained a mystery, even after I had asked Ma-
rie why she had come to me. She had merely shrugged.

I often wondered about my alleged power (I had other strange ex-
periences with dogs), especially since dogs normally do not confer 
power (only animals that hunt are thought to have power). But, as 
some people told me, who knows, for white men? One day, in 1997,
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it came to me. There is no climax to my story, no sudden flash pre-
cipitated by a particular event. I was not out of mind because of a 
transcendental epiphany in the field. I had begun working on a book 
about Sekani mythology (Desgent and Lanoue 2005). I also had long 
been exploring various aspects of my model of political culture in 
various domains and culture areas, so I obviously had the benefit of 
thinking about the problem of what constituted power from differ-
ent points of view.

I think the major factor in understanding what had been before 
my eyes all this time was the fact that I had been a nomad for twenty 
years, even after I had begun working full time in Montreal in 1994.
For reasons too complex to explore here, I had been moving around 
all my life, from city to city, language to language, country to coun-
try, continent to continent. Initially, most of these moves were for 
the usual reasons, for middle-class white men of my generation: jobs 
and career. Later, in my thirties, it became a habit and an emotional 
necessity. I remember when I got tenure at my university, normally 
a huge step in one’s career. My boss told me the news and then, she 
added: “I know you are disappointed because it means you cannot 
move around anymore.”

In fact, I got tired of it all. Moving no longer made sense on an emo-
tional level. For years, moves had not been related to career, which, 
in terms of North American middle-class upbringing, had, at least 
in the past, furnished a ready-made and somewhat satisfying justifi-
cation. I no longer felt the emotional and psychological engagement 
arising from displacement. In simple terms, I felt European while liv-
ing in Canada and Canadian while living in Europe. The usual meta-
phors of place no longer made sense.

Space is a major metaphor for identity everywhere in the West. It 
is, however, so polysemic that it is not a simple sign of social or per-
sonal identity (see Geertz 1996). Space as a metaphor also refers to 
psychic conditions, depending on how it is politicized according to 
larger ideological frames of space and time. The apparent importance 
of space or time varies only according to whether people engage an 
explicit discourse or tacit but nonetheless shared meanings. People in 
Native North American band societies, for example, profess values 
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that are discursively situated in terms of territory but not in terms of 
time. Nomadic hunters constitute themselves and their social orga-
nization as users and owners of territories, not as inheritors of a tra-
dition. These people, however, situate themselves in local hierarchies 
and networks on the basis of who was living (and therefore working) 
with their parents in the previous generation.

Briefly, the Sekani have primary and secondary brotherhoods very 
similar to those described by Turner and Wertman (1977) for the Cree, 
in which children of people who worked closely together are consid-
ered close kin who should collaborate closely, especially in the early 
stages of a person’s life. “In-laws” (the secondary brotherhood) are 
the network from which partnerships (usually, wife’s brother or wife’s 
sister’s husband) are formed during adulthood. In both cases, part-
nerships are always hierarchical (a junior and a senior partner define 
a hunting group). In the final stages of a person’s working life, junior 
partners are selected from the senior’s hunting group of origin (usu-
ally, sister’s husband or sister’s son), even though this has long ceased 
to function as a unit. In fact, the offspring of parent’s secondary broth-
erhood are a child’s primary brotherhood, which roughly defines a 
circle of collaboration and incest that provides an initial point of ref-
erence for defining other potential bonds, marriage, and partnerships 
acquired through marriage.

Time, in the sense of history, is meaningless since it is not politi-
cized as a meaningful category that structures the present. The past, 
in other words, is very much in the present since parents are still ac-
tive when younger children begin hunting and trapping, transform-
ing the potential partnerships of the primary brotherhood into social 
capital to develop a secondary brotherhood. Although there is no his-
tory in our Western sense in these societies, time is everywhere em-
bedded in space, even though individual memories cannot be easily 
grafted onto a larger semiotic dynamic defining time as an ontologi-
cally independent category (Lanoue 1992).

Place, however, is highly politicized. First, the physical limits of the 
homeland are defined by the sum of the extent of the displacement of 
individual hunting groups. Second, even hierarchy is linked to space, 
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since it is the role of the headman to suggest displacements to indi-
vidual hunters that will bring them into areas of the homeland that 
have been temporarily abandoned; such areas are dangerous invita-
tions to occupation by neighboring groups, potentially leading to con-
flict. Finally, displacement defines the normal habitus of the hunter’s 
daily life. Hunting and trapping are activities that require continual 
displacement. Space is therefore the main trope for expressing the sur-
vival of the band.

When people argue that place is constructed (as in the two collec-
tions edited by Low and Lawrence-Zuniga 2003 and Feld and Basso 
1996), they mean that space is inscribed with complex meanings that 
become powerful metonyms and metaphors for social life. Space is a 
metaphor than can be “embodied” (Low and Lawrence-Zuniga 2003,
5), in the sense that it is felt as a subjective condition. Space is thus not 
only a metaphor inscribed with social life, it is also an active agent that 
“spatializes” social life and individuals. It is linked to “time” only in-
directly through the intersubjectivity of daily life.

Here is what I am trying to say: I was struggling for years to un-
derstand a notion, power, that seemed to be linked to time because I 
had conceptualized it as a holdover from before time began as such. 
I thought of power as a survival of an atavistic force. My obsession 
with time prevented my seeing what was under my nose all along, 
since it was clearly a mistake to try to understand power in terms of 
time in the context of a culture that neither places importance on time 
to conceptualize and organize daily life nor uses it as a metaphor for 
social reproduction. My temporal obsession was clearly a product of 
ideological interference, since I had long worked out the importance 
of space for the organization of hunting and for social reproduction 
(Lanoue 1992).

The real clue to understanding power lies in the artificial contrast 
between a hunter’s normal mobility and his ritual immobility that 
transforms him into symbolic prey, which only then metaphorically 
evokes the animal’s powers that survived from the pre-Transformer 
epoch. In this sense, these powers are, literally, time-less since they are 
unchanged by the passage of time and never explicitly created; they 
just are. That is the point of the Transformer stories, dealing with the 
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transformation of Giant Animals’ physical bodies and not their spirit, 
that I had been missing: if things are “timeless” (to use an expression 
from our society), then they are not “time-ful” as they are in the West. 
They are simply unmarked for time.

It was only when I abandoned my own spatial meanderings that 
I understood what space meant to the Sekani in terms of acquiring 
power. Only by understanding in very personal terms that space and 
place no longer meant anything to me as means of understanding my-
self was I able to see that space and place were fundamental in defin-
ing power for the Sekani. Power is linked to time, but time is, and can 
only be, metaphorized in spatial terms. Access to power can be evoked 
only by immobility, which is a meaningful trope only in the context 
of people who have somatized the need to move continually over the 
homeland to survive and to politicize territory. My coming to under-
stand the phenomenon was far from the interplay of elements that 
define the “ecstatic side” (as the editors put it, in their call for contri-
butions) of fieldwork. I did eventually understand something about 
power by “relaxing [my] controls,” but it was a form of control and 
agency that was so somatized and part of my being that I was com-
pletely unaware of it when I did my initial fieldwork. I suggest that 
anthropologists listen not so much to the voices of fieldwork but to 
the echoes that may still be reverberating many years later.

Notes

1. Among Athapaskan speakers, this power is called by several names: nadetche by the 
Sekani (according to Jenness 1937, 68, although the Sekani in 1978–1979 never used the 
word); zhaak (which Legros 1999 translates as “grace”); ink’on among the Dogrib and Dene-
Tha (Helm 1994); and nitsit among the Kaska (R. McDonnell, personal communication). 
Discussions of the same concept are found also in Sharp (1987, 1988) for the Chipewyan, 
in Ridington (1988b) for the Beaver, and in Goulet (1998) for the Dene Tha.
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At the time of launching this book project, Edward Abse reminded us 
that we ought also to pay attention to the darker side of the explora-
tion of other forms of knowing and of fieldwork entanglements. This 
darker side is expressed not so much in “ecstasy” as in its opposite, 
“paranoia,” from the Greek para, “beside” or “beyond,” and noos,
“mind.” Engaged in the world of sorcerers and healers, authors note 
that “the insider/outside dialectic of ethnographic fieldwork (Thom 
2004, 117) produces a wide range of emotional and intellectual re-
sponses to tensions felt in the context of competing loyalties: to com-
peting hosts and to one’s profession; to one’s previous identities and 
to one’s emerging, more complex self transformed through narratives 
and experiences of the dark side of life.

In “Don Patricio’s Dream: Shamanism and the Torments of Secrecy 
in Fieldwork among the Mazatecs,” Edward Abse reflects on the study 
of shamanism and encounters with sorcery among the Mazatec Indi-
ans of southern Mexico to explore epistemological and ethical quan-
daries involved in the pursuit of ethnographic knowledge. The nar-
ration of a fieldwork experience describes a gradual shift of emphasis 
in research activity away from relatively detached observation and 
structured techniques of inquiry, toward an unwitting (and unwill-
ing) intensive participation in the tortuous social dramas of his hosts, 
in which he finally appears as the alleged victim of aggressive magi-
cal attacks. He explores the ways in which co-participation in a cul-
turally specific form of paranoia ultimately became the intersubjec-
tive method of his field research, as well as the trembling grounds for 

Part Four

Keeping Violence and Conflict in View
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relative objectivity. With regard to the more ethical aspects of this en-
deavor, he also touches upon the various complexities of “informed 
consent” and its ever-renegotiated production through a dialectic of 
mutual and self-deception and revelation on the part of, and between, 
fieldworker and hosts.

In “Clothing the Body in Otherness,” Janferie Stone shows how 
the choice of a field site may evolve from a series of chance encoun-
ters that in hindsight seem to form a pattern. She suggests that while 
we think that we actively catch the moments when the familiar opens 
into the exotic and explore it until the exotic becomes familiar, we 
are more often than not caught or perhaps even chosen by our sub-
ject worlds. To demonstrate this is the case Stone describes her inter-
action for more than a decade with a Kaqíchikel Maya weaver from 
highland Guatemala. Given that this weaver wears traje (traditional 
dress) even when she comes to California to teach her art, Stone ex-
plores the Kaqíchikel Maya presentation of oneself as an indígena and 
the use of the tales of the “ancients” to explain one’s personal power 
and ability to traverse distance and hardship. Stone focuses on the re-
lationship of one of the most quotidian of practices in Maya society, 
the act of dressing, with Maya representations of women who have 
undressed beyond their human flesh, becoming nawales, their “animal 
others.” She ties such tales of transformations to the spiritual devel-
opment of individuals within their life cycles and to the sociopolitical 
histories of the Maya peoples during la violencia of the Guatemalan 
Civil War and genocide.

Duncan Earle writes from the perspective of a consultant to an in-
ternational ngo working with Quiche’ Mayas in Guatemala. He de-
scribes how they took him deep into their world, more than he ever 
dreamed possible. His is an account of the transformation of an ap-
plied anthropologist who goes to the field thinking he knows how to 
fix at least some of the problems of the world. When deeply settled in 
the field, however, he came to the realization that he himself was in 
need of fixing first, to better take on the task he originally envisioned, 
and second, to come of age as an anthropologist. Quiche’ Maya di-
viners, recognizing the esoteric signs of destiny, insist on teaching 
him the ancient shamanic teachings of the “count of the days” (the 
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Maya calendar) and its use in divination and healing. They show him 
how this is the first move in a nuanced understanding of their whole 
life way, the basis of any notion of planned change. The way his ac-
count is told itself suggests the process of personal and professional 
transformation.

Keeping Violence and Conflict in View
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The American Anthropological Association’s “Code of Ethics” is pref-
aced by the statement “In a field of such complex involvements and 
obligations, it is inevitable that misunderstandings, conflicts, and the 
need to make choices among apparently incompatible values will arise.” 
And when such conflicts of interest do arise, we are told that “the in-
terests of the people with whom we work take precedence over other 
considerations.” Why? Because “the anthropologist’s first responsibil-
ity is to those whose lives and cultures they study” (aaa 1998). This 
statement leaves an important question unanswered: which of those 
people’s interests determines our responsibility when the conflict of 
values confronting us is between them? This is precisely the sort of 
ambiguous situation I faced among the Mazatecs, when I found my-
self involved in a disagreement between shamans, provoked by my 
presence and activities in the field. Here I shall only obliquely address 
this question, for which I can provide no good answer, certainly not 
one that is adequate to forestall the necessity for my individual atone-
ment or that other ethnographers might find at all useful in resolving 
similar ethical dilemmas of their own.1

Instead, this problem serves as the indeterminate and overdetermined 
context for the recognition of ethical-cum-epistemological difficulties 
inherent in the fact that anthropology is (and anthropologists are) nec-
essarily two-faced, that is, at least in the sense that knowledge of our 
host cultures, gained or invented through the intimacy that charac-
terizes personal relationships in the field, is then represented, circu-
lated, and consumed in the impersonal realm of a public academic dis-
course back home. The “two-faced” metaphor is the Mazatecs’ own, 

11. Don Patricio’s Dream: Shamanism and the Torments 
of Secrecy in Fieldwork among the Mazatecs

edward abse
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what they call b’éenkoa and sums up in one word essentially the same 
meaning as that of our own idiomatic expression. What I allude to 
has everything to do with the sorts of misgivings voiced by my hosts, 
which they had to overcome (again and again) if they decided to be 
among those who cooperated with me in what was for them a very 
strange project. This was an effort made especially difficult for them 
since knowledge as a value in and of itself does not in any way corre-
spond to their own indigenous forms of understanding, wherein, as 
Kenneth Morrison has said of Native Americans generally, “knowl-
edge as power derives [in part and in an important sense] from a cau-
tious scrutiny of the other that seeks evidence of good intention in 
actual behavior” (1994, 12). Indeed, certain areas of inquiry are re-
fractory both to cooperation itself and, even where limited collabo-
ration is offered, to preconceived eliciting methods intended to bring 
such relationships to fruition.

On the one hand, then, this chapter explores some of the unantic-
ipated complexities involved in the implementation of a recently el-
evated ethical tenet of social science research, that is, of “informed 
consent.” I argue that, rather than abiding the polite fiction of a once-
and-for-all, decided contractual agreement, such consent and the work-
ing alliance that it enables might more realistically be perceived as the 
ever-renegotiated effect of a dialectic of mutual- and self-deception 
and revelation between and on the part of fieldworker and informants. 
On the other hand, I seek to call into question the efficacy of any ide-
alized solutions to what are in fact the intractable problems involved 
in overcoming the distance between self and other in the collabora-
tive production of ethnographic knowledge.

In the mid-nineties, when I was preparing to embark on fieldwork, 
an emphasis on “dialogue” and its transparent representation in eth-
nography was still being promoted by many anthropologists as a 
corrective for the distortions of power inequalities methodologically 
constraining and morally compromising our professional endeavors. 
And yet, the ideal and the practice of dialogue itself present obvious 
problems from the very outset of one’s research, from developing 
competency in the native language to establishing rapport with host 
subjects. One issue is especially acute in particular situations such as 
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I experienced in the field: the problem of secrecy. The Foucauldian 
or so-called postmodernist insight into the Gordian entanglement 
of power and knowledge is a basic cultural principle and an implicit 
working assumption of social life in many Native American societ-
ies. This idea is probably not so exotic as it might at first sound; after 
all, it is one that guides plenty of our own decisions and behavior in 
everyday life about what to say to whom. Even so, the Mazatecs and 
other Amerindians do appear to be especially adept at either conceal-
ing or carefully imparting potentially efficacious knowledge by eva-
sion, dissimulation, formal pretense, ellipsis, euphemism, and other 
forms of indirect speech, including the telling of half-truths, and the 
lie. Also worthy of mention is every Mesoamericanist’s favorite, the 
wall of “Quién sabe?” (“Who knows?”), a common-enough response 
to the ethnographer’s questions when it appears that almost everyone 
except you does indeed know.

Secrecy is not a thing in itself but an aspect of human sociality and 
as such always culturally specific in its attributes; furthermore, it is 
subject to different rules and takes on variant qualities at the bound-
aries between distinct spheres of communication within any given 
culture. I am not concerned with the full range of Mazatec secrecy in 
this chapter. Rather, I foreground the issue of esoteric knowledge that 
pertains to shamanism, both because this is the domain within which 
the more general principle of secrecy operative in Mazatec culture be-
comes most explicit, in the form of voiced imperatives, for example, 
and because it was the focus of my own field research and presented 
me with the most difficult ethical problem.

However, let the reader beware (as I should have) that what I pose 
here as the special problem of secrecy in our terms, that is, as if it were 
simply that which impedes the transfer of certain information, finds 
no equivalent in Mazatec language or ideas. For them, what is at is-
sue is not so much knowledge of what is secret but of who is party to 
the sharing of knowledge, where what is most importantly hidden and 
revealed is not so much the object or content of secrecy but rather the 
intentions of one’s interlocutor. For this reason, the question of ac-
cess to the esoteric in the Mazatec case is densely interwoven with the 
more widespread and most pressing existential problem of confianza,
that is, of establishing and maintaining mutual “trust.”
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In this chapter, then, while offering few clues to a solution of the 
ethical problem I encountered, I attempt to provide a concise ethno-
graphic description of the emergence of an entailed intersubjectivity 
of shared ambivalence between fieldworker and host subject. I be-
gin by introducing the cosmological and social context out of which 
the moral quandary developed, endeavoring to convey a sense of the 
predicaments of contemporary Mazatec social life in which I partici-
pated—while also foreshadowing the inevitable consequences. Then 
I present what is admittedly an elliptical narrative illustrating how I 
inadvertently became the catalyst of a local conflict that led to deeper 
insights into the ethnographer’s dilemma and into the social and psy-
chological dynamics of Mazatec sorcery.

Appearance and Reality in the World  
of the Mazatecs of Southern Mexico

The Mazatecs are an indigenous Mesoamerican people who live in 
the extreme north of the state of Oaxaca, Mexico, within a terri-
tory of about 2,500 square kilometers, with some further settlements 
in adjacent areas of the neighboring states of Puebla and Veracruz. 
There are between 170,000 and 200,000 Mazatecs inhabiting more 
than 400 communities, the majority of which are either draped along 
the steep hillsides, perched atop the narrow ridges, set beside the riv-
ers, or nestled down in the lush valleys of the Sierra Madre Oriental, 
while others are located further to the east, on the coastal plains that 
stretch toward the Gulf of Mexico. These places range in size from the 
smaller rancherías of perhaps two dozen people, made up of a cluster 
of households related to one another as a single patrilineal, patrilo-
cal extended family, to the exceptionally large Ciudad indígena and 
municipal center of Huautla de Jiménez, inhabited by more than a 
score of thousands.

Further details of demographics or of geographic setting would 
hardly begin to express the Mazatecs’ conception of the world and 
their own place within it. Objective descriptions of this sort do not 
correspond very well to the Native’s point of view—what is in this case 
a kind of pained “double vision” in the proud certainty of revealed 
cosmological continuity, on the one hand, and a poignant awareness 
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of irreversible social change, on the other. That sensibility is better 
expressed through a version of things presented to me by a Mazatec 
elder, Don Agustín, while we stood together atop Nindo Chikon To-
koxo, also known as el Cerro de la Adoración, the “Mount of Ado-
ration,” abode of the supreme Earth Lord spirit and topographic cen-
ter of the Mazatec cosmos. At the summit from where we watched the 
rising sun and enjoyed a view extending in every direction of much of 
the landscape of the Sierra, Don Agustín said to me:

You know how the shaman sings in his prayers, ’Ngo kjoabinach-
jaón tjiná ’ngami, they say, that “there is a life that is in the sky.” 
’Ngo kjoabinachjaón tjiná so’nde, that “there is a life that is on the 
Earth.” ’Ngo kjoabinachjaón tjiná ndachikon, they say, “there is a 
life that is in the ocean.”

Look around you: The earth is the flesh, the body of the world. 
The trees, the great forests, the great jungles are the blankets of the 
world. The cornfields are the clothes, the huipíl dress, of the world. 
Its muscles are the mountaintops, the hillocks, and the small plains 
and dells. Its bones: the rocks, the crags and stones . . . Its veins are 
the rivers, streams, springs, the waterfalls and wells. Its heart is the 
rain it receives, cast down from the sky above . . . And its blood is all 
the water that flows over the ground, the oceans, the seas. Its lungs 
are the caves and caverns, because by means of these it breathes. 
The volcanoes are from where it smokes its cigars, the World. And 
that which might be its bellybutton, although protruding, is the 
Mount of Adoration, and here [where we are standing] is the most 
sacred place . . . 

But our elders say “Je kjimajchaya so’nde,” “Already the world is 
becoming old”; “likui tik’oakjini jokji ngas’a, nga ch’indeyasakji,”
“Already it is not like before, like when it emerged, when it was 
tender.”

Before, there was an abundance of wisdom. Enormous! And the peo-
ple knew how to live well together. But with the emergence of the do-
minion of man, well . . . There has come to be more and more of us. 
Things go turning upside down. Already now there is always strife, 
they are discontent, and already now they attack one another . . .
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Now, when I heard this in January of 1997, relatively early on in my 
fieldwork, it was far from clear to me exactly what kind of troubles 
Don Agustin was talking about.

Indeed, when I first arrived among the people of the Sierra, I had 
been very happily surprised by their conviviality. I left home for the 
field anticipating a difficult encounter with the embodiment of a ste-
reotypical image of Mesoamerican Indians derived from my read-
ing in the ethnographic literature of the region, conjured up from de-
scriptions perhaps half-misremembered that seemed to portray them 
as gruffly taciturn, closed, and xenophobic. Portending even worse, 
soon after my arrival in Mexico I had been told by various persons—
most of them bureaucratic functionaries with whom I had dealings 
in the state capital of Oaxaca—that of all the indigenous peoples in 
the region, the Mazatecs were known to be the most canijos, that is, 
calculatingly inscrutable, stubborn, and evasive, in short, very diffi-
cult to get along with. But when I finally came into their company, I 
found them to be hospitable, generous, and visibly well disposed to-
ward me. Among themselves, they were obviously gregarious and 
displayed a great love for music, dances, games, and fiestas. What I 
witnessed from day to day at first was a lot of playfulness, frequent 
laughing, and the telling of jokes—even at one another’s expense, 
and without anyone seeming to take serious offense. I confess, then, 
to having seen them in the beginning only hazily through the smokes 
of an orientalist’s pipe dream, while looking forward to a relatively 
easy time of it in the field.

Later, however, time and again, in conversation with people of the 
Sierra, I heard expressed the idea that they find themselves currently 
in a situation of acute social crisis, caught in a predicament apparently 
without solution for the simple reason that, as they so often say, “Al-
ready now the people don’t know how to live together.” And, indeed, 
the way they speak of this problem more generally is as if they were 
faced with the irremediable loss of some sort of knowledge, what we 
might refer to as the ethical capacity for peaceful coexistence. In its 
stead, Mazatecs posit the theory of an inherently violent asociality, 
and its elaboration has become an obsession that takes center stage 
in the contemporary moral imagination. This is an idea that is regu-
larly expressed in the insinuating hushed tones of gossip and always 
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with an emphasis on the word kjoaxíntokon, referring to a kind of 
hideous malevolence often concealed behind the mask of friendship. 
Kjoaxíntokon can be literally translated and resolved into its compo-
nent meanings as “[nominalizer] emoting apart [from others],” a term 
bilingual Mazatecs spontaneously translate as envidia, or “envy,” in 
the natural discourse of unmarked code-switching from their native 
tongue to Spanish.

Envidia, however, is for them a concept with a range of connota-
tions that includes but surpasses the meaning of what our English word 
suggests, and so kjoaxíntokon is something not easily interpreted in 
terms of rationalist social science models of cognitive orientation along 
the lines of, for example, the “Image of Limited Good.”2 Rather, this 
species of envy is emically understood to be directed against another 
person’s possession and enjoyment of whatever quality or object, or—
and this is the peculiarly paranoid genius of Mazatec social thought—
to emerge suddenly and unprovoked as a spontaneous response to no 
particular quality or object at all. Kjoaxíntokon is, ultimately and in 
essence, a conscious indigenous theory of the irrational, albeit never 
applied to oneself, who is always the actual or the potential innocent 
victim of the acts of sorcery this foul emotion might inspire others to 
commit. Indeed, this negative force of asociality is feared especially as 
the pervasively immanent, dreadfully imminent motivation that will 
lead others to hire a mercenary shaman to perform destructive ritu-
als against one’s person, family, and/or property.

Although sorcery attack can be the straightforward consequence 
of a mutually acknowledged quarrel between the parties involved, in 
many of the cases that I was able to observe or to reconstruct in any 
detail, the effects of sorcery were traced back through shamanic div-
inations to their alleged instigation by someone who circumstantial 
evidence would strongly suggest was the elusive object of the victim’s 
unrequited (and unacknowledged) desire for a more active, positive 
relationship. But, however interpreted, the predatory reach of envy 
was most often revealed as straining against the grain of relations of 
spiritual kinship, the elective affinity of compadrazgo ritually con-
tracted to establish an enduring bond of obligatory reciprocity in the 
provision of social and psychological security and support, aid and 
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comfort. Sorcery, then, represents the ultimate betrayal and violent 
inversion of that confianza, or “trust,” which the compadrazgo rela-
tionship is intended to epitomize.

The current discourse of kjoaxíntokon or envidia bears witness to a 
sharp increase in the suspicion of its occurrence, suggesting epidemic 
proportions on a scale not unlike that of the ravages of previously un-
known diseases that have afflicted populations in the highlands in re-
cent years. People claim that, like the local outbreaks of cholera in the 
1980s and 1990s, the predominance of envidia in their lives is some-
thing new in their experience. Taking seriously their comparison of 
past and present, which structures this widespread discourse of plain-
tive nostalgia, I have been able to discover plenty of historical evi-
dence indicating that the uneasiness manifest in this kind of talk finds 
its source in something beyond any sort of collective forgetting or the 
moral deficiencies of this generation as compared with previous ones. 
Instead, these anxieties and their consequent cultural expressions tes-
tify to a contemporary social experience of unprecedented, unbear-
able ambiguities that have resulted from radical transformations and 
ruptures in traditional, institutionalized forms of authority, associa-
tion, and exchange among the Mazatecs. While these changes have 
occurred over the past century, they appear only recently to have ar-
rived at a point of crisis.

All they say is simply that there is too much evil in the world now-
adays. This malignancy is discussed with vague reference to any num-
ber of now-prevalent sins, but primarily in terms of what they per-
ceive as an intolerable increase in sorcery activity among themselves. 
This is what I eventually learned Don Agustín and others really mean 
by the common expression that “people no longer know how to live 
together.” Furthermore, many who are farmers often speak of how, 
in the not-so-distant past, harvests were much more abundant than 
they are now. Decreasing returns on agricultural labor are taken as 
a sign confirming their increasing awareness that the Earth itself—
its fertility and thus its capacity to support the regeneration of life—
is rapidly becoming exhausted. “Our Mother Earth,” understood to 
be an organic entity, indeed, a sentient being, “is getting tired” and 
“drying out,” they say.
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On the one hand, they speak as if this were the result of inelucta-
ble natural processes of entropy, a measure of the diminishing good 
available in the universe with the passage of time. On the other hand, 
such speculations are almost always peppered with insinuations of the 
role taken by irresponsible and unthinking human agency in hastening 
rather than forestalling such an inevitable fate of the world, mixing 
their nostalgia with remorse. Natural and social explanations are in-
tertwined in their blaming the meagerness of harvests also on the fact 
that the people no longer carry out the proper sacrificial fertility ritu-
als for cornfields. And this, in turn, they say has happened—not only 
because many shamans have lost the knowledge necessary to perform 
these rituals—but, more importantly, because people are afraid that 
if they were to perform these rites, they would incur their neighbors’ 
envy, with dire consequences for their crops and family.

It would be difficult to overemphasize the importance in the past 
of the agrarian dimension of shamanic practice now virtually lost. In-
deed, the abundance of vegetal metaphors in contemporary shamanic 
curing ritual discourse—a range of human–plant analogies used to de-
scribe actual or desired states and attributes of persons undergoing 
treatments—suggests that this aspect of shamanic practice, ritual spe-
cialists’ contribution to agricultural reproduction, was in some way 
fundamental to the Mazatec shamanic complex. Until recent decades, 
an annual round of ritual interventions, prayers, offerings, animal sac-
rifice, and so on, that focused on the cornfield and directed toward 
nature gods and spirits, such as the Lord of Thunder and the Own-
ers of the Earth, was observed in adherence to the traditional Maza-
tec calendar, or Chan-chaon-yoma—a system of time reckoning con-
sisting of eighteen counts, or veintenas, of twenty days each (plus an 
extra count of five inauspicious days at the end of the year)—which 
scheduled both farmers’ labors and associated collective rituals pre-
sided over by shamans (Weitlaner and Weitlaner 1946; Cowan 1946,
37–38; Carrera and Van Doesburg 1992).

At the same time that shamanic activity has withdrawn from corn-
fields, shamans’ divined attribution of affliction has changed. In the 
past, more severe cases of illnesses and suffering were most often at-
tributed to spirits associated with the sacred topography, nature spir-
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its, and Owners of the Earth. The paradigmatic instance of what is 
called in Mazatec chi’in, the encompassing category for “sickness,” 
was apperceived as a rupture in the established order of things as the 
result of some imbalance or transgression in human–spirit relations. 
Through the process of divination and other forms of performative 
and visionary diagnosis, the shaman usually led the afflicted to un-
derstand that he or she was suffering as the unfortunate consequence 
of his or her own actions. For example, by associating their memo-
ries of everyday-life events with what was revealed to the shaman in 
reading the positions of corn kernels tossed onto a cloth or the smokes 
of burning copal tree-resin incense, a patient was likely to remember 
that on some occasion they had crossed a stream at midday, the very 
hour when the spirits—the chikones or “owners” of the place—come 
out to eat, and, as a result, he had “stained” their table. Or perhaps, 
equally typical, it turned out that the patient had cut down a tree in 
the territory of a chikon nindo, a spirit who lives in a nearby cave, 
without asking permission, that is, without first presenting the ap-
propriate offering. In either case, he had provoked the ire of the spir-
its who, at that moment, had seized his sén-nizjin, literally, his “day 
image” or “reflection,” the soul that remained trapped there in that 
very place as punishment. For this divined reason, then, the patient 
had been experiencing all the debilitating symptoms of soul loss. The 
shaman who discovered the explanation then worked to calm the spir-
its’ anger by praying in negotiation on behalf of his patient and then 
paying a ransom in the form of ritual offerings.

The fear and dangers of soul loss at the hands of the spirit-owners 
of nature are these days for the most part only an aspect of older per-
sons’ memories. In contrast to this emphasis on supernatural forces 
beyond human control, the meanings associated with contemporary 
experience of illness tend to evince that it is the behavior of fellow hu-
mans that has come to be more difficult to predict, more worrisome, 
and potentially even more dangerous. In an overwhelming majority 
of cases I documented over the course of three years of fieldwork, the 
preponderant cause of illness and other misfortunes is thought to be 
the malicious action of others in the immediate social environment. 
Obviously, then, the relationship between oneself and others in the 
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community is displacing that between humanity and the spirits as a 
source of preoccupation and is therefore more often now subject to 
the visionary scrutiny of shamans.

There is a further, deeper sense in which the subjective experience 
of illness is something quite other than it used to be. Suffering is no 
longer understood to result from one’s own actions as punishment for 
violation of the sacred and forbidden, however unwitting. Now one 
has done nothing wrong to incur the illness: one is instead the inno-
cent victim of a neighbor’s usually unprovoked, spontaneous envy. 
Consequently, in contrast to the past, there is now no transgression 
and, therefore, no redemption, no way to put things right again with 
the offended party and source of one’s misfortune. To suffer in this 
way, then, marks the awareness of radical evil. Even the imagery as-
sociated with soul loss has changed. In the past, divinations matched 
to a patient’s memories of his or her actions prior to an illness event 
led to the location of the missing soul, represented as trapped in one 
of the many named sites of the sacred topography inhabited by spirit 
beings. Lost souls used to be found on mountaintops and in caves and 
streams. Today, the predicament of the soul caught in the snares of 
sorcery often places it altogether “off the map” of those more prom-
inent, well-known features of the landscape. Instead, the soul is now 
more likely discovered to be entrapped inside a tree trunk, in a ditch, 
under a small rubbish heap, or simply wandering lost somewhere out 
there in the jñá, or “wilderness,” in one of many hidden spots scat-
tered across an oneiric and discontinuous geography of nowheres. Al-
ternatively, in cases of mortal illness, dreams or divinations reveal that 
the soul has been directly “delivered over to death,” with no hope of 
rescue: the sorcerer has either buried the person’s soul in the grave-
yard or has affixed it to some macabre location at the shadowy bor-
ders of the cosmos, for example, crucified upon the “Black Cross in 
the West.”

These ideas and experiences appear to represent a historically new 
vector, at least in terms of the proportional and absolute number of 
such cases and their directionality, of limiting or extreme representa-
tions that are extending the range of the Mazatec imagination about 
the displacement of the soul. The presenting symptoms of soul loss 
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have remained constant, whatever the cause: it leaves one deprived of 
the intentional faculties of the will, and of the source of one’s renew-
able energy or “strength,” both of which are necessary to the capac-
ity for effectual activity in the world and, ultimately, to physical sur-
vival itself. The most immediate and unmistakable signs of soul loss 
refer to a disturbed state of mind and waning sense of self. The more 
commonly reported complaints are a strange tiredness that overtakes 
one early in the day, general listlessness and a sense of heaviness in the 
body, a lack of appetite, nightmares, and any one of a number of de-
bilitating phobias. Furthermore, chronic bodily symptoms may also 
be attributed to this condition, whether indirectly, because of the re-
sultant decline in physical resistance to disease, or directly, as a man-
ifestation of the actual location of the displaced soul. For example, 
erysipelas, a deep red inflammation of the skin accompanied by high 
fever, is associated with graveyards, and may be understood to arise 
from a sorcerer’s having deposited one’s soul there among the dead.

The details that bring out in sharp relief the more subtle and elu-
sive dimensions of change manifest in the sufferers’ anguish are most 
vividly described in dreams that present the experience of soul loss 
from the externalized soul’s point of view. Visions in the sleep of the 
afflicted reveal a complex symptomatology transcending that of the 
body, while at the same time providing the significance of waking-life 
complaints. I was often told by shamans and others that “while the 
body rests, the soul wanders,” and that dreams are effectively the ex-
tra-corporeal adventures of the soul. Sometimes, however, to dream is 
to wake up to the fact that the soul is already elsewhere and in peril, 
lost and/or immobilized in some way that prevents it from returning 
to the body. In such unfortunate circumstances, the perceiving soul 
of dreams, captured in the designs of sorcery, almost invariably ex-
periences itself as trapped, somehow forcibly contained in a certain 
evil, enchanted, and enclosed space, far from the familiar surround-
ings of home and the company of fellow human beings. The sensations 
or emotions that stand out in the telling of such dreams are a near-
suffocating claustrophobia and the terror of being alone, in trouble, 
and cut off from communication with others.
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There is a very real sense, then, in which the fate of the soul in sor-
cery-provoked soul loss precisely mirrors the bizarre and threaten-
ing qualities of asociality intrinsic to the culprit’s kjoaxíntokon or 
“envy” and from which the anomic state of the victim is believed ul-
timately to derive. The disjuncture between the soul and body of the 
afflicted is analogous to that between the hidden intentions of the en-
vious neighbor and his outward gestures extended toward others; both 
are implicated as divided selves in a situation of estrangement from 
positive participation in the lives and society of others. Thus the cur-
rent re-elaborations of Mazatecs upon the age-old theme of soul loss 
or capture can be understood as the magnifying refractions of those 
ever-more-profound fears and apprehensions now permeating their 
social experience.

Caught Between Two Shamans: 
Ambivalence, Dilemma, and Dream

The possession of special knowledge is the defining characteristic of 
Mazatec shamans. The Mazatec word or phrase for shaman is chjota
chjine, literally, “person who knows.” What they know, for exam-
ple, are varieties of divination techniques and healing rituals, and de-
tails of cosmological reference and principles necessary to their effi-
cacy. They may also control dangerous knowledge about deadly ritual 
methods of sorcery, something allegedly acquired not through prac-
tice but through visionary investigation of attacks on victims whom 
they attend as patients.

All shamans claim that their special knowledge comes to them di-
rectly from the deities and spirits in the course of their own individual 
visionary experience. Ordinarily, this knowledge is jealously guarded 
from rival practitioners. I was often told by shamans that each first 
acquired his or her healing knowledge during initiatory ritual ordeals 
that culminated in being presented by either God or the spirits with 
his or her own Libro de Conocimiento, or “Book of Knowledge.”3

The phrase neither refers to a literal object of printed leaves sewn and 
bound together, nor is merely a figurative expression; instead, it attests 
to the revelation of a kind of supernatural entity—typically addressed 
in Mazatec by many names, as in the lilting repetitive sequence in this 
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excerpt from a recording I made of a shaman’s celebratory alabanzas,
or “praise” chants and songs:

This “book” (xon) somehow encases or embodies knowledge of spe-
cial ritual languages and healing techniques. These teachings are made 
manifest to and are assimilated by the shaman only “little by little” 
(the oft repeated expression in Mazatec is “tjobi, tjobi” or, in Span-
ish, “poco a poco”), as they gradually are made available in the form 
of divinely revealed solutions realized in the attempt to cure specific 
cases of illness. Knowledge is something one actively accumulates with 
experience over time, even though in some sense all of it is always al-
ready there in the Book of Knowledge pertaining to each shaman.

Many ritual practitioners are wont to insist that each shaman’s book 
is entirely different from those of others. Yet the claim that such knowl-
edge belongs in any exclusive sense to the individual shaman is belied 
or at least attenuated by the fact that there are many similarities and 
even equivalences between the various shamans’ specific practices. In 
each case, these are for the most part apparently a selection from a 
common extensive repertoire of ritual forms that even have the same 
names. Indeed, experienced patients who consult with different sha-
mans are prone to misrecognize as evidence of sorcery whatever mi-
nor idiosyncratic elaborations they might discern in a given shaman’s 
practice. All this suggests that the transmission of shamanic knowl-
edge moves along channels other than or in addition to the visionary. 
For example, most shamans I interviewed referred to members of their 
extended family who were also chjota chjine—a grandparent, an aunt, 
or maybe an uncle. There were almost always small children present 
bumbling about during otherwise solemn ritual occasions. And, of 
course, adults and children witness and participate in healing cere-
monies as patients, including those who will later become shamans in 

Xon tsje

Xon naská

Xon nizjin

Xon xoño

Xon fate

Xon én

Pure [clean] Book

Beautiful Book

Book of the Day

Book of the Morning Dew

Shining Book

Book of Language
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their own right. From this perspective, then, it is ironic that shamans 
are very jealous of their knowledge and busily guarding from one an-
other secrets that, to a significant extent, they all in effect share. In-
deed, the shared nature of their beliefs and practices is what allows 
us to speak of “Mazatec shamanism” as such, and could be taken as 
evidence for arguing that the use of this shamanic knowledge apper-
tains collectively and exclusively to all Mazatecs, as something that 
ought to be guarded against appropriation by outsiders.

Normally, Mazatecs are not troubled by the implications of this in-
herent contradiction between their individualist model of the produc-
tion or acquisition of shamanic knowledge and their insistence upon 
uniform standards in the evaluation of its performance. Perhaps the 
occasion for thinking about this issue did not arrive until I did. The 
conflict of values latent in this context came to a head as I found my-
self caught between two shamans with opposing views on the dispo-
sition of sacred knowledge. One is Don Nicolás, an elder shaman, 
renowned for his great powers and a long career of community ser-
vice, whom I had approached with a proposal of collaboration that 
he firmly refused. The other is Don Patricio, a younger shaman who 
had already cautiously begun to discuss his knowledge and experi-
ence with me.

One day when I was away, Don Nicolás sought out and publicly be-
rated Don Patricio for working with me. This constituted an unusual 
event, given that Mazatecs, unless they are extremely drunk, normally 
avoid public displays of anger. According to those who later told me 
of the incident, the older man had vehemently accused Don Patricio 
of “shameless” involvement in something that was, he charged, “en-
tirely a business.” Don Nicolas furthermore declared his not wanting 
to have anything to do with it himself. He voiced as well his opposi-
tion to any other shaman’s speaking with me about such “delicate” 
matters—employing the usual euphemism for what we would call 
“sacred” concerns. From what I could gather, he was asserting that 
such ritual and cosmological knowledge rightfully belongs to Maza-
tecs alone, principally their shamans.

The gist of Don Nicolás’s harangue was that Don Patricio had al-
lied himself with me “just for the money.” This is an accusation of sin-
ister resonance for a shaman, given the central place in the Mazatec 



Edward Abse

273

imagination of the lure of lucre in the formation of the chjota chjine 
tjaon, or nefarious sorcerer, the sort of ritual practitioner who uses 
his or her powers to injure rather than to heal others, a good shaman 
gone irredeemably bad.

Shamans who remain true to the spirit of the gift of healing will 
not explicitly request payment for their services. Indeed, it is gener-
ally recognized as the most important characteristic of an authentic 
and just shaman that he or she will expect nothing more from those 
whom they benefit than, as they say, “that which springs forth from 
the heart.” In contrast, it is believed that acts of sorcery have a spe-
cific price and that the shaman who will carry out such rites demands 
at least ten times what one would usually expect for legitimate prac-
tices. Thus, to be accused of receiving disproportionate fees in con-
nection with one’s status as shaman is to fall under the shadow of 
larger suspicions.

It is true that the financial arrangement between Don Patricio and 
myself was without precedent and thus open to question. As far as I 
am aware, this particular community had never been visited by an an-
thropologist before, and my appearance there was peculiar enough; 
my relationships with specific individuals among them were even more 
of a mystery, and subject to much speculation and inquiry. During my 
extended periods of residence elsewhere in the Sierra, some families 
had sought to remake my unusual presence in their lives in the image 
of a more recognizable role by extending invitations to become a mi-
nor padrino, or “godfather,” to their children, and so to sponsor some 
element of a celebration in honor of a son’s or a daughter’s passage 
through one or another stage of life. In this manner, they were able to 
formalize our relationship and to ensure in a way not blatantly coer-
cive more substantial (and more publicly visible) gestures of reciproc-
ity on my part, and I was very pleased to be given the opportunity. For 
instance, as padrino de los mariachis at the coming-of-age fiesta of 
one of my ahijadas, or “goddaughters,” I was entrusted with arrang-
ing for and paying the group of musicians who played at the event, 
and also with keeping them going all night long with liberal servings 
of aguardiente sugar-cane liquor while everyone was dancing.

In my new location I was the guest of the village doctor, a young man 
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from a neighboring community who had received four years of med-
ical training in a faraway city before returning to the Sierra to prac-
tice among his own people, and who wanted to take part in my re-
search there in order to learn more himself about the shamans whom 
his patients also consulted for their health complaints. People often 
asked what he was getting in return for allowing me to live with him 
in his home. With a shrug and a smile, he would always humbly an-
swer nada, “nothing.” This was true. He would not accept any rent 
or other payment from me, although I was able to provide food for 
our table from the local shopkeepers. But when the time came for him 
to marry, I seized upon the chance to be the couple’s padrino del toro,
“godfather of the bull,” the one who would procure the large animal 
to be sacrificed in preparation for the ceremony and then butchered 
to make ready caldo de res soup to feed all the company. In this way, 
I was able to return a gift to my friend while not inciting the envy of 
others, since they all shared in it: more than half the community was 
present, and there was enough meat and broth to feed more than two 
hundred people for two days.

Reciprocity with Don Patricio was of a different order, made neither 
in public nor in kind, but in regular installments of Mexican pesos, in 
exchange for his time and help. Prior to this point in my fieldwork, my 
experience and working alliances with other shamans had been much 
less formal, but out of my growing concern to be even more straight-
forward and easier to understand in my dealings with ritual special-
ists, I decided to try proposing a more “professional” arrangement 
from the outset; in short, it was my idea, and Don Patricio was well 
pleased with it. And yet he was unsure of just what his contribution 
was to be or why I wanted it, despite my repeated attempts at expla-
nation, and surely it was even harder to comprehend for others who 
were not directly involved in our negotiations and who could only 
imagine what it was all about. Certainly, for a shaman to be compen-
sated for anything other than divinations and healing was as anoma-
lous as it was novel. But our odd relationship was soon brought within 
the orbit of more familiar, traditional forms of Mazatec association. 
We became friends, exchanging gifts and unpaid visits to one another, 
and not long afterward, he became my protector in the aftermath of 
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Don Nicolás’s confrontation with him, during which the elder sha-
man engaged in more subtle gestures of hostility and social avoidance 
toward both of us. This ultimately resulted in a situation of two-fold 
irony, given Don Nicolás’s claims and intentions. Subsequent unusual 
events, Don Patricio’s dreams, the untimely death of his mother, and 
the development of certain physical symptoms of my own were inter-
preted as indicating that it was Don Nicolás who was himself prac-
ticing sorcery—and against us! Furthermore, as a result, Don Patricio 
was led to reveal to me two especially secret healing rituals as part of 
his effort to cure and shield us from the effects of these attacks.

To compound the irony even more, before Don Nicolás challenged 
Don Patricio and so sparked suspicions of the threat of sorcery, my 
working relationship with him was not going so smoothly as the older 
shaman might have imagined. Up until that point, Don Patricio has 
been somewhat reluctant to answer the questions I put to him and 
was instead more interested in interviewing me, not only about the 
nature of my work, but especially with regard to what the other sha-
mans I had worked with in other communities had shown and told 
me. Perhaps he was in part testing me, to see whether I might be ca-
pable of such betrayal.

Later, after we had established an easier rapport, he told me a dream. 
This event marked a new level of trust in our relationship, one that 
sustained us throughout the drama of sorcery and counter-sorcery 
that ensued. This was the dream:

He is cutting firewood, down in the forest on the hillside below 

his home. Suddenly he is working on something else: he is harvest-

ing coffee beans. “Then the owner/master of the land arrived and 

said to me, ‘Don’t cut this coffee, because this coffee is mine.’ And 

I answered him, ‘How can it be yours? The land is yours, yes, but 

I planted these coffee trees.’ And the owner/master said, ‘No. But 

don’t you cut them.’ Then he, the owner/master, disappeared again.” 

Then Don Patricio finds himself walking on a road, and he notices 

that the road is filled with mud. He arrives near the top of the road, 

where the muddy stretch comes to an end. “And after that I saw 

Eduardo up ahead. I don’t know what he was doing, but the point 
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is that he was talking; he was speaking in English. And I wanted 

to talk with him, and he did not speak to me. He turned and went 

away from me, over the top of the hill and out of sight.” (Field-

notes, April, 20, 1998)

I heard this dream as the expression of Don Patricio’s ambivalence, 
his desires and fears, about working with me. In trying to understand 
the dream sequence as a whole, I find that certain elements appear 
transparent if we view the imagery presented in each of the three ep-
isodes as referring to that contained in the others in the development 
of similar or contrasting themes. From the outset, we can gain in-
terpretive purchase on this dream if we first also take into consider-
ation the more obvious features of Mazatec symbolism in its mani-
fest content.

The dream begins with Don Patricio cutting firewood, a condensed 
symbol of his labor to provide for his home, a morally appropriate ac-
tivity free from ambiguity or conflict. The second part of the dream 
appears to express both his moral qualms and his subsequent rejec-
tion of them. “Suddenly” he finds himself picking coffee. Coffee, the 
chief export commodity grown in the Sierra, is, for the Mazatecs, 
the most powerful image representing exchange value (as opposed 
to the use value of firewood in this case) and access to the accumula-
tion of hard cash, much like the money Don Patricio continues to re-
ceive by working with me. This association is made especially com-
pelling by what immediately follows in the dream, which appears in 
contrast to the fact that in waking reality Don Patricio owns the land 
where his coffee trees grow. Therefore, the relationship in this epi-
sode of the dream must refer to something other than that between 
Don Patricio and a landlord in the strictly literal or mundane sense. I 
contend that the “master/owner of the land,” who shows up to warn 
him against harvesting the coffee, represents what we might under-
stand to be a kind of cultural conscience, opposing Don Patricio’s de-
sire to take something of value from the land to exchange with out-
siders for money.

Don Patricio refers to this figure using the same phrase convention-
ally used by Mazatecs to refer to Earth Lord spirits of the mountains, 
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the ultimate “master/owners of the land” in the Sierra, and divine stew-
ards of the people’s prosperity. Is Don Patricio not asserting his right 
to cut the coffee, that is, to work with me, in effect exchanging a cul-
tural property, his shamanic knowledge, for cash? Is he not disputing 
the figure of cultural conscience’s command by insisting that, yes, the 
land belongs to the “master/owner” but that it is he who planted and 
worked the coffee and so he may cut it if he pleases? Don Patricio rec-
ognizes a cultural patrimony, symbolized by the land, which among 
Mazatecs is transferred through patrilineal inheritance—and, in this 
case, Don Patricio came to his shamanic vocation just as he came into 
possession of his land, that is, as passed down from his father, and be-
fore that to his father from his grandfather—as belonging to some-
thing bigger than and beyond himself, perhaps to the Mazatecs as a 
people, or to the Mazatec “Geist.” However, he is the one who culti-
vated his own branch of knowledge, and so it is his to harvest and to 
sell. The dream episode is thus an assertion of Don Patricio’s sense of 
individual entitlement as against the restrictive claims of a partially 
internalized cultural conscience. We recognize in this an echo of his 
earlier confrontation with Don Nicolas in which Don Patricio gave a 
defiant reply similar to the one in the dream.

The same theme of ambivalence and internal conflict is represented 
in the final scene of the dream. Don Patricio is walking up a muddy 
road. This is an unmistakable conventional image from Mazatec sha-
manic initiatory visions, an ordeal of temptation presenting the choice 
between two roads that lead either to benevolent virtue in healing prac-
tice or to illegitimate accumulation of wealth and ultimate damnation 
in the practice of sorcery. As one shaman described the correct choice: 
“On the straight road we find just a quiet path, upon which only the 
sound of birds, the continuous babbling of a stream, the murmur of 
a river, like a new dawn, is heard, that and the songs and conversa-
tions of angels.” The evil way, in contrast, is visualized as a miry and 
wide road of soft and deep mud.

Again, then, Don Patricio’s “selling” of his knowledge to me pro-
vokes him to question whether he has thus entered into an immoral 
undertaking. The concluding incident of the dream is when he finds 
me, Eduardo, standing at the top of the road and beyond the mud, 
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where I am not listening to him while speaking in a language that he 
cannot understand. This imagery suggests his misgivings about the 
cultural distance between us and indicates his feeling something be-
tween hope and despair about finding somewhere or some way for 
us to speak together beyond the morally ambiguous terrain muddied 
by the question of pecuniary self-interest. That is, he might very well 
wonder whether he can avoid or overcome in his association with me 
what could amount to a betrayal of the sacred commitment to pur-
sue the path of altruistic good in his shamanic vocation.

Overall, the sequential unfolding of Don Patricio’s dream manifests 
a kind of teleological movement through a hierarchy of motives, from 
the at least partial resolution of ambivalence and guilt about work-
ing with me toward the expression of his anxious desire for commu-
nication, recognition, and continued friendship. He does not want 
me to turn my back on him and walk away. I must admit that at first 
I took solace and encouragement from his placing my image in the 
dream at the top of the road, at a spot free from mud. Nonetheless, is 
there not also in this image the hint that Don Patricio suspects I was 
in some sense actively deceiving him and perhaps all other shamans 
and Mazatecs who so generously provided me with their knowledge? 
Certainly, at least, it contains the premonition that his involvement 
with me was something that would lead finally to disappointment and 
that I would abandon our hard-won relationship in order to pursue 
further my own purposes, which were unintelligible to him. This fore-
boding is clearly there, again, in Don Patricio’s memory of how the 
dream ended: “I don’t know what he was doing, but the point is that 
he was talking, he was speaking in English. And I wanted to talk with 
him, and he did not speak to me. He turned and went away from me,
over the top of the hill and out of sight.”

There is more in this final episode of the dream than Don Patricio’s 
accurate intuition that the very motivations that lead us (at least at 
first) to develop close relationships during fieldwork are the same ones 
that will take us away from them—that is, eventually we leave, per-
haps never to return. It also points to a more general ethical problem 
of anthropological interpretations and representations entailed in the 
fact that we speak about our host subjects in languages they themselves 
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might not understand (for example, in the terms of a style of dream 
analysis very different from their own). Furthermore, even while talk-
ing together with them, we do not necessarily share our hosts’ beliefs 
about the world, yet we must show ourselves to be conversant in the 
issues that most interest us in order to provoke deeper conversation 
about these topics. This priming the pump often involves feigned ad-
herence to attitudes and ideas foreign and even contradictory to our 
own. Certainly, in research on esoteric traditions, rarely will anyone 
tell you but just a little bit more than they at least think you already 
know and have properly understood, or, in our terms, “believe.”4

From the Mazatec point of view, insofar as I understand it, my pre-
occupations about the problem of honesty in this regard would be seen 
as futile. For them, I would imagine, the question ought to be framed 
not in terms of belief or faith versus the doubt or skepticism we must 
admit informs our complex anthropological (re)interpretations, but 
rather in terms of knowledge about the world around us versus igno-
rance. Accepting their own categories of understanding, then, perhaps 
removes this particular issue, at least, from ethical consideration. For 
the Mazatecs, pretending to be knowledgeable when one is in fact ig-
norant is not so much a problem of deceit as it is one of foolishness.

That said, we must still consider the ethical quandary of choos-
ing between honoring Don Nicolás’s claims that Mazatec shamanic 
knowledge is a collective cultural property not to be shared with out-
siders and accepting Don Patricio’s gift of that knowledge, which he 
feels is his to grant, or perhaps even to sell. My acceding to the elder 
shaman’s moral demand, while never addressed directly to me but 
made to the younger shaman, would have implied either going na-
tive or burning my fieldnotes and going home. It may be impossible 
to decide who is right and who is wrong: Don Nicolás or Don Patri-
cio? In the end, I chose not to relinquish the responsibilities I had as-
sumed in my role as ethnographer, a decision that may appear only 
to beg the question but which was made in the sincere belief that it is 
not my place to judge an issue between Mazatecs. What I did, then, 
was to continue to pursue my research with Don Patricio and the 
other shamans who were still willing to work with me, while risking 
the hazards involved.
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That is not to say that I am free from ethical responsibilities con-
cerning secrecy and the issues of consent, confidentiality, and expo-
sure. I want to be clear that I will never disclose anything any Maza-
tec shared with me and asked me not to repeat or publish. My hosts 
requested that I keep silent in many ways. For example, some of them 
asked me to preserve only their anonymity, while others insisted that I 
never publish transcriptions or translations of their sacred chants. In-
evitably, then, my ethnographic record of Mazatec shamanism must 
remain somewhat incomplete. Will this lead to distortion, some sort 
of misrepresentation by omission, in the published results of my re-
search? My answer is a qualified no. That is, I do not believe the issue 
of secrecy poses a special case in the problems of ethnographic repre-
sentation. After all, even if we felt free to tell all that we know about 
our host culture, all that we can say must fall short of the subject, or 
even of the way we ourselves conceive of it, both of which always re-
main to some degree refractory to representation. Indeed, it may well 
be that this quality of elusiveness and inexhaustibility is what the out-
sider’s ethnographic insights and insider’s secrets have in common, 
and what in some significant degree determines their compelling effi-
cacy as forms of symbolic knowledge.

Conclusion: The Play of Shadows of a Doubt

I have so far presented a reading of Don Patricio’s dream from an an-
alytic perspective involving the discovery of meanings latent in the 
symbolism of the text as recorded in my fieldnotes. What I have yet 
to mention is that the shaman provided his own equally cogent in-
terpretation of the dream at the time of its telling. For Mazatecs, the 
conventional understanding of a dream wherein a person turns his 
back on you is that the person has doubts about you. It indicates 
that there is a hidden lack of trust toward the dreamer on the part 
of the dreamed. After recounting his dream, Don Patricio was care-
ful to insist that the usual explanation was inappropriate in this case, 
that there was no real problem of trust between us, that we have no 
doubts about one another. Rather, he said, the dream indicated that 
“there must be ’ntjao, an evil wind. That is, from the people who see 
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you coming here [to my home]. It is because the people remain with 
the doubt.” In other words, Don Patricio meant that the suspicion 
and busybody speculations of others had taken the form of an invis-
ible sinister influence that works to break our relationship of mutual 
trust, or confianza, by entering into our dreams.

What I find most interesting about this episode—insofar as it might 
shed light on other cases of the fear of magical aggression—is that it 
signals the emergence of a kind of paranoia that would later develop 
into the apperception of sorcery attacks against us by Don Nicolás. 
In general, Mazatecs seem unwilling or unable to think that internal 
conflict is inherent to the self, or that ambivalence is intrinsic to social 
relationships. When either makes an appearance, as in this dream, it 
is instead construed as a contingent evil coming from without, threat-
ening to affect the integrity of the self or of social relationships. In ret-
rospect, I now believe that the sense of sorcery’s presence, as it devel-
oped later on in this case, was really born out of Don Patricio’s sense 
of guilt—disavowed and so turned inside out, as it were—derived from 
his working with me. Even so, it must be said that it would be a mis-
take to reduce his desire to collaborate with me to motives of mere 
profit. For one thing, the bottom line for him is drawn at a different 
level than that. Given the risks of sorcery attacks and even death, the 
stakes were way too high to have been worth it for him had it been 
only a question of positive economy.

The doubts expressed in Don Patricio’s dreams are obviously his 
own, and are at least in part manifest as a kind of self-accusation and 
guilt, but in his brief interpretation of them, they are projected onto 
a diffuse Other, as the malignant force of slanderous rumor. It is just 
this externalized doubt and self-reproach that will later take on the 
more tightly focused shape of a condensed hostility coming from the 
outside, in the image of Don Nicolás and his imputed sorcery attacks 
against us. Indeed, the way toward that transformation appears to 
have been opened by Don Patricio’s decision to name the meddle-
some agency as ’ntjao, Mazatec for “evil wind.” But, then again, per-
haps, as suggested by Don Patricio, evil winds were simply the form 
taken by multiple chismes, the result of many different people’s mis-
chievous talk and uncertainties, literally, a kind of malevolent “gos-
sip” on the breeze.
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Notes

1. The first section of this chapter is derived from a revised version of a paper presented 
at the American Anthropological Association meetings at Chicago in November of 2003,
as part of a panel on “Indigenous American Conceptualizations and Transformations of 
Alterity,” while the substance of the second section was in large part presented at the 2000
aaa meetings in San Francisco for a panel on “Forms of Power/Knowledge.” The field re-
search was carried out with funds provided by the Wenner-Gren Foundation for Anthropo-
logical Research. Many thanks especially to Jean-Guy Goulet, and to Julie Thacker Abse, 
Susan McKinnon, Elizabeth Abse, and Michael Kaufman for their contributions to earlier 
drafts. Also, I am very grateful to Don Patricio Hernandez for his bravery and protection 
and for his efforts to further my understanding of Mazatec shamanism. I owe the great-
est debt to Antonio Briseño of San Martín de Porres (Chilcholta), Oaxaca, who was my 
steadfast friend and co-researcher throughout many a harrowing adventure in the Sierra 
and without whom none of the fieldwork experience directly related to this chapter would 
have been possible.

2. For earlier theoretical debate among Latin Americanist scholars regarding envy and 
the “image of limited good,” see, for example, Foster 1965, 1966, 1972; Kaplan and 
Seler 1966; Gregory 1975; Rubel 1977; and Dow 1981. For more recent ethnographic des-
criptions that convey subtleties of indigenous Latin American concepts and experiences of 
“envy” analogous to those characteristic of the Mazatec case briefly described here, see es-
pecially Monaghan 1995, 131–136, and Taussig 1987, 393–412.

3. Benjamin Feinberg has provided a historically sensitive and politically astute interpre-
tation as to why the vehicle of Mazatec shamanic knowledge and claims to legitimate au-
thority should be objectified in the form of a “book” (Feinberg 1997).

4. For a comparative example, Goulet has stated essentially the same thing as true to his 
experience with Native Americans in the context of fieldwork with the Dene Tha of north-
western Alberta, Canada: ‘‘Dene tend to exclude those who are not perceived as knowing 
from those among whom they discuss experiences of dreams, visions, and power. Such dis-
cussion occurs only between those who are ‘‘in the know.’’ To one who ‘‘knows’’ and un-
derstands, Dene offer a degree of explanation according to their estimation of his or her 
understanding. This estimation of the ethnographer’s knowledge, more than the investiga-
tor’s own research agenda, determines the flow of information between the two, informa-
tion that most often takes the form of stories, the significance of which at first simply es-
capes the ethnographer’’ (Goulet 1994b, 114).



Late one January evening in 1992, I went to meet with a Kaq chikel
Maya woman from the area of Lake Atitlan, in Guatemala.1 Vera had 
been visiting the northern coast of California and teaching backstrap 
weaving at an art center. I wound my way along the roads of the Cal-
ifornia coastal range to the house of her friend Alyssa, where, over 
cups of tea and with much laughter, Vera plied words as deftly as her 
fingers moved when they worked the warp threads of her loom; she 
formed a portal through which we left the familiar world to enter an-
other reality.

Vera’s native tongue is Kaq chikel, lending cadence to the Span-
ish used as the lingua franca in market towns around Lake Atitlun, 
where three different Mayan languages are spoken. I asked questions 
in English, and Alyssa translated into Spanish. I sought to draw out the 
story of her life that Vera had recounted a few days earlier at a small 
grade school. There she had created a marketplace for the children, 
evoking her pueblo where narrow streets lead down to Lake Atitlun, 
suspended between volcanic cones. I had been so intrigued by Vera’s 
aura of quiet confidence and the identity she established through her 
traje (traditional dress) that I had sought this further meeting. As the 
night went on, our conversation moved across a divide of difference, 
working on the assumption that we held a common reality based on 
experiences such as childbearing, familial interactions, and the dy-
namics of power between women and men. If I did not completely 
understand her answers, Alyssa translated, but Vera understood Eng-
lish as well as I understood her Spanish, and she interjected explana-

12. Clothing the Body in Otherness

janferie stone
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tions that spun off into one tale and then another. These were bursts 
of stories, like rain showers, that I could feel but barely comprehend. 
Stories of houses and saints, of cargoes, cloth, foreseeing, and dreams. 
A story of caves, a black man, an abducted woman, the coates (feath-
ered serpents), and sacred lances. The sentences were double-woven 
coupleted phrases within the flow of a Mayan tongue, laying out the 
twinned drives of tradition and change. While their simplicity carried 
emotional force across three languages, these stories were simultane-
ously as layered as the brocades that Vera wove.

Asked how it was that she was the first person to leave her town to 
come to the United States, Vera launched into a tale that cited what 
I have come to call a lineage of spiritual power going back to her 
grandparents. Just as one might present one’s line of descent to estab-
lish rights to land and material property, so one may cite the occult 
powers of one’s ancestors, thus claiming the ability to dream truly, to 
have prescience, to move in otherworldly ways that affect the reality 
of the day to day. According to Vera, to be born with such abilities 
in her society, manifesting from a young age, bestows more author-
ity than any knowledge that one might gain by being apprenticed to 
a teacher. But training is necessary to be able to control one’s natural 
powers. The following synopsis of Vera’s tale, “Shapeshifting Wives” 
demonstrates this.

Part I: The Transforming Wife

It was in the time of my grandfather. Yes, my grandfather. He was mar-
ried first to a bad wife. This wife had no children; she was barren. She 
was a woman who went out into the night and ran wild like a lion. 
The husband grew to be afraid and suspicious even though she gave 
him something to make him sleep as if he were dead. One night he 
awoke anyway; his wife was not beside him. She had left a grinding 
stone in her place. He went out of the house, taking his machete. He 
waits and he waits, and then it is big, crying Aieee, aieee in the night 
and it is coming close, it is coming closer, it is as big as a horse and 
he slashes with his machete; he slashes his machete and she falls, she 
dies. He knew and yet did not know that it was his wife. The head of 
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the animal, which was now human, uttered words. The pieces of her 
body kept moving, moving, trying to come back together. In the morn-
ing, her father and brother came, and her husband, furious, protested, 
“How was I to know? You did not tell me she was like this! You should 
have told me she had this problem!” They gathered up her body and 
returned to the house of her father, where she finally died.

Part II: Dreaming with the Wife in the Green House

Her grandfather had need of a wife; after all, who would make his 
tortillas? As no family in his town would allow him to court their 
daughters, he thought and thought. What was he to do? One night 
he dreamed that he needed to travel to the next town where he would 
find the good woman in a green house. When he did so, he was an-
noyed to find that this woman was already married and had children. 
He thought to himself, “Well, this is bad, but after all, I too have been 
married.” That night he dreamed and traveled into the dreams of the 
sleeping woman to talk with her. He said that when she awoke she 
should tell her husband that a man had come to her in her dreams. 
Her husband would become enraged, suspecting her of infidelity. He 
would threaten her and when he did, the house would shake; she 
should leave with her children and return to her father’s house where 
he, the dreamer, would come to claim her. And it all fell out according 
to what he said. The grandfather came down the road in the morn-
ing to present his case to her father. He had found the woman with 
whom he could make his house, to continue his bloodline, to pass on 
his power and knowledge. The family that came from this union in-
cluded the granddaughter who was telling the tale.

The Work of the Tale

Thus we returned to the present, where the tale reverberated as we 
continued to talk. When I pressed Vera to relate how the civil conflict 
in Guatemala had affected her life, her answers grew elusive and dis-
jointed. The hour late, the flow was spent.

I left our meeting stunned, thinking that I had experienced begin-
ner’s luck. I had caught complex, magical tales on my tape; I had them 
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to study. But I was deluded, for if anything, the tales actually had me. 
Over the next few years, the tales surfaced at various moments, always 
associated with Vera’s image and the cadence of her voice, rising and 
falling. I began to interpret the tales, as I shall presently convey, but 
these ideas were but strands I followed across a field that came into 
being over years of study and Vera’s friendship.

At first my research followed standard folklore lines, focusing on the 
historical–geographical distribution of the tales and finding versions re-
corded since the Spanish Conquest in Mesoamerica. The Franciscans, 
on a conquest of the souls of this heathen world, detailed accounts of 
idolatry and beliefs that humans could shapeshift into animal others, 
a belief that has been called nawalism (Coe and Whittaker 1982, 63–
68, Sahagún 1979, vol. 4). Such accounts were traces of alternate real-
ities and power sources, hidden behind the masked faces and laboring 
bodies that the indigenous peoples presented to colonial authorities. 
The Inquisition in the New Indies sought to identify recalcitrant be-
liefs that prevented the complete Christian conversion of subject peo-
ples (Few 1997, Obregon 1912). After the Independence movements 
of the early 1800s, state authorities sought to track subversive forces 
that might fuel rebellion (Brinton 1894, Bricker 1981).

From the nineteenth century on, anthropologists and linguists work-
ing in Mesoamerica have recorded variants of such narratives about 
nawalism (for an overview of scholarship see López Austin 1988, I: 
362–275, II: 283–284). Since the mid-twentieth century, epigraphers 
have made progress decoding ancient Mayan hieroglyphs, a labor that 
suggests deep roots for such representations of relationships among 
humans, animals, and power (Houston and Stuart 1989, Klein et al. 
2002). Tracing tales and beliefs, I sensed that the archival record did 
not present an unbroken continuity of custom and belief from the Pre-
Columbian to the present but rather showed how tales, as a genre, 
were employed to recount experience, tapping core beliefs pertinent 
to moments in sociopolitical movements, representing actors and their 
choices, and potentially changing the course of events.

Academic literature provided models for interpretation of the tales, 
but these were framed within the disciplinary flows of Western culture. 
I had thought to collect and study tales, to describe them in academic 
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terms and to use theoretical tools forged in Western understandings 
of individual development, feminism. and functionalism. While I in-
tended to keep a proper academic distance from both the tales and 
the culture, I grew increasingly uncertain of how truly my theoretical 
approaches mapped the worldview of the people who told the tales. 
Methodologically, I experienced constraints to engaging in a compre-
hensive field research project. Unable to schedule extended fieldwork 
(because of family obligations), I had only short sessions in the field in 
Guatemala; my ability to immerse myself in the language(s) and cul-
ture was limited. Over two summer visits, I spent time conversing with 
women from Santiago Atitlan and San Pedro la Laguna (towns on the 
shores of Lake Atitlun), thereby gaining an understanding of the lake 
as a region where community is constituted through languages and 
tales, and learning that symbols woven or embroidered on cloth rep-
resent condensed ritual and secular practices. In each tongue, there are 
specific terms to describe people of force, both good and evil. There 
are also terms to denote saints, ancestors, and the native deities that 
hold otherworldly power at specific named sites.2

More importantly, I gained a sense of the vital relationship between 
the appearance, dignity, and traditional dress of Maya women, and 
the way they tell the world to themselves and others, even if conjunc-
tions of tellers and audiences are rare. The time that can be spent in 
idle conversation is all too short in lives bent upon modernization and 
development after many years of civil conflict. As the years passed, 
Vera had commitments to another marriage, three more children, and 
her matrilineal family to honor; she was too busy as a householder 
to pause for long. Short bursts of gossip and asides of information 
interspersed her daily round when I was there. But a major factor in 
her ability to sell her weaving was the circuit she had established with 
weavers in North America. Visitors to Guatemala came to her house 
to buy textiles. Feeling it necessary to maintain and develop these con-
tacts, she made journeys northward, but now brought one or two of 
the children with her as necessary. I came to appreciate a field of en-
gagement that was formed bilaterally, for with each of us traveling 
long distances, we established a trade in cloth, representations of other 
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culture and multiple fashionings of knowledge. While I have experi-
enced dislocation and a heightening of the senses while visiting her 
culture, I became the coordinator for her work in California. In the 
process, as I shall describe, what I take as my known world has some-
times been shot through with uncanny experiences that defy explana-
tion. Such a long-term engagement in fieldwork, while piecemeal, has 
opened the process of interpretation to consultation over an extended 
period in our developing life courses. The exchange has become in-
creasingly dialogic as Vera and I discuss ideas about the phenomeno-
logical versus the real, and ways that the Mayan peoples around Lake 
Atitlun speak about and practice time and space.

While worldviews and templates for behavior within Maya societ-
ies are instilled in multiple ways, I would hold that one of the more 
powerful modes has been the telling of traditional tales. Certainly, for 
tellers such as Vera, it is the chosen genre to convey complex meta-
phors and beliefs and to frame the relationships among humans, so-
ciety, and nature. At one level, the two episodes of her Nawal tale 
describe a set of positive and negative values for women, thereby de-
lineating the balance of power between woman and man deemed nec-
essary for the reproduction of family and culture. It contrasts the first 
wife as an asocial being, incapable of human reproduction and wild 
with power, with the second wife, who was a worthy partner to en-
gender a lineage, “the house” of the grandfather. Viewed in this man-
ner, neither woman had much agency or control over her desires. Such 
a tale seems to function to control the social power of women, con-
fining their labor to the domestic sphere and requiring their bodies 
in the reproductive strategies of a male hierarchy. In this narrative, 
this fate is denoted by the woman’s return to the house of the father 
in each episode.

The anomaly about the tale’s performance is that Vera, telling the 
tale, was a twenty-four-year-old woman who was moving far outside 
the spheres of the good wife as described in the story. On the contrary, 
Vera was seeking employment to help support her infant son after she 
left her alcoholic husband. She went to work caring for the child of 
a gringa, an American woman who eventually invited her to come to 
California. She left her infant son in the care of her maternal family. 
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The actual course that her life had taken could be juxtaposed to her 
own presentation of what and where it was proper for a woman to 
be. While this discrepancy posed a question of cognitive dissonance 
for me, it did not seem to phase her, for (to work a weaving meta-
phor) the tension on the strands of her life was a tension that opened 
the sheds of possibility. She carried through the border crossings the 
interior calm and dignity of a woman of her family and society, sig-
nified by her outer dress. The choices she made as a young woman 
within this space led her to a new design for the life of a Kaq chikel
woman, encompassing roles as a mother, weaver, artist, and trader. 
While others in her community have begun the long migratory labor 
circuit to North America, none have been able to achieve her balance 
of cultural conservation, artistry, and service within the family. Al-
though physically distant from her loved ones, she insisted that she 
was able to maintain spiritual contact. One night she dreamt that her 
infant son was ill and close to death. She telephoned the next day to 
ascertain the truth of her dream and immediately booked a flight to 
return. She told me, “He grew well because he knew I was coming.” 
As the granddaughter of dreamers, she lays claim to the power of pre-
science but also to the power to weave new patterns in life based on 
traditional values.

I propose that the Nawal tale may be seen as a template for roles 
and behavior within the span of a human life, a template that moves 
through the generations, affecting behavior and perception in the 
day to day, but also empowering its carriers to grasp opportunities 
as they arise, thereby changing the courses of both family and com-
munity histories. A deep understanding of the tale involves a discus-
sion of traditional Maya spirituality, of the frame provided by the 
particular historical moment of the telling and of the Maya approach 
to oral history, in short, an undertaking of book-length proportions. 
But one common thread in these explorations is the attention to the 
immediate appearance of things against the background of alternate 
and greater realities. I use the phrase “clothing the body in otherness” 
to characterize the relationship of one of the most quotidian of prac-
tices in Maya society, the act of dressing, with Maya representations 
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of women who have undressed beyond their human flesh and trans-
formed into nawals, spiritual animal others. Realizing that in both the 
tale and the field of interaction, more than one reality was interweav-
ing, and that the appearance of things was crucial to understanding 
the multidimensionality of knowing, I concentrate here on the rela-
tionship of dressing, specifically between the traje that Vera always 
wears and the manifestation of the power of another dimension of 
her world, demonstrated by belief in and representations of nawal-
ism, “animal transformation.”

Belief in the ability of humans to change themselves into animals 
or their association with an animal spirit is recorded in Maya hiero-
glyphic writing, in sculptural media, and the iconography of the tzolkin
(the Sacred Calendar round of the Maya). The deep background of 
Vera’s tale refers to the relationships between humans, itz (magical 
power), and the chíulel, or tonal, an elemental or animal co-essence 
connected to each human by the moment of birth (Chouinard 1995,
73–79). A human’s ability to actually transform into an animal (not 
necessarily their tonal) is a manifestation of force that may be for good 
(that is beneficial to the community) or for malice and selfish gain. 
One term often used in Maya communities and in the literature for 
this ability is nawalism, and in many Maya communities it has car-
ried a strong negative connotation, giving rise to charges of brujeria
(witchcraft), shaped by five hundred years of Catholic and colonial 
agendas. Humans, by changing appearance, have the ability to de-
ceive others, and their motives are to be suspected. In one story that 
Vera told, she posed the dilemma of interpersonal relations: “Who 
can know why? Perhaps it is jealousy, perhaps they are angry, perhaps 
they want something? Your land, your house?” A transformed being 
can enter the private areas of the house and cause bodily harm to its 
inhabitants. The contrasting roles of the two wives could also be de-
scribed as statements about clothing and posture, about upstanding 
social behavior versus the incomprehensible behavior of an animal or 
an animal in the wrong place.

The contrast of animal to human behavior, the way of telling ex-
perience and the warping of the perceptual field in the aftermath of 
violence come into sharp focus around an incident that occurred in 
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May of 2000, when Vera visited California with her infant son and 
her five-year-old daughter, (little) Alyssa, namesake of her American 
friend. Unfortunately, the end of Vera’s visit overlapped with a previ-
ous commitment I had made to travel overseas with my mother. Be-
cause I would not be able to take Vera and her children to the air-
port, I contacted Alyssa who was living to the northeastern interior 
of Mendocino County. While she was extremely busy working on en-
vironmental campaigns and felt disconnected from her Guatemalan 
past, she agreed to help.

After Vera taught her class on the Mendocino coast, we drove sev-
enty miles up into the interior. The heat was intense and the air crack-
ling and dry, so that we arrived headachy, our energy sapped. As I pre-
pared to leave, Alyssa suggested I wait a half hour more, passing the 
time in her garden. We trailed out across the hills, the five of us and 
her dog. I was moving ahead on the path when I heard screaming and 
turned to see that the dog had little Alyssa down on the ground and 
was slashing at her face. I did not think but ran past Vera, who was 
holding the baby up out of the way. I pushed the dog off and lifted 
little Alyssa high above my shoulders. The dog leapt up on me trying 
to get to her. I began moving swiftly back toward the house, thinking 
that Alyssa (elder) would get the dog under control, and Vera would 
bring the baby. I wanted to distance the little girl from the dog and 
clean her to see how badly she was hurt. Fortunately, the dog was a 
hunting breed, soft-mouthed for retrieving birds, and there was only 
a small puncture wound near Alyssa’s mouth that nevertheless pro-
duced a great deal of blood as she sobbed quietly. Back at the house, 
we were completely disoriented by the sudden eruption of violence, 
and Alyssa’s children were further disturbed by what might happen 
to their beloved family dog because of the attack.

What force had animated the dog? The attack could be attributed 
to a number of factors. The dog had been on put on medication a few 
weeks before. Talking with friends afterward, I heard two accounts 
of otherwise sedate family pets suddenly attacking five-year-old chil-
dren; the size and movement of the young human triggered some an-
cient wiring, breaking through the dog’s breeding and training. Per-
haps the busyness of our lives had stressed all the beings involved. 
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But in the midst of the incident I had a flash of vision—the image of 
the dog on little Alyssa overlaid by images of the Conquest and the 
use of the Spanish dogs as instruments of terror. The dense brocade 
of little Alyssa’s huipil had functioned as an impenetrable shield for 
her torso when the dog knocked her down, but her face had been de-
fenseless. I could not rid myself of the sensation that another layer of 
reality had mapped onto the one we had walked.

I did not share this with the others; it seemed an excess of imag-
ination, with our senses wide open and the emotional atmosphere 
so tightly strung. Little Alyssa’s wound was treated. Time stretched 
out, one hour, two, as we calmed and tried to settle what should hap-
pen. Alyssa and I went outside the house while Vera rested with the 
children. Alyssa tried to explain why she was so reluctant to engage 
deeply in Vera’s life anymore; she told me the story I have called “A 
Dark Illness.”

The second time that Vera was living in Guatemala, when her chil-
dren were young, she came to Alyssa one day, complaining and com-
plaining of deep pain. Alyssa offered to take Vera to the doctor, but 
Vera said, no, no it was not that kind of illness. She could tell by the 
duration and quality of the pain that active human ill will was behind 
it. She explained that a jealous woman, suspecting that Vera was in-
volved with her husband (although it was not true) had consulted a 
shaman (Alyssa’s term) to send this illness. Vera would need to go to 
a diviner herself to try to counteract the pain that would otherwise 
kill her. Alyssa agreed to pay for it. They went to a powerful healer 
in the town of Santa Catarina, who did rituals and gave Vera medi-
cine to take.

That night Vera slept, and dreamed. She dreamt she was a bird, a 
hawk soaring. She saw another hawk below and swooped down to 
engage it in battle. They fought, rising and falling in circles, until the 
other bird tumbled from the sky. Vera awoke in the night, and the 
pain was gone. In the morning, agitated, she telephoned someone in 
the part of town where the other woman lived. She was told that the 
woman had tumbled down some stairs in the early morning, break-
ing her arm.

Alyssa now found this incident from their past to be evidence of 
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superstition and the dark jealousy and underlying violence of Maya 
nature. I did not know how to reply. I had read narratives (Laugh-
lin 1976, 5–6) that followed the pattern described but found it inter-
esting that in this account it was the women themselves who had en-
gaged in spirit battle, when usually it was the shamans who fought 
for the souls of their patients. I thought this might have to do with 
Vera’s own powers, dormant while she was in the childbearing phase 
of her life. Alyssa’s revulsion for the superstition and the dark magic 
that had resulted in actual injury seemed compounded by her com-
plicity in paying for it. Moreover, I sensed that she had distanced her-
self over the years because she had a genuine fear of being caught up 
in the malice, something to be considered when the bond between the 
self and native contacts is weak or broken.

Favret-Saada (1980) describes such a fieldwork dilemma, in which 
life-threatening danger arose as she explored witchcraft in the Bo-
cage region of France. The inability to cope with the inexplicable may 
lead the person external to the culture to put distance between the 
self and the field. But on this hot June evening, I found it fascinating 
that Alyssa had switched to a narrative mode, echoing the cadences 
of Vera’s voice, to try to resolve some of the issues that had arisen in 
that moment. I also felt that telling the story had lanced some of the 
venom from the situation. Whatever the current state of their rela-
tionship, Alyssa and Vera had long been friends, and we would all 
have to trust that it would work out for a few days. Reluctantly, I did 
leave Vera’s family there, the issue of the dog unresolved, so we might 
all get to our separate flights.

Incidents such as this one resist easy interpretation. In the life courses 
of the people involved, they remain sore until, as in this case, time can 
heal the anger and fear. Four years later, in May of 2004, when Vera 
and little Alyssa visited again, Alyssa was once again living on the coast 
while her daughter attended high school. She, her daughter, Vera, and 
little Alyssa spent time together reestablishing the sense of extended 
family. Little Alyssa does, however, remain afraid of dogs.

I could not readily absorb this incident into my work. Such experi-
ences resist academic description, obtruding like rough stones in a de-
ductive flow. The perceptual warp we experienced in the aftermath of 
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the incident made me ask what it was that each of us had seen, and I 
understood better how people come to believe in supernatural forces. 
That Alyssa resorted to a narrative citing Maya metaphors and be-
liefs to ease the situation emphasized the instrumentality of tales in 
human interaction. But perhaps most importantly, the dreamlike pace 
of this small act of violence had induced the imagination that opens 
understanding. The overlaid image of the terror of conquest evoked 
the entrenched structural violence in Guatemala, forcing me to seek 
deeper historical patterns. To ignore the currents of violence in Gua-
temala is to completely misrepresent the conditions of production of 
the Maya self and culture. But equally, to do justice to Maya world-
views and their tenacity in the face of oppression, emphasis must be 
laid on the positive aspects of Maya self-representations. Ultimately, I 
needed to find ways to reconcile the contrast created between the en-
chantments of clothing and the magic of the tales and the undercur-
rents of violence that the same tales brought out.

Dressing in Alternate Skins

On the most recent visit, in May 2004, I awaited Vera and little Alyssa 
at the San Francisco airport until they appeared, exhausted by post 
9–11 security woes, delayed five hours in immigration, but still up-
right and beautiful in their traje. Again I was struck by the central-
ity of the cloth to their very being and over the next weeks watched 
them at two conferences for textile artists in the San Francisco Bay 
area as they wove the magic of presence, productive on their looms 
and through the weaving, in the world.

Guatemalan Maya women are expected to have command of the 
idiom of clothing (Goffman 1959, 74), and dressing is an “everyday 
secular performance” to be judged for its “aptness, fitness, propriety, 
and decorum” (Goffman 1959, 55). As Vera’s nawal tale conveys, there 
is a significant contrast between the valued performance of a woman 
dressed in the hand-woven products of her labor, keeping still in her 
house, and the ambiguous role that she occupies as the other, a trans-
forming wife. Such nawal figures have lost moral and social agency, 
having chosen to move outside the sphere of the house, when the term 
“house” encompasses both domestic space and lineage.
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Many tales involve a man, a trader, on the road overnight, who 
is forced to take shelter in a strange house, or near ruins or a ceme-
tery. Overhearing people talking, he recognizes the voice of his wife, 
making pacts with other “masters of the night” to bring destruction 
to the townspeople. While it may be necessary for a man to be out 
in the night, it is never acceptable for a woman (see, for example, Ya 
kta l q iisoom, “Catarina la characotel” from Santiago Atitlan, Pet-
rich 1999, 86–90). Women, transformed into their nawals, are seen as 
agents of destruction for both family and community, and ultimately, 
they must be expelled from society.

The two images of women, the one in traje, highly valued and in-
deed valorized, the other as nawal, an anathema, are actually both in-
stances of dressing, when the appearance of women is represented as 
crucial in the construction of everyday sociality. These accounts must 
be contextualized within the historical development of Maya spiri-
tual and political power. Furthermore, drawing on the work of Kay 
Warren and a historical model proposed by Gary Gossen and Rich-
ard Leventhal, I suggest that within the context of la violencia (the 
Guatemalan civil conflict) these images of women as nawals represent 
extraordinary spiritual performances that marked movement toward 
widespread social change at a particular moment. These performances 
may not have been recognized as such within the society.

Clothing the Woman, from Labor to Reproduction

For women, cloth has been the product of female labor, key in their 
contributions to the household, town, and the national economies of 
Mesoamerica. This has been so for millennia. Many studies of Maya 
textiles have focused on their technical excellence, skill, and mastery 
of design, yet imputed Spanish influences and institutions of control, 
to the development of significant markers of clan, village, and lin-
guistic regions (Shevill 1985,  20–22). But Irma Otzoy insists that the 
Maya had more control over the socio-cultural trajectories of their 
production. She explores the complexities of signifiers on cloth, be-
ginning with ancient portrayals on ceramics, codices, and the stone 
monuments of Classic Maya cities (Otzoy 1996a, 142–143). As more 
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Maya writers take the myths and legends of their peoples into publica-
tion, often in poetic forms, a worldview emerges in which it is neces-
sary to mark identity and underline the centrality of cloth to power. As 
both practice and ideology, weaving is one of the defining arts taught 
by Jich Mam and Jich Mi (the grandmother–fathers of the Jakaltek 
Maya) that Victor Montejo (2001, 7) highlighted as a trope of iden-
tity tied to place, ancestry, and spirituality:

And our women, with skillful hands,

wove blankets, skirts, belts and blouses,

and made with pride all our clothing

which they dyed with bright colors

using indigo and the blood of the annatto

The art of weaving has been and is an art of possibilities, a dynamic 
and conscious series of choices tied to sacred beginnings (Otzoy 1996b, 
26). She cites the words that the Kaq chikel ancestral grandmother–
father, Q aq awitz, spoke to the hero Q axq anul: “the heart of a 
hero must not be afraid, and then your victory shall be the victory of 
the whole pueblo” (Otzoy 1996b, 27). Otzoy draws a parallel between 
this injunction and the daily valor of women who continued to wear 
traje despite the racist legacy of colonialism and the danger during 
la violencia. Since the Conquest, women have felt a responsibility to 
transmit Maya knowledge to future generations through their weav-
ing, confronting the discrimination of the dominant society. Similarly, 
Rigoberta Menchú claimed that “it is the same to speak of the tejidos
(weaving) as it is to speak of the earth” (quoted in Otzoy 1996b, 32)
tying traje to the fight for resources and social justice.

But for Maya women, the identity constituted through traje is also 
a bodily practice, linking persona to sensory being and perception. 
Vera explained: “I tried wearing other clothes, jeans and T-shirts, but 
I didn’t feel right. I couldn’t move or carry my bundles of cloth.” Hab-
its and postures are assigned worth according to the body’s ability to 
produce, to labor, and to carry Maya culture. As a weaver and con-
server of Maya culture, Vera articulates what it means to dress and 
be a Kaq chikel woman. When traveling in California, she continues 
to wear her huipil, corte (skirt), and tzute (head wrap), cutting a line 
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of glorious color through a street or shopping mall. This teaching is 
compounded when she travels with her daughter, as she conveys to 
the next generation the need to proudly wear iconography and col-
ors that refer to her people and place, despite the blandishments of 
other kinds of distinction deployed by global Western culture. While 
American response to her being varies, factoring in the viewer’s class 
and ethnicity, individuals do pay attention (if only through a momen-
tary glance) and many engage in exclamations of beauty, compliments, 
and questions about Vera’s place of origin.

Ways of dressing are formative in bodily habits that are instilled 
through repeated injunctions to children about their clothes and be-
havior. Young girls, as they are wrapped in their corte, are taught 
how to fold the layers of cloth over the gathered huipil, and then to 
align their fajas (belts), drawing the spine into an erect posture. The 
female’s shoulders should be squared so that the entire design on the 
huipil may be read. Correct performance is assessed in the eyes of 
others, for there are few mirrors or large plates of glass in rural Gua-
temala to encourage the habitual self-evaluation in which members 
of Western societies indulge. Marks of distinction scripted in bodily 
coverings renew motifs and stake claims of belonging to families, or-
ganizations of people, and their places. While public schools may re-
quire uniforms for boys, many accept traje for girls. For women, wear-
ing traje while selling goods in the market is an essential part of the 
display, read as carefully as a label upon their goods. Contemporary 
local contests to choose the queens for processions extol traditional 
dress and values for girls and are part of a secular process of defining 
and displaying indigenous presence against Ladino institutions (Hen-
drickson 1995, 92–94, 116).

In sacred venues, dressing the saints or the Virgin is an act of de-
votion for the wives of the Cofradias. The process creates a path of 
knowledge, power, and encoding that travels through the genera-
tions. First, a weaver may invest the piece through iconographic sig-
nifiers, as when Irma Otzoy traces, in the work of Asturias de Barrios 
in Comolapa, the way in which weavers “transform objects of a rit-
ual character into woven motifs and are thus designing for survival” 
(Otzoy 1996a, 153). But the woven piece then carries instrumental 
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energy, for the impulse for such new designs or for the revival of old 
ones may come in a dream, signaling the spiritual onus such a task may 
carry. The work is highly honored, and according to Vera, the cloth-
ing of the saints has been preserved over the years in the houses of the 
Cofradias. While the clothing of the saint or of the Virgin represents 
the most sacred deployment of traje, the annual cycle of saints’ days 
and fiestas gives those who throng the streets an occasion to display 
best clothing as marks of distinction and status. Dressing to be seen 
at the procession is an act infused with excitement and social mean-
ing. Posed against the Westernized clothing of the numerically infe-
rior but politically dominant Ladino population, “traje is animated 
not only by the person wearing it[,] but women wearing traje give the 
gift of presence—signaling to the world that they intend to preserve 
costumbre and participate in a dynamic Maya community” (Hen-
drickson 1995, 167).

While the image of the indigena dressed in traje has been carried to 
the world by such ambassadors as Rigoberta Menchú and through 
countless reproductions of beauty and cloth in travel brochures and 
postcards, the covering of women takes place (as with the tales) within 
historical trajectories and specific political contexts (Nelson 1999, 128–
205). At present, as urban Maya nationalists within the Pan-Maya 
movement assert, it is more important for women to continue to wear 
traditional dress than for men to do so (Warren 1998, 108). This con-
tinues the trend that began with the Conquest when men abandoned 
loincloths and capes for the pants of the Spanish, while the form of 
women’s costume remained virtually unchanged. Over the last cen-
tury, men, as itinerant workers on the coastal plantations, were sub-
jected to increased pressure to abandon their traje when it was stig-
matized as backward and feminized. During the decades of conflict, 
it was not only socially problematic but also dangerous to be marked 
as a traveler on the road, outside the supporting community. And cer-
tainly in our contemporary world labor market, with anonymity re-
quired of border crossers, the pressure for young men to dress in a 
mode of dominant culture–homogeneity is constant.

Against this background, the production of cloth and woven iden-
tity becomes even more highly valued for its inscription of tradition 
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as the communities of production necessarily devote energy to other 
practices and educational strategies. As clothing carries such signif-
icance within the momentum of contemporary Pan-Maya activism, 
it becomes obvious that the appearance of the body simultaneously 
constrains and empowers the individual as the body moves through 
the spaces of the house, town, and world. The early 1990s were years 
of transition. How might one draw out the relationship of a young 
woman, wearing traje and traveling in California, to the stories she 
told of transforming beings and the dream narratives that described 
correct behavior and ideal female roles and yet empowered her to seek 
new paths of interaction with the world? And how did these tales relate 
to the time in which they were told, when the civil conflict in Guate-
mala was moving toward the peace accords, a period of détente char-
acterized by deep emotional exhaustion?

Cultural Reproduction in a Time of Death

Vera told this tale when Guatemala was emerging from a forty-year-
long civil conflict, peaking in the late seventies and the eighties, when 
more than 200,000 Maya were killed and 440 villages destroyed in a 
massive repression by the Guatemalan Army, authorized by the gov-
ernment (Montejo 1999, 4). The Commission for Historical Clari-
fication (ceh), the un-appointed truth commission, reported on the 
extent of the terror and its racist–ethnic basis in 1999.3 Knowledge 
of the genocide is still obscured for many of the Maya people who 
did not directly experience the violence, although it happened across 
the lake, up in the mountains, or just down the road. In 1992, when 
asked directly, Vera claimed to have no knowledge of violence in her 
town. However, when she began to relate one incident, she cut it off, 
saying that “after all, not much had happened.” In recent conversa-
tions, Vera admitted that there are things she is willing to talk about 
now, across elapsed time and at a distance, when she is in the United 
States but not when she is at home, where her words might be over-
heard. As a woman, enclosed by household activities, she is aware of 
the small ears, older ears, and male ears that may listen and judge. 
Conversation is always in flux, taking all possible audiences into con-
sideration. When Vera and I talked, we were in a small cabin in the 
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hills east of Mendocino, California. Her daughter, Alyssa, was present. 
As she told some of the tales, she said that usually she would not talk 
of things of such force before children, but she felt that at some point 
it was vital to be sure that stories were passed on. Traveling with her 
child, now a highly responsible nine-year-old, created a special bond 
and opportunity. Even so, as she began to describe the violence, her 
voice dropped. She admitted, “At night you would hear the sound of 
pickups along the road. But you did not look out of the house. There 
were vehicles moving on the highway. Or if it was a group of men, 
who knows? It was too dangerous. Once when my brother was trav-
eling between towns he came upon bodies. He could see where they 
had been mutilated.” Her hands brushed the spots on her body as she 
named the wounds, seen through slashed and bloodstained clothes. 
The people spoke in hushed tones within the walls of the family com-
pounds of mutilations to the breasts and sexual organs.

The peace process that has been ongoing since the 1990s raises 
questions about what the individual, the community, and ultimately 
the state can or will acknowledge and then what narrative forms they 
may use to do so. While folklore is often dismissed as trivial, Henry 
Glassie, working in Ireland in the midst of the troubles, framed the 
act of telling oral history by saying, “When the neighbors gather to-
night, they will speak of the past to discuss a present too horrifying 
to face directly. They will tell themselves the story of their place, say-
ing what they know to discover what they think” (Glassie 1982, 5).
One approach to the question of truth in speaking about violence is 
to explore the capacity of narratives about transformations to open a 
space for both listeners and tellers to review the conduct of individuals 
and groups in such times of crisis. Within the circle, all could adopt a 
posture of unknowing that simultaneously acknowledged individual 
consciousness and social contracts. In a time when it was dangerous 
to do so, the names of those suspected of betraying others could be 
obliquely referred to as husband or wife, allowing the community to 
address and to some extent redress malicious actions.

According to narratives collected in the nineties, the people of Santa 
Catarina say that it was the protection of their Lady, Santa Catalina, 
that kept the violence away from the center of their town. The town 
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became a bounded zone of safety that was sustained through prayer 
and public silence (Petrich 1997, 27–28, 30). But the violence was 
present around Lake Atitlun, flaring into open battle in Santiago Atit-
lan and in frequent gunfire exchanges in the hills and on the roads. 
The connection of such tales of nawals to la violencia is made explicit 
by the work of Kay Warren in the Kaq chikel town of San Andrés. 
She has written a detailed analysis of similar tales of nawalism that 
she has come to call “Peel Off Flesh; Come Back On,” that she re-
corded on her return to San Andrés in the late eighties, when the vi-
olence had diminished (Warren 1998, 101–108). She was amazed to 
find that the most progressive people, catechists who had dedicated 
themselves to Catholic Action and political consciousness–raising, 
were discussing rumors and stories of shape-shifters, usually women 
and wives. One woman insisted, “This is really true; this really hap-
pened, Kay. My niece saw a woman as she was transforming herself” 
(Warren 1998, 101).

The stories featured a woman, who had previously lived harmoni-
ously with her husband, exhibiting signs of illness. Despite his loving 
care, she does not improve, and he begins to watch her more care-
fully. It turns out that she is drugging him into a deep sleep each night 
so that she may change into an animal and roam the town. Her aches 
and pains are the result of beatings she receives in her animal form. 
Once he has witnessed the process, the appalled husband consults a 
diviner and resolves to be “an assassin of the flesh” by salting the hu-
man skin she leaves behind. Thus, one night, returning to the house, 
the wife is unable to re-clothe herself in her human flesh and disap-
pears in her animal form into the night. In these tales, the ideal be-
havior of a wife is posed within a state of harmony in the marriage; 
this performance, by preceding the transformation, casts the wife’s 
moral choices in a negative light and her actions as betrayal. In the 
outcome of this version, the ambiguous other, unable to return to the 
human fold, is expelled into nature. There is no episode leading to an 
account of lineage, the positive and ongoing outcome presented in Ve-
ra’s tale. The unknown fate of the nawal parallels the inherent uncer-
tainty that rules during a state of violence.

When Kay Warren recounted the Trixano nawal tales to North 
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American audiences, they responded with comments that focused on 
gender relations: “a woman’s desire for autonomy but apparent lack 
of control over the consequences of her actions and a man’s anger and 
violence towards a woman” (Warren 1998, 105). But when Warren 
conveyed this response to her talebearers, they were surprised, and 
denied such implications, stating rather that these narratives were one 
way to speak about the pervasive fear and trauma generated during 
la violencia. With the people gathered, often at wakes for those who 
had been caught in the crossfire between the army and the guerillas, 
the teller, without naming any one person (for that might bring fur-
ther repercussions) nevertheless evoked the dilemma with which they 
all lived. Framing the larger social betrayal of people trapped by civil 
conflict as actions within the idealized bond of marriage emphasized 
the depths of the uncertainty and distrust that state violence had cre-
ated. The tale performance itself served as a ritual to unify a commu-
nity, reinforcing the norms of what it is to be human and social, to 
have standards of behavior and movement to regularize relations be-
tween people. These were essential in a time when movement in the 
night, outside the fragile houses that sheltered families, might be the 
army or the passage of guerilla forces.

The tale performance created a parallel between marriage as the ba-
sic unit of social order and the town and its relations with surrounding 
pueblos, symbolizing rings of commitment, all vulnerable to possible 
betrayal. At this level, one town might direct the army to the pueblo 
down the road, stating that the guerillas operated from there, thus 
hoping to deflect military attention from their own community. And 
at another level, the tales raised questions of existential doubt, as in-
dividuals, faced with brutal violence, pondered their ability to make 
ethical choices or the limits of their resistance to torture and pain. 
Asked for names, under torture, what might one utter? If, to live, one 
betrayed others, she or he would ultimately betray a self that is con-
structed within a communal whole (Warren 1998, 101–104). While 
these are vital metaphoric trajectories for the tales, the image of the 
fleshly body, dressing and undressing, also has a physical materiality 
that is significant against the backdrop of violence.

Warren states that Trixanos particularly focused on the moment 
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when the woman was in the midst of transformation, with her flesh 
coming off and the bones appearing:

She opened the door and was transforming herself when her hus-
band saw her. She was transforming herself but she was there with 
four legs, she was talking, talking, talking. But what was she say-
ing? Now she was there half changed and the part below was what 
was left. Now she had the upper body of a ram. But yes, she spoke. 
Then she was saying, “Peel off flesh, peel off flesh.” When the man 
looked again, she was an animal, a ram, a male goat.

[Later] a longhaired ram entered. Then it leapt twice and said, 
“Come up flesh, come on up.” First it was peel off, peel off. As it 
leapt it took the form of a skeleton. It wanted to become a person 
again. “Come up flesh, come on up,” it said. Little by little the 
flesh rose up, and it became a woman. (Warren 1998, 103–104)

Warren focuses on this moment of transition, being half woman, 
half (male) animal, as that which is most abhorrent to the Trixanos. 
The story frames the nexus of betrayal by linking such transforma-
tions to certain persons, known as rajaw a q a, “masters of the night,” 
humans with the ability to become spiritual animals, with malicious 
intent. The bones dress in flesh in order to deceive. But focus on this 
moment, when the human strips to her bones and descends to animal 
posture or its reversal upon return also evokes the ambiguous states 
before birth and after death. Bones, detached from their coverings of 
flesh and cloth, reveal gender only with study.

The skeletal figure has deep roots in Maya culture; it is found on 
ceramics and in glyphs from the earliest periods of Maya civilization. 
The power of the skeletal being is animated in contemporary times 
through stories of calaveras. Such beings may appear as fleshly women 
to unwary drinkers out on the road at night, luring them into the for-
est for sexual escapades, only to reveal their skeletal selves in order to 
devour the hapless men. The tie between sex and death is emphasized 
by one tale that Vera told recently: a calavera (male) knocked on the 
door of a newlywed couple’s house to engage the husband in a deadly 
battle; the calavera (leaping and turning in the air each time) trans-
formed from one animal into another and then another and another, 
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each time the human bones appearing and disappearing beneath the 
fleshly forms. The young wife was rendered cold and immobile as the 
battle waged; she barely recovered later, after days of illness.

Examined against the calavera figure, the nawal wife, at the skele-
tal moment, is an image of death, decay, and metamorphosis, an im-
age that takes on a deeper significance in a time of massive unrest and 
both individual and communal denial of violence. Such an image, trig-
gering fear and spurring rejection, creates a holding on to and evoca-
tion of the idealized domestic union, the space of fertility and repro-
duction. It is no surprise that images of death, unrecognized as such, 
should be symbolically expressed against the fertile and childbearing 
feminine other amidst the disappearance of so many earthly bodies, 
the lack of knowledge about where they were buried and angst about 
the destiny of their souls, undirected between the layers of existence 
without rites of burial, unable to join the ancestors. But reference to 
the space of the ancestral generations behind any society at a histor-
ical moment suggests that the role of the woman as nawal may actu-
ally be a manifestation of power at a deeper generative level. Power 
tapped from the layers of existence beyond the mortal is dangerous to 
those who come into contact with it, but it may also be essential in a 
world moving through destructive chaos. The appearance of women 
as nawals may indicate ritual symbolic roles arising in a time of wide-
spread violence and need. To argue thus it is necessary to briefly trace 
the public performance of male and female roles in both familial and 
historical cycles.

Women control the domestic sphere, and their power, while effaced 
in verbal interactions with men, emerges in the ceremonial roles that 
they take within house compounds to mark life-cycle transitions such 
as birth, marriage, and death. They tend babies, weave the cloth, and 
prepare the food for daily presentation and for ceremonies; they wash 
and clothe the dead for the last bodily journey. Furthermore, the in-
fluence of women expands beyond the domestic sphere as they co-
ordinate the number and status of attendees for community celebra-
tions marking seasonal transitions. Vera stated that it is as a married 
couple that the senior members of the Cofradias sponsor celebrations 
within the seasonal and sacred cycles, for both husband and wife have 
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crucial roles to play. Indeed, a man could not accrue enough service, 
status, or wealth to rise in the hierarchies, whether of the local civil 
government or the Cofradias, without a wife.

Gossen and Leventhal (1993, 185–217) suggest that the insistence 
on male dominance in public secular venues responds to a reality in 
which childhood and adult life for men are initiated in the female lo-
cus of the household. However, the power that accrues to the feminine 
from their submergence in the domestic sphere emerges publicly in sa-
cred performances through symbolic images, the cloth and ritual ob-
jects they have fashioned, and their honored roles as mother–fathers 
in festival. Occasionally, over the centuries of Maya resistance to co-
lonial and then nation–state domination, women have risen to prom-
inence in public affairs as leaders and symbols in movements based 
on native “priesthoods” and values (Bricker 1981). In the context of 
la violencia, the appearance of Rigoberta Menchú as an international 
spokesperson might be viewed as one instance of this phenomenon. 
Historically, such female moments in power have been brief, with their 
reigns preceded and rapidly succeeded by those of men. Gossen and 
Leventhal, studying how Maya communities construct narratives to 
describe these historical movements, propose a model that is carried 
out on every level, from the local to the state to the cosmos.

The action begins with an initial state of nothingness, and then de-
scribes the coexistence of mutual adversaries and growing pessimism 
and despair. An awareness of plight or war arises, and expectations 
rise to meet it. A female divinity or principle appears, rallying the 
forces, but quickly her voice is supplanted by that of a male broker, 
who wrests mystical power from the female, leading to male ascen-
dancy, the slaying of enemies, and a period of societal intolerance of 
otherness. Two outcomes are possible: one is the triumph of the forces 
who rose up against the status quo and the creation of a new steady 
state, now purged, in which patrifocal elements reassert their control 
over society. The second possibility is that the rebellious protago-
nists are defeated, but in the narratives and histories, instead of being 
killed, they transform into their nawals and disappear into the moun-
tains. In such an ambiguous ending, they maintain the possibility of 
mounting a new threat to the steady state of the victors, and they may 
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function in the future to initiate a new cycle of uprising, another im-
pulse toward change. Thus, narratives that describe such movements 
come to inhabit layers of enactment. As Bakhtin suggested, “Each 
word tastes of the context and contexts in which it has lived its so-
cially charged life” (Bakhtin 1981, 293). Whether performed through 
tales or festival activities, the particular telling consciously invokes 
text within text, all of which have become available to the audience 
through constant retelling and embodiment. If narratives recount up-
risings of Maya power that ended in failure, then the unrest and re-
sistance will accumulate below the bar of oppression until the power 
wells up once again. The underlying premise is that if Maya peoples 
can endure, change will finally be affected against the oppressive state 
that exists as a legacy of conquest and colonialism.

Placing tales of shapeshifting wives against the background of la vi-
olencia, one may see that female symbolic dominance is manifesting 
in the public sphere when change is imminent. The appearance of a 
female spokesperson, Rigoberta Menchú, on the international scene, 
and the telling of the nawal tale within communities signal a surge of 
force that aligns with the long historical cycle of resistance to colo-
nial and postcolonial administrations, of male political and military 
engagement, and finally, against the convulsive civil war and repres-
sion, of change. Within the chaos of genocide the storytelling itself 
was a ritual movement to work balance, to set ethical standards for 
the community, and finally, to harness the power of the uncontrolla-
ble sacrifice that was taking place. The extent and rupture of this sac-
rifice ultimately affected the structural changes that had to come in 
the sociopolitical reality that is Guatemala, through the kind of in-
version posed by Carol Smith when she stated, “One would hardly 
have expected Maya self-determination to be the rallying cry to rise 
out of the ashes of Guatemala’s holocaust” (Smith 1991, 29). Victor 
Montejo has suggested that when the violence was at its height, an 
ancient Maya stirring was set into motion that had its own momen-
tum and destined outcomes (Montejo 1999, 13).

The centrality of sacrifice in Maya views of land and history was po-
etically invoked by Miguel Angel Asturias when he wrote that “those 
who sow the earth with maize for profit leave the earth empty of bones, 
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because it is the bones of the forefathers that give the maize, and then 
the earth demands bones, and the softest ones, those of children, pile 
up on top of her and beneath her black crust, to feed her” (quoted in 
Menchú 1984, 38). But it is necessarily women who carried the bur-
den of bringing those children into a corporeality. That was, and is, 
anything but poetic in practice. The lives of Maya women are shaped 
by a deep want that makes the beauty and drive of Maya expressive 
culture more penetrating.

During la violencia the presence of women in traje assumed a greater 
significance, contrasting characterizations of women as delicadas (weak, 
frail) with women as valientes (Hendrickson 1995, 133) for carrying 
the markers of Maya culture when men had ceased to do so for fear 
of being picked up by the army on conscription or guerilla sweeps. 
The everyday secular performance of women came to carry a higher 
political stake in the context of state violence. But the role of women 
as nawals took place against a deeper Maya ideology. Supporting 
the proposition that the nawal describes an alternate role to that of 
the idealized woman in traje are the words Asturias used to describe 
nawalism: “becoming animal without ceasing to be a person” where 
“animal and person co-exist in them, through the will of their pro-
genitors at birth” (quoted in Menchú 1984, 38). In the Maya world-
view, the progenitors of society, both mythically and in their current 
embodiments as leaders in the towns, are named as the mother–fa-
thers. At the end of the tale told in San Andrés, the wife as nawal has 
been driven into the spiritual realm inhabited by the ambiguous and 
ancestral forms from which the communities must make themselves 
anew after the terror. Rigoberta Menchú defined the nawal of a child 
as “a shadow, his (or her) protective spirit who will go through life 
with him [or her] . . . the representative of the earth, the animal world, 
the sun and water, and in this way the child communicates with na-
ture” (Menchú 1984,18).

The deeper metaphorical burden of the nawal tale, beyond its mes-
sages of violence and distrust in the affairs of humans, is to carry the 
regenerative power of women back into nature, into the earth, so that 
humans may renew society in the aftermath of violencia. The woman 
as nawal fulfills an extraordinary spiritual performance. Only thus 
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shall there be granddaughters, dressed in the traje, to represent lin-
eages of spiritual power while telling the tales.

Working and Being Worked in the Field

There are many ways to come into knowledge. Studies within librar-
ies and archives have their own well-deserved claims to academic au-
thority. Other ways of knowing, opened to the extraordinary, to the 
sensations of otherworldliness that may be experienced in the field, 
more personal and indeterminate, also deserve their place in the dis-
cipline of anthropology. Such experiences often remain unacknowl-
edged because they elude description, logic, and boundedness. Yet 
they obtrude within memory, belying the appearance of obvious so-
lutions; they call for more encompassing understandings of the forces 
in play. In this work with Vera and her tales, I have been challenged to 
reconcile the difference between the ideal appearance of women and 
the negative connotations and the violent emotions aroused when a 
woman changes radically in form and behavior. But more than that, I 
have had to work toward deep changes in the way that I approach my 
studies and to grow more comfortable with the space between catch-
ing and being caught, recognizing this as the space of creative imagi-
nation and understanding.

A tale carries a fascination wherein the energy invested and val-
ues proposed move and change the people who carry and otherwise 
work with it. In a sense, a tale cares for itself, opening the conscious-
ness of its carriers and driving them to create spaces where the tales 
may be unbundled to do further work in human affairs. While much 
of my work has been to write about what I make of these tales, I have 
also had to consider what they have made of me. Challenged by the 
inherent logic of the tale world to perceive a different way of being, I 
have become part of the weaving of the tale, seeking to do justice to 
its telling, its bearers, and the loom of their culture.

Notes

1. Lake Atitlun, at an elevation of 5,125 feet, is situated between the coastal plains and 
the highlands in the mountainous Department of Sololu, in the southwestern part of Gua-
temala. The lake region forms a corridor between the Pacific Coast, the Highlands, and the 
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interior. See Kay Warren (1998, 12–18) for a presentation of contemporary Maya commu-

nities (K iche , Tzeltal, Q anjob al, and others), and of the indigenous movement pro-
moting a global identity to unify efforts in a general struggle against racism, marginaliza-
tion, and poverty.

2. John Watanabe called such a matrix of practices an instance of a “recombinant syn-
cretism” that conventionalizes the historically emergent social identities of communities 
(Watanabe 1990, 145–146).

3. The un-appointed Commission for Historical Clarification (ceh) estimates that the 
number of persons who have been killed or who have disappeared as a result of the fratri-
cidal confrontation exceeds 200,000. ceh documented unspeakable atrocities: murder, mu-
tilation, rape, torture and held the Guatemalan state responsible for acts of genocide against 
Mayan communities. See http://shr.aaas.org/guatemala/ceh/report/english/toc.html.
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Statuesquely iconic of the method and air of anthropology’s historic 
posture of inquiry is the observing, well-mannered, and fundamental-
ly removed character of the ethnographer. Peering out from the tower 
of our temporary presence in places nobody else goes, we seek some 
balance of engagement and autonomy that is fitting of this raucous 
science, and this posture always has an aroma of what they call, in 
the land of Star Trek, “the Prime Directive”: an ethic, nay esthetic, of 
non-engagement, of the space traveler under strict orders to not undo 
the locals with something beyond their evolutionary stage of develo-
pment, a kind of intergalactic Herbert Spencer meets Boasian cultu-
ral relativism. Yes Data, when among the natives, don’t do anything 
to stand out. We would hate to disarticulate the cosmic sociocultural 
equilibrium and piss off Starfleet Command.

Ancient Changes

Yet, many times this half-life of removal is undone. The unexpect-
ed, the out-of-control, the crisis, throws the proprieties and distanc-
es aside, and we must plunge down the rabbit hole. We do not nec-
essarily, however, reveal in print such radical ‘‘border crossings’’ as 
they like to call them in the recent craze, and they can take on the sta-
tus of the taboo, the secret sin not to be reported to the Federation 
of Planets. Yet these transgressions challenge the posture we are nor-
mally asked to assume, and, in that tear, both notions of our profes-
sion and of self boggle and stumble, that usually reliable self that is 

Participation as Transformation 

13. Dog Days

duncan earle
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the negotiator of differences, working out the details of the directive. 
They examine our adequacy in navigating the culture we authorita-
tively represent by putting us to the test, so to speak. We are asked to 
shift the focal axis of our presence in the field. Rather than participate 
to better observe, taking the posture of the good-guy spy, we are ex-
pected to observe to better participate, leaving the notebook behind 
for a time to cohere with locals in a radically new way. This stepping 
out into deeper engagements, for me at least, speaks to a movement 
breaking with the inherent asymmetries of origin, in a landscape deep-
ly scarred with what colonialism grinds into memory, so as to break 
into a multidimensional reciprocity that goes further than the nor-
mal posture in illuminating the nature of the studied, the studier, and 
the studying.

Thoughts Move

My own career is punctuated by these liminalities, some brief, some 
enduring, some operative even now. But only now am I authorizing 
myself to reveal my apocryphilia. Maybe because the tenure packet 
is in. Or because bolder people have cut the trail, like Tim Knab and 
the Tedlocks, fellow travelers in the really magical lands of Mesoa-
merica. Or because, as my compadre Lucas would say, I am getting 
to the point in life to where the whole village receives the mother–fa-
ther, where the cargo carries the totality, for Earth’s sake, the place 
where everyone is kin. ¿Quién sabe?

Incoming Cut

The first disturbance was a stumper. I was in Guatemala imagining 
I was there to help, living with some local K iche  by chance, or so 
I thought. A gardener for one of the other expats, he takes me home 
and asks the folks if he can keep me. I am fed up with the gringo com-
pound and the Save the Children mentality lurking about it, and some-
one shows up to take me away. My strategy is careful ethnographic 
observation as a check on how well our development project is go-
ing, all the better it turns out because the guy is traditional, someone 
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who will give a more conservative perspective on the efforts at ra-
tional change. It gets quaintly domestic, off on the agency motorcy-
cle at eight, after the morning breakfast of tortillas and chile around 
the comal, back by five or six for more of the same. The language 
starts coming, I am removed from the dining room and relocated to 
the kitchen, somewhere between the teens and the newly married in 
the food serving order. After six months I find I am almost the wall 
fly, helped, I have come to believe, by my enthusiastic participation 
in anything and everything when home, including a lot of religious 
activities. I am careful to get my own offerings and keep up with the 
Joneses as regards offerings made to the Sacred Earth, among other 
hungry entities, and I follow along with the treks to this shrine and 
that, some local and some farther away. Sometimes a project vehicle 
gets procured for a difficult peregrination, and sometimes it is just the 
old shaman and me, on a dirt bike, leaping through the landscape to 
some millennial shrine.

Inner Earthquake

Then, one Sunday afternoon, amid the lights and shadows of ado-
be, beams, and tiles, the melodious voices of children and the slap of 
the loom beater, old Don Lucas takes the divining table out, and in 
a strangely excited state, casts, again and again, those shiny red and 
black beans across the cloth. Shajenam, always the same. Validation 
through repeat identical outcomes of a demonstrably random proce-
dure. Likelihood, initially one out of four times, continues to dimin-
ish with each throw. I once saw him do twenty-three throws with the 
same outcome, but that is another story. “You see,” he says to me, 
“no change, the same message, the same news. You have to receive 
the bundle, you have to gather the path.” “Do it again,” my feeble re-
poste, in my panic and surprise. Lo mismo. Shajenam.

Shaman’s Ambush

How about a second opinion? My head rebounds with this possible 
way out. I have already asked my compadres, Don Lucas says, with 
a tickled sort of resignation. Here is where I learned that compadres 
are made in shamanic initiations, not just weddings and births, but 
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that, too, is another story. No, not ritual relations (God knows what 
obligations those entail!); how about someone more powerful, from 
another community, doesn’t know you, doesn’t know about me? Ah, 
but it is expensive, and a waste of time and money, Lucas replies. Not 
a problem, my treat. Surely this high-level shaman from a rival vil-
lage will expose the self-interest in this offer. Many of the locals don’t 
ever get initiated. Me, because I have access to a car, resources, pow-
er. This will be my tactful escape, debunked by the meta-brujo, the 
trance shaman, the aj meís, where cross meets the table. I decide to 
bring a second gringo, one entirely hostile to religion, as my anchor, 
in case things get too magical.

Left Crazy

A party assembles for the long sundown journey deep into Chiche’. 
Father, two sons, two daughters, me, and the gringa, weaving among 
the towering cornstalks, down and up shallow canyons of ancient 
ash, finally to the holy house. A huge room, many other clients sit-
ting on benches along the walls, a whole affair at the far end, a cur-
tain, a table, a pair of crosses, and an altar facing the crosses along 
with the rest of us. Pine needles for a floor, with an island of earth-
en floor sown in beeswax candles, before which kneel three wom-
en, all kin. More people, hours, offerings of flowers, finally, the man 
slips in, sits behind the curtain. It is close to midnight, and the usu-
ally hypertense gringa has become unresponsive, deeply asleep, rub-
ber. Now they are chanting a prayer, now singing an eerie melody; 
now the candles are extinguished, now the strange breathing starts, 
like someone speaking through one of those masks they wear in the 
Conquest dance, but more rasping, like my dead grandmother’s em-
physema, and a high-pitched voice inside this wind, ayeee miijo, ayy-
eee mihijo (oh my son, oh my child), and banging on the table. Some-
where near, a dog whimpers.

Strong Wind

By this time I’m seriously spooked, there is no visual locus in the thick 
darkness, the copal fills my brain, the renewed chanting of the three 
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women is like sirens of the psyche, the disembodied voice comes from 
every direction, close and far, above and below, and somewhere in 
there is the thin snore of the gringa. I cannot even draw assurances 
from my adopted family, even though they are somewhere close. Rey-
na, still a child, grabs my arm, and alarm runs up into my neck from 
the electrified grip. All the liquids in my body want to fulfill their grav-
itational imperatives. My lips can’t find each other.

Night Place

Don Lucas, always one to dive into the breech, asks the female at-
tendants if the Mundos (world) would fetch his mother, before he in-
quires about me. The request is made, the voice goes down a hallway, 
opens an auditory door, brings forth the sounds of an aged woman 
who complains about being bothered during her siesta, but who lets 
herself be brought back to the table. It is just past noon down there. 
Don Lucas asks how she has fared in Shbilbaj. I could picture clearly 
her wrinkled face, recalled her giving me her last good corte (skirt), 
one of the old green style of fine icat of half a century ago, saying they 
would just toss it in her box, what a waste, when she died, which 
she planned to do the following Friday, on 13 Dog, a lucky day to 
go out. I remember her titter. Now not a month later, and she sound-
ed the same. Complained about the belt Hurricane Owl had insisted 
she wear, a canti, a nasty viper, always biting, biting, because she did 
not teach the kids to weave. That is why it is good about the classes, 
where they learn to weave. Reyna is translating for the parts I don’t 
catch, gasping. You thank Don Tun Ka an for me (that same titter) 
about the weaving (she and the kids always made a joke about my 
name, because in Kíicheí it sounded like “angry ass,” a condition that 
often befalls the bowels of outsiders). The dead woman was refer-
ring to the weaving project I got started with money from the Mars-
den Foundation to teach women in the community who had stopped 
weaving when cheap commercial fabric came in, now that that same 
fabric had become dear. But how did the Mundo man know all this? 
Could I have fallen asleep somewhere along this path? No, I can see
in my dreams!
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Netted Burden

Before I could put my head in order, she is escorted away, and the cap-
itan of the Earthlords is called forth, to consider my case. The chant-
ing builds, peaks, then ceases. My sweat glands have lost control. The 
Mundo greets me. Shuíaqíaí, “good night,” is all I muster, shakily. 
The room is without any sound, one of those instants that temporar-
ily seems eternal. Then the raspy voice cackles out something sharply 
in Kíicheí, too quick and complex for me to grasp, except the word 
for dog, tzíií, and in response there is a murmur of laughter, the first 
exhale of humor since sundown. The gringa groans, yawning, and 
we wash out of the room into the icy brilliance of a moonless night, a 
mile high without a light, and catch a pace along the roof beam of the 
Milky Way, surfing the joke of the Mundo. The gringa wants to know 
what she missed, I want to know what the shaman said, and every-
one else can’t speak, only more laughter with every try. I console my-
self with the idea that this is probably a tactful negative, or why yuk 
it up? I’m asustado (alarmed) but content at my escape.

Snake Bite

Finally, back across the line into Chinique township, the son Man-
uel manages to translate. “If you have a dog [laughter] in the house 
[more laughter] who does not know who your friends are, he could 
just bite anybody.” Another round of laughter, giggles, shawls over 
faces. I am used to being laughed at; it is part of my rapport. Now I 
am in the dark as to what this cryptic message means, except to see 
that likening me to a dog constitutes a good example of local humor. 
Not until later do I find out that this meant that I must be taught: dogs 
are considered “natural” shamans, but, like a dog, I was sort of so-
cialized but not entirely (recall what dogs do in the street) and a po-
tential loose cannon on the spiritual plane, if left untutored. Don’t let 
it swell your head, cranky ass. Carrying the whole thing further, they 
named a dog after me, one that had one blue and one brown eye. I was 
stuck now. And no, unlike so many of my own generation raised on 
Carlos Castaneda, unlike my elder colleagues over in Momostenan-
go, I was not at the time in the least interested in becoming a calendar 
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diviner.1 I was an applied anthropologist with worlds to fix.2 No one 
had ever explained to me that in addition to the divinations (check), 
the dreams (check), the special sickness with the appropriate visions 
(check), all these “impersonal recruitment” indicators, the one other 
sure sign of divinatory destiny besides my sacred calendar birth day 
is extreme reluctance to take up the beans, to count the days.

Death’s Opening

The world changed. Now every day was like a flavor, not just anoth-
er day, or the simplicity of weekday versus weekend, as I had previ-
ously lived time. Now all of time had another frame placed around 
it, in twenty-day rounds, and with the dance of the thirteen intensi-
ties. Deer days hard to get on top of, Dog days of desire and intuition, 
Bird days of fortune, so many influences to look for, so many signs to 
read, ponder, read again at the table, at the chair. Magic and mean-
ings everywhere, everywhen. Now through the focusing lens of Maya 
time and holy space the opaque world of traditionalism emerged, and 
when I looked out on the projects we were attempting from the bor-
rowed vantage point of my compadres of the table, it seemed suddenly 
all wrong, culturally misaligned, illogical mistake upon ignorant mis-
take, half a dissertation’s worth of well-meaning disasters. But that is, 
or was, another long story.

Healer’s Mount

Not long before leaving the Forest People, after I had quit Save the 
Children in disgust, but before the time of the evil men and their geno-
cidal violence, I was walking alone in the area where Robert Carmack 
had discovered some of the early Kíicheí settlements, taking my vision 
to the ethno-archaeological map to see what arose. I was brought out 
of my intellectual reverie about the Place of Dawning in the Popol 
Vuh, the far mountain peak where I was initiated, and, locally speak-
ing, time as we know it began, by a small agitated man with limited 
Spanish, requesting my help in the aid of a sick child.3 Now, in Guate-
mala, I had often been approached by people seeking medical advice 
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under the assumption, often correct, that we knew something about 
medicine. But this man was different. He knew who I was. He was in 
the vast compadre matrix, that spiderweb of initiates and their fam-
ilies who spoke with the World, who counted the days. He was ask-
ing for spiritual assistance for a medical case. Now what?

Yellowing Harvest

Off to the hut at a trot, forcing myself out of my thoughts into action, 
out of the shadows of participating to observe, to observation in par-
ticipation. I was the ayudante, the apprentice of a known healer–di-
viner, and this was an urgent matter. As I approached the last rise to 
the house, I was already taking charge, sending children out for herbs, 
instructing neighbors to pool offerings, erecting an altar, and checking 
on the girl. Who has argued with this one? I asked plaintively, who 
has forgotten her permissions? What ancestor may be livid? What do 
you have to pay up? She had a fever, not too high but there. Pericón,
tagetes lucida, relative of the marigold, an old Popol Vuh incense of-
fering that cuts fever gently. I knew this because I had been thus cured 
when I had what this girl looked to have, an illness owned in the Xi-
balbaj underworld. I was also conversant with the illness in the med-
ical literature and knew the best thing was good food, rest, lots of 
pericón tea, and attention by her family. There are no medications 
for food-borne hepatitis, once it shows in the eyes. I took note of the 
day, Home, heading for the Holy Earth day, interrogated family about 
any past failures to ask for thanks for issues of the household from 
the World. Another house was being built close by, and there had not 
been a proper ceremony of permission. This would have to be recti-
fied, I knew the rite, I was completely engaged in it, I had taken on old 
Lucas  persona for a spell, to do the healing, render a cure.

Pay Day

The beans revisited the house, someone was angry, conflict with an-
cestors, a permission missed. A cross word to the sickly child had to 
be forgiven, with penitence before the altar, back and forth on the 
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knees, in view of the patient, while I mumbled, swung the censer, did 
the ritual chewing out. Whose heart hardens to the child, hardens to 
all. And a chicken, a substitute had to be given up, it was too late to 
stave off the ancestors and the lawyers of the world with just copal 
and candles. That part was clear as rock crystals, clear as before we 
were blinded, when we all could see clearly.

By dusk, pure white feathers caught in the breeze danced toward Ja-
kavitz, the early K’iche’ citadel.4 Why all the body signs, blood jumps, 
in the cheek, up to the eyelid. What did she see, ripe, harvest, yellow of 
course, yellow eyes. Q’an bok’och, the name of an underworld Lord, 
and the sickness he rules. A confirmation? Cost?

Dog Day

After some tea, she looked better. The family had her healing in fo-
cus, finally, and when I left she was eating a stringy leg with interest. 
The light of life, reemerging as dawn, after the sacrifice, after the con-
fession. I had done what I could conjoining two traditions, while fly-
ing on automatic, while calling on Lucas for guidance at every step. 
But let’s not make it a habit, I said to myself, in comforting darkness, 
on the trail back toward Patojil. This is way too out of bounds, way 
over the line. One blue eye and one brown.

Wrap Up

I found out later, through the web, that she had recovered; it was Lord 
Yellow Eyes, may I never have to make such a diagnosis again in the 
field. She was on to some more life in the shadow of Saqiribal, to the 
east “where it dawns,” where all are initiated, even gringos. Me to-
ward an awakening to even more fascination with how help works in 
other cultural latitudes, the calling of healing at the next level, how 
to have something at least approximating a profession as guide when 
messing with the poor. How to be a spiritually inspired ally of reason 
and hope, of learning and wisdom, asking always how to help with-
out hurt. After all the hurt I witnessed inflicted by aid groups in Gua-
temala in their attempts to help, my soul wanted to take the lesson to 
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the text, let the world learn something about what mistakes tell those 
who listen. A way to wrap all these lessons into a bundle, texts.

Journey’s Path

I started out trying to help those who seemed obviously in need. But 
they were gentle on me, despite colonialism, and let me see gradually, 
despite my resistance, how differently I would have to be and under-
stand what was before me, to know even the first thing to do, the first 
thought in the pathway of help, the first question to not even ask, the 
first move in any planning procedure. So I was the one come to study 
with and from them; they would send me back seeing where to walk, 
where to fly. I would meet those in flight, over the border in the heat 
of Chiapas, then, and write about it, another text of exodus. They 
came to meet those who had left the tiny plots of Altos traditional life 
to colonize the jungle frontier, there they mixed, there they worked, 
some went back, some stayed. I came back. I continued north, to the 
border with the United States.

Home Made

I have made full circle. From dogs and homes and time in Guatema-
la, to seeking shelter away in new lands, new homes, back toward 
home with those in migration, finally to the meeting place where bleak 
mountains ring the pass of interior history, of royal roads and west-
ward rails, the end of the Rockies and the start of the Mother moun-
tains, where the edges bleed not into the pitiful ditch of our separa-
tion, but across all walls of it into the veins of our breath, our thirsty 
cells and bushes, here in the desert where the path to cross now awaits 
the hungry for work, the thirsty for a living wage, dodging death, now 
the Mayas head for where the anthropologist hides out writing, and 
I watch them getting on the Southwest Eagle nonstop to Phoenix, 
tossing them a tamale mas for the road. I return south to those who 
have not left, return to the spiraling movement of the caracol manda-
la, to the heartlands of the Zapatistas, to help in consulting on help-
ing, answering needs, asking questions, listening and talking, watch-
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ing a new place being made, with la palabra. A word I can speak here 
when I return.

Sacred Ground

This is the beginning story, ending. In my learning always this lesson, 
word, taking the Dog day way of going over there. But as for the start 
of how I crossed the line, learned about the amazing Maya mundo,
and came back somehow somebody else, that adventure began in the 
Dog days, when, for a short period in my life, I thought I knew where 
I was going, and what I was doing. Ayeee Mundo!!!

Notes

1. Dennis and Barbara Tedlock (known to my compadre as tenisibarbara). She is author 
of Time and the Highland Maya (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1992); he 
is editor and translator of the Popol Vuh (ny: Simon and Schuster, 1985), and more recently, 
Breath on the Mirror: Mythic Voices and Visions of the Living Maya (San Francisco: Harper, 
1993), in which I appear as a character named Tunkan. My compadre also appears in that 
story as the storyteller up on Patojil Mountain, not far from the Dawning Place.

2. As a “coauthorial” applied anthropologist, my recent titles include “Acompañar Obe-
diciendo: Learning How to Help in Collaboration with Zapatista Communities” (with 
Jeanne Simonelli), Michigan Journal for Service Learning 10, no. 3 (summer 2004); “The 
Irrational Efficiencies of Planned Globalization: Alternative Development and Plan Puebla 
Panama in Chiapas” (with Jeanne Simonelli), Journal of the Steward Anthropology Soci-
ety 28, nos. 1–2 (2004); “Disencumbering Development: Alleviating Poverty through Au-
tonomy in Chiapas” (with Jeanne Simonelli), in Here to Help: ngos Combatting Poverty 
in Latin America, ed. R. Eversole (ny: M. E. Sharpe, 2003); a book to come out in early 
2005: Uprising of Hope: Accompanying Zapatistas with Alternative Development in Chi-
apas (Walnut Creek ca: Altamira Press) (also with Jeanne Simonelli); and fourteen other 
articles in the last dozen years on development subjects in the region.

3. The Dawning Place is where, in the sacred book of the ancient K iche , the Popol Vuh,
the people gathered to see it dawn for the first time, dividing what we might call mythic time 
from historical time in the document. Once it does “dawn,” most of the rest of the book is 
a history of the accomplishments of the K’iche Maya, whereas before it is largely about cul-
tural heroes fighting deities of death and pride, and such things as the creation of the world 
and humans. Today this same location is used for the initiation of daykeeping shamans or 
aj q ij for the nine municipalities that share a border at the peak or close by, and has shrines 
and caves associated with the rites of initiation, which the author experienced.

4. Jakavitz is about four miles from the Dawning Place, an early K iche  city.



In the closing chapters of this book, three contributors explore what 
they have discovered about the strengths and limitations of conven-
tional research methods and agendas once they ventured on the ec-
static side of fieldwork. In these essays we see more explicitly how ex-
periential ethnographers weave themselves, “or are woven by others,” 
into the communities they study, “becoming cultural actors in the very 
dramas of the society [they] endeavor to understand” (Cooley 1997,
18, in Goulet 1998, 254). A common thread running through these 
essays is that of apprenticeship, of truly learning from people we en-
gage with and who become our mentors.

In “A Pathway to Knowledge: Embodiment, Dreaming, and Ex-
perience as a Basis for Understanding the Other,” Denise Nuttall de-
scribes her apprenticeship as a tabla player, in a musical tradition that 
is found in Indian Hindustani (classical Northern) tabla (percussion) 
communities as well as within the South Asian Diaspora in North 
America. In her discussion of this journey as an apprentice to a mas-
ter, she shows how this indigenous way of knowing contrasts sharply 
with that of Western knowledge systems in the teaching and learning 
of not only artistic but other forms of knowledge. In Indian ways of 
knowing, oral tradition is privileged over the Western focus on tex-
tual knowledge. The ideal of the guru/shishya relationship promotes 
a total embodiment and mimesis of the master. This pathway to expe-
riential knowledge includes much more than simply attending classes 
and practicing one’s craft. The intensity of learning a tradition in this 
way often leads to the phenomenon of dreaming of the guru, his art 
and his life. Experiencing the dreams and spiritual side of a musical 

Part Five

Apprenticeship and Research Practices
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tradition deepened her connection to those she lived and studied with. 
This led her to an avenue of investigation in discipleship among tabla 
communities that she would not have looked at otherwise.

In their joint chapter, “ Field of Dreams; Fields of Reality: Growing 
with and in the Field of Anthropology,” Jeanne Simonelli, Erin Mc-
Culley, and Rachel Simonelli demonstrate how learning and teaching 
anthropology in the field requires a special set of skills and insights, 
some of which can be gleaned from books, and others, as one of her 
mentors said, are figured out when you get there. This chapter pro-
vides a vivid account of apprenticeship of anthropological fieldwork. 
Throughout this examination, Simonelli, McCulley, and Simonelli 
ask important questions. First, how has our perception of this pro-
fessional apprenticeship changed since the days when our “anthro-
cestor,” Malinowski (1967 in Kuper 1973, 28), in a fit of depression, 
saw the “lives of the natives as something as remote from [him] as the 
life of a dog”? Second, how have we modified and crafted the experi-
ence of fieldwork to meet changing perspectives on what anthropol-
ogy is all about? Third, and most fundamentally, can we teach field-
work, or does it teach us?

In the last chapter, “Dancing Lessons from God: To Be the Good 
Ethnographer or the Good Bad Ethnographer,” Millie Creighton of-
fers three significant segments of life stories heard from informants 
who represent different aspects of marginalization in Japan. The in-
formation offered by these Japanese women concern a Hibakusha
(atomic blast survivor), a resident Korean, and a Burakumin (mem-
ber of a discriminated-against hereditary group). None of these sto-
ries were told in response to specific questions, nor were they directly 
related to the specific primary research agenda of the author. To ad-
dress the contradictions between the model of rigor, under which these 
stories might not have emerged, and the model of vigor, which recog-
nizes the validity of seemingly peripheral discoveries, Millie Creigh-
ton argues that ethnographic fieldwork is not just about the collection 
of facts, but the meaningful interpretation of human experience that 
is sometimes revealed in unexpected ways. Being the good ethnogra-
pher in terms of rigorous adherence to specific project goals can lead 
to being the bad ethnographer in terms of long-term contributions of 
knowledge from the field.

Apprenticeship and Research Practices



This paper locates the study of indigenous or Indian knowledge sys-
tems in the guru–shishya parampara (master–disciple institution) within 
and beyond the borders of the South Asian diaspora in North Amer-
ican and Indian Hindustani (classical Northern) tabla (percussion) 
communities. I draw on fieldwork carried out within tabla commu-
nities (1994 to present) in Mumbai, New Delhi, Vancouver, Seattle, 
and San Francisco, to focus on an anthropological and musical jour-
ney into the world of tabla. Apprenticing as a student first under Us-
tad Allah Rakha Khan and later under his eldest son, Ustad Zakir 
Hussain, has led me to question anthropological beliefs, traditions, 
and models concerning how we do anthropology in “the field” and 
subsequently how we produce our ethnographic texts upon return-
ing from “the field.”1

Deriving from my dissertation, “Embodying Culture: Gurus, Dis-
ciples and Tabla Players” (Nuttall 1998), this paper both adopts and 
builds upon anthropological models of lived experience that see ev-
eryday experience and the acquisition of performative knowledge as 
central to how people reproduce or transform their cultural lives and 
traditions.2 Because we live our lives in and through our bodies, any 
theory of lived experience must take into account the primacy of our 
relation to others as bodily. Similarly, ethnographic texts must some-
how correspond with and communicate the embodiedness not only of 
self and other but of anthropological, personal, cultural, political, and 
possibly spiritual knowledge. The guru–disciple relationship is com-
plex, ever changing, intimate, and intense. In the beginning I did not 

Embodiment, Dreaming, and Experience
as a Basis for Understanding the Other

14. A Pathway to Knowledge

denise nuttall
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realize how different my life would become in taking up the practice 
and performance of this instrument. And as I continue on the jour-
ney of learning to be a tabla player both in India and in North Amer-
ica, I continue also to learn anthropologically.

Embodiment, Experience, and Apprenticeship

Apprenticeship, as one form of participant observation allows the re-
searcher to experience and communicate the embodiedness of self and 
other. Adopting the apprenticeship approach to the study of others 
moves the discipline toward a reconceptualization of the fieldwork 
process itself. It questions the basic assumptions about how we do 
what we do, the doing of anthropology. How do we learn anthropo-
logically? How can we simultaneously go beyond and work within the 
problematic of postcolonial fields? Apprenticeship demands that an-
alysts begin with embodied experience. As a tabla apprentice I came 
to realize that the anthropological field is not “out there,” connected 
to a piece of land or a bounded geographical site. In an anthropology 
of apprenticeship, the body becomes the field site.

Gurus and Disciples

Originating from the Indian Brahmanical tradition of religious study, 
the guru–shishya or ustad–shagird (Persian, used as a form of address 
for Muslim masters) tradition is a culturally specific form of learning. 
This apprenticeship offers no easy translation culturally, spiritually, 
or philosophically. There seems to be a certain tendency today in In-
dia to have a guru, or multiple gurus, who guide others in all aspects 
of life, be it in a trade, an art form, a spiritual pursuit, or otherwise. 
Ranade (1984, 31) suggests that the relationship of guru and shishya 
is qualitatively different from the usual student–teacher relationships. 
Traditionally, disciples were expected to participate in the guru-kula
system of learning, where the student would travel to and live with his 
or her master to apprentice in a craft, trade, or discipline. In this ev-
eryday world of apprenticeship, disciples would then be close to the 
master, come to know him in an intimate way, and learn to embody 
his knowledge, style, and way of being.
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The relationship between guru and disciple is highly personal, close, 
and tightly bound. Just as the master gives of his time, love, and ded-
ication, so, too, the disciple must give of herself or himself in similar 
ways. Ideally, in a guru-kula context the shishya’s learning necessi-
tates a deep devotion to the craft or art form as well as to the mas-
ter. This devotion often translates into service such as making tea or 
chai, running errands, and the like. The tradition is based on two 
central concepts, implicit faith and unquestioned obedience, found 
in Hindu religious texts such as the Upanishads (Mlecko 1982). It is 
crucial that the guru is seen to hold and pass on absolute knowledge 
accumulated throughout his career. My teachers have told me that the 
shishya must believe without question in the tradition, style, and dis-
cipline of the master (Hussain 1995, 1996). This emphasis on blind 
faith and unquestioned obedience serves to create a distinct type of 
student–teacher relationship. Disciples often struggle physically and 
emotionally as they learn a tradition in this way.

The attitude to the guru in Indian cultures is one of extreme rever-
ence. Respect for the guru has evolved into a kind of devotional form 
similar to that held toward God. Touching the feet of the master sym-
bolizes the disciple’s complete submission and service to the master. 
As gurus are the mediums through which God speaks, or communi-
cates, there exists a belief that the guru provides a path to spiritual or 
divine knowledge and experience. The gods said, “We can give you 
the knowledge . . . but only the teacher can show the way” (Mlecko 
1982, 37, from Chandogya Upanishad). As Mlecko states, “To be 
near the guru and reverently serve and obey him is to find, to know 
and to experience the way” (Mlecko 1982, 37). However, while the 
guru is supposed to provide this kind of knowledge to a shishya, the 
Upanishads also suggest that it is not so much that the teacher shows 
the path but that he embodies the path (Gupta 1994, 27). Experienc-
ing this pathway to knowledge relies upon the shishya’s ongoing co-
operation, respect, and unquestioned obedience.

Among disciples in tabla communities, the guru is often described 
as divine, as being similar to a holy man. His life is held as the ideal 
way of being in every aspect from how he creates his image as a per-
former to how he walks, talks, and generally lives his life. The follow-
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ing selection from an interview with a senior disciple of Ustad Allah 
Rakha provides a good example of the spiritual dimension attributed 
to gurus by disciples.

Going through all that with great control, getting over every hur-

dle and being successful in every mission he [Abbaji] has had to 

sacrifice a lot.3 Every artist has to do this. They reach a stage where 

they become very vibrant. It becomes like a discipline, just like the 

spiritual one. Your only aim is God and nothing else. Similarly, 

Abbaji’s only aim is tabla. So even when you are sitting around 

him there is this magnetic field of tabla bols going around and you 

just get engulfed with it. That is my observation. Even though he 

is just sitting he is looking at everything in musical and rhythmic 

terms. From his balcony you can see the sea. When he sees the 

waves the rhythm of the waves is fascinating him also. He is get-

ting inspiration from that or he is creating something from that 

inspiration. When he sees the sun or the movement of the sun in 

that also there is lay (rhythm). He sees lay in everything. (Yogesh 

Samsi 1996)

The Masters and the Music

The classical music system in India is divided into two distinct re-
gionally based categories, the Hindustani or Northern classical style 
originating within the Mogul court system and the Karnatic or South 
Indian style. Tabla, known more for its accompaniment of various in-
struments such as the sitar and sarod the Northern style of classical 
dance, kathak, has progressed in recent times to the status of a solo 
art form (Kippen 1991). Ustad Allah Rakha Khan, Ustad Ahmedjan 
Thirakwa, Ustad Amir Hussain Khan, and others have been para-
mount in this reinvention of tabla as a solo instrument both in India 
and around the globe. The generation of tabla players who followed 
these artists, such as Ustad Zakir Hussain, Pandit Anindo Chatterjee, 
Trilok Gurtu, and Pandit Swapan Chaudhuri continue to recreate this 
complex art form as they and tabla travel around the world.4

In the 1960s and 1970s as an accompanist to the sitar maestro Ravi 
Shankar (sitar) Allah Rakha brought tabla and Hindustani classical 
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music to millions of people around the globe. Events at Woodstock 
and Monterrey, California, in the United States were, in part, cru-
cial for the development of the study of tabla outside India, in North 
America and Europe. When Allah Rakha passed away in February of 
2000, his eldest son, Zakir Hussain became head of the Punjab gha-
rana (school).

The popularity of Zakirji as a performer, celebrity, and composer 
continues to reach new heights year after year. Zakirji’s concert sched-
ule includes more than 150 events around the world per year. On top 
of this, he dedicates much time to numerous Indian classical music re-
cordings, world music and fusion recordings, performing, advising, 
composing, and acting in feature films such as Bertolucci’s Little Bud-
dha and Anita Desai’s In Custody, Merchant Ivory’s Heat and Dust,
and, more recently, Rahul Bose’s Everybody Says I’m Fine. Because 
of his many talents and amazing skills as a musician and tabla player, 
Zakirji’s popularity has soared in India. In India, Zakirji is a much 
sought-after celebrity for consumer endorsements such as Taj Mahal 
Tea. This includes media coverage in the form of commercials as well 
as billboards and posters. In addition to this grueling schedule, Zakirji 
also teaches for a number of months in the Bay Area, California, and 
periodically in Mumbai at the Allah Rakha Institute of Music.

As I, too, travel around the world, I inevitably take part in tabla 
discussions of Zakirji’s latest accomplishments, and his strength and 
great skill as a master of tabla.5 There are many stories circulating 
about his “otherworldly” abilities as an artist and composer. Many 
students, whether they are from the Punjab school or not, take up 
tabla after seeing him perform in concert. For many young boys in In-
dia and elsewhere, he has become a tabla idol, worshiped daily as the 
ideal tabla player. From among those who follow his career in North 
America and Europe, I have heard some refer to him as “my favorite 
rock star.” I traced some of the fiction surrounding Zakirji to stories 
recounted in Mickey Hart’s Drumming at the Edge of Magic: A Jour-
ney into the Spirit of Percussion (1990). Hart recounts in his text Za-
kirji’s stories of his own apprenticeship that includes a chilla, a kind 
of ritual retreat instigated by the master where the shishya is secluded 
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for forty days and nights. During the chilla, the disciple is expected to 
practice, increasing the hours of practice to most of the day and night 
as time goes on. During the chilla, Zakirji has visions; it is a time of 
great self-awareness and knowledge. Upon reading Hart’s book, some 
tabla students in North America and Europe have attempted to per-
form their own kind of chilla, albeit a shortened version without the 
master’s knowledge.

The learning of tabla then necessitates a complete and total com-
mitment both to the instrument and to the master of the art form. 
The instrument itself consists of two drums, the bayan, the left-hand 
drum made of aluminum or copper, and the dayan–tabla, the right-
hand drum made of a variety of types of woods such as shisham or 
rosewood. The tabla heads are generally made from goat or cow skin 
with a gab (iron filings and rice paste combination) placed strategi-
cally in the center (dayan) or to the side (bayan) for optimal sound. 
The tabla belongs to one of the most complex and intricate percus-
sive rhythmic systems in the world today, requiring the coordination 
of both hands, with each finger playing a particular set of sounds or 
bols. Bol, stemming from the Hindi verb bolna, meaning to speak, re-
fers to the strokes the fingers make on the tabla or the basic grammar 
of the tabla. For every bol or stroke played on the tabla, there is a cor-
responding sound made by the voice. The bols are onomatopoeic syl-
lables used by tabla players as an aid for the memorization of compo-
sitions. Technically, they are sounds or basic units that, when strung 
together, create phrases, and these phrases can be used to develop a 
composition. For example, the bols ghe, re, na, ge (pronounced ghay, 
ray, nah, ge) are frequently heard together as a phrase in all types of 
compositions. In the Punjab school the bols te, ke, te are strung to-
gether to create the phrase terekete (tey rey key te) or tetekete.

Often, class may begin with the master voicing the bols, or the sounds 
of the compositions, before actually playing. Very early on, I was told 
that to really understand a composition one must be able to voice it, 
remember it in the hands and the mind simultaneously. The knowl-
edge of recitation also depends upon the ability to count out the com-
position within a certain tal or rhythmic structure. Counting is shown 
by using the thumb of the left hand as a marker, moving upward to 
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each groove in the finger beginning and ending with the smallest fin-
ger. Again, knowing here relies upon both seeing, feeling, and hearing 
where the bol falls in relation to the time structure, to the tal. Gottlieb 
(1990, 140) notes that the word tal comes from the practice of count-
ing time by clapping hands. There are many different tals, each hav-
ing a certain number of beats. For example, the most widely used tal
in Hindustani music is tin tal, which has sixteen beats. Others include 
jhap (10), rupak (7), ek (12), dadra (6), and kherava (8).

Unlike in the Western music system, where musicians begin count-
ing with the first beat of the bar and end on the final beat (for exam-
ple in 4  /4 time you begin with 1 and end with 4), in Hindustani music, 
counting begins and ends with 1, the sam. Tabla players, as the time-
keepers of the tal, use various thekas or rhythmic structures to keep 
the beat in instrumental and vocal compositions. The theka outlines 
the structural form and also provides the division of the tal. Each tal
has different thekhas and each thekha consists of a specified number 
and arrangement of bols; however the structure of the thekha can and 
is elaborated on in performance.

Along with learning a variety of rhythmic outlines, tabla players must 
also learn to play a number of different compositional types. Students 
usually start their talim, or learning, with a kaida composition, a type 
of pattern that always has a theme of fixed bols followed by a num-
ber of variations based on those fixed bols ending with a tihai or bol
phrase that is repeated three times. The tihai pattern is also found in 
other types of compositions, such as chakradhars (from Hindi, mean-
ing “wheel”), which can be a more complex rhythmic pattern with 
fixed bols, and tukras (“a segment” or “part of a piece”), a type of 
short composition in solo tabla playing and classical performance.

Apprenticeship and Anthropology: The Method

An anthropology of apprenticeship necessitates theorizing and re-
flecting on ideas of experience. Jackson (1989, 1996), Stoller (1995),
and Bourdieu (1970, 1977) note the importance of adopting William 
James’s essential idea of describing the other in a radically empiri-
cal way. Jackson stresses that the importance of radical empiricism is 
that it highlights “the ethnographer’s interactions with those he/she 
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lives with, and studies, while urging us to clarify the way in which our 
knowledge is grounded in practical perspectives and participatory ex-
periences in the field as much as our detached observations” (Jackson 
1989, 3). Jackson goes further and notes that the method of partici-
pant observation is built upon the idea that the experiences of the re-
searcher are crucial in ethnographic knowledge production. Here the 
experiential field is defined as one of “interactions and intersubjectiv-
ity” (Jackson 1989, 3). Focusing on lived experience in this way al-
lows for the inclusion of diverse forms of knowledge acquisition and 
recognizes indigenous ways of knowing and doing, such as the possi-
bility of dreaming about tabla and the master, his compositions and/
or highly complex rhythms.

Re-evaluating what we mean by participation, action, or involve-
ment in the ethnographic way of life is an important but difficult task. 
Traditionally, the experiences of the participant–observer have been 
presented in ethnographies as a way of maintaining and gaining au-
thority in the discipline. I know the other because “I was there.” The 
crisis in the anthropological representation of others has moved its 
practitioners toward reflection on ethnographic authority. Clifford 
(1997), Van Maanen (1988), and Geertz (1988) are among those 
who have pointed to the use and abuse of the anthropologist self as a 
textual strategy in knowledge production. These writers have, how-
ever, offered little discussion on the importance of theorizing anthro-
pological practice as an embodied, contextually dependent mode of 
doing. As Fabian (2001) rightly points out, the anthropological fo-
cus on representation, to the exclusion of other critical issues such as 
knowledge production, has created a discourse that does not attend 
to experiential knowledge in any significant way. “If it is true, as we 
have said, that the question of ethnographic objectivity has been dis-
placed by a shift of emphasis in critical thought from production to 
representation, then our response should be to explore again body 
and embodiment as involved in objectification and the grounding of 
objectivity” (Fabian 2001, 30–31).

Re-evaluating the meaning of ethnographic experience and knowl-
edge production must begin with our assumptions about the relation-
ship of the fieldworker self and the subsequent textual other. Engag-
ing in an apprenticeship, in an experience with other cultural selves, 
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is an engagement of a student to a master. Seen in this way, the power 
relations between self and other becomes crystal clear, the master 
has the knowledge, power, and skill; the anthropologist becomes the 
apprentice.

The apprentice approach demands that the anthropologist explicitly 
challenge the rigid subject–object dichotomy of old. In her work on the 
rise of narrative ethnography, Barbara Tedlock addresses the issue of 
intersubjectivity by looking back at the old accusation of “going na-
tive”: “What seems to lie behind the belief that going native poses a 
serious danger to the fieldworker is the logical construction of the re-
lationship between objectivity and subjectivity, between scientist and 
native, between self and other, as unbridgeable opposition” (B. Ted-
lock 1991, 71). This idea that the fieldworker must somehow effec-
tively participate in and observe a new and somewhat strange way 
of life, in the Malinowskian sense of observation as detachment and 
objectification of the other, serves only to create a personal and ethi-
cal crisis in the doing of ethnography.

Although the apprentice approach to participant observation in an-
thropology has been most frequently used by ethnomusicologists and 
dance ethnologists (Neuman 1974, 1980; Kippen 1988; Chernoff 1979,
1993; Sudnow 1978; Zarrilli 1984, 1987), there is a growing inter-
est in the practice of apprenticeship within the wider discipline (Coy 
1989, Stoller 1987, Cooper 1989, Goody 1989, Dow 1989, Taussig 
1987). Past studies of apprenticeship have neglected to examine the 
significance of apprenticeships where the anthropologist creates and 
sustains concrete ties binding the student to a master or larger social 
organization and culture over time (Lave and Wenger 1991, Dow 
1989, Cooper 1989). Researchers have reported a type of schizophre-
nia arising from the problematics of engaging in a double role of ap-
prentice in a skill or trade and as an anthropologist–ethnographer. 
The apprenticeship is seen as “pretense” or “play” because what the 
anthropologist is really doing is gathering data “with an eye to use 
in publication, explanation and testing theory” (Dow 1989, 207). 
A successful anthropology of apprenticeship is not based on a form 
of “play.” On the contrary, in the case of tabla communities, the re-
searcher–apprentice must learn the knowledge and learn it well; oth-
erwise, the field literally disappears.
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Looking for the Field

In the fall of 1994, I left Vancouver for my first fieldwork trip to study 
at Gandharva Mahavidyalaya, an institute of music in New Delhi. 
Not knowing any tabla masters in India, I assumed that I would find 
contacts through starting my studies at a musical college. Like many 
first anthropological trips to the field, my entry into Indian culture 
and the life of tabla players was short-lived. After my first week in 
Delhi, besides the intense culture shock I faced, the plague (both bu-
bonic and pneumonic, or so it was thought) broke out in Surat to the 
south of Delhi and started to spread rapidly throughout the country. 
A week later, when the airfields opened up, I left India without hav-
ing met a tabla player, teacher, or other musicians. My feeling of de-
feat was short-lived. A few days after returning to Vancouver, I went 
to an Indian classical musical concert, where I met a tabla player by 
the name of Satwant Singh. Satwantji agreed to teach me until I could 
return to India a few months later. Rather than continue with my orig-
inal plans, I went, at Satwantji’s urging, to Mumbai to see his teacher, 
Allah Rakha Khan, whom he referred to as Abbaji. And so I trav-
eled to Mumbai to meet Allah Rakha Khan not knowing much about 
his history or school or life. When I first met Abbaji at his home in 
Malabar Hills, he welcomed me with open arms as a student of Sat-
wantji’s. I was already in the school, and now I was being welcomed 
as part of the larger family of the Punjab gharana. I was already an 
apprentice.

After some time, I met Zakirji at his father’s home on his birthday. 
By this point, I was used to welcoming all who were senior to me in 
the musical world by touching their feet. As I attempted to touch Za-
kirji’s feet and wish him well on his day, he shook my hand and wel-
comed me to Mumbai. I asked him if I could learn tabla from him, 
and he remarked that he only teaches in Seattle and the Bay Area of 
California, as his father teaches in India. The following descriptions 
provide a taste of my musical and anthropological journey following 
Zakirji on the West Coast of North America. The ethnographic selec-
tions I present here are, in part, a response to Stoller’s (1995) call for 
sensing ethnography, for attending to the cultural in every sense.
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Sensing Tabla I: Vancouver and Seattle 1996

Stefan had been learning tabla from Abbaji, Zakirji, and Satwantji, a 
senior disciple of the Punjab gharana, for three years now. In the pro-
cess of doing so, he had become a dedicated disciple. His love of and 
passion for tabla was taking him on a new path, providing him with 
a new direction in his life. When we first met in 1994 he had been out 
of high school only a few years and was working as a sales clerk at a 
record store in Vancouver. The job barely allowed him to pay the bills, 
but it meant survival by day so that he could practice tabla (riaz) by 
night. Riaz was fast becoming his only activity outside work. At times 
I wondered whether this was a passion, an obsession, or an intimate 
type of dedication. His every waking moment centered on learning 
and practicing tabla.

In the summer of 1996 we began to practice together in anticipation 
of Zakirji’s upcoming classes in Seattle. We usually met at his home 
before leaving for class. One day as I entered his room I noticed its ar-
rangement was similar to the rooms I had seen of other tabla players 
while in India. It was filled with tabla; a lahra machine, which play-
ers use as a metronome for keeping time to practice playing in Hin-
dustani classical style; powder canisters; and an altar dedicated to Za-
kirji and Abbaji. The altar consisted of a large picture of Zakirji and a 
separate one of Abbaji, lovingly placed on the top of a table and sur-
rounded by rose petals, a carefully selected assortment of stones that 
Stefan had picked up by the ocean, and burning incense. I remem-
bered also that Satwantji had carefully selected photos of Abbaji and 
placed them on the walls of his tabla room. Whenever I went to visit 
Satwantji, Abbaji’s presence in the room was a very comforting feel-
ing. Here, too, in Stefan’s house, our teacher’s presence was always 
felt. As I practiced dha ge tin na ke na na ge dhin na ge na over and 
over again, I would glance over to their pictures on the table.

Traveling to Seattle from Vancouver by car took us through rocky 
mountain passes along the Pacific Ocean. We listened to tabla so-
los, recited our own compositions (or tried to remember them), and 
talked of Zakirji’s latest recordings, concerts, and movies. Zakirji had 
always been a major topic of conversation with most tabla players I 
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had met, but speaking with Stefan and Zakirji’s other students about 
him took on a new significance. Always they spoke of him with much 
love, joy, and excitement in their voices. We all intensely desired to 
be around him, learn from him, walk with him, and talk with him 
about tabla and life.

After arriving in Seattle, we drove directly to the home of Emam, 
a senior student of Zakirji. Although Emam had been learning from 
Abbaji since 1979, he shortly thereafter took up studies with Zakirji 
as well. Emam and Zakirji have formed a deep and close friendship 
over the years. Emam followed Zakirji to classes in California; spent 
time with him on tour in India, protecting him from over zealous fans; 
and now, along with another senior student, Tor, was helping set up 
classes in Seattle. Emam greeted us, as he usually did, with a big hug 
and a smile. Eventually, we got out our tabla to practice. The after-
noon went by quickly as we sat cross-legged on the floor in front of 
our tabla playing with rhythm.

Soon it was time to pack up the tabla and powder and head out 
to class. We made our way to the University of Washington cam-
pus where our tabla lessons were to take place. We found the music 
room on the second floor, left our shoes at the doorway, and claimed 
our spots on the wooden floor in front of a portable blackboard. The 
room was empty except for a riser at the front by the windows. Others 
wandered into the room, set up their carpets and tabla, and started to 
warm up. Emam brought in Zakirji’s tabla, a carpet for Zakirji to sit 
on, pillows, and some food to eat. He took special care in setting up 
Zakirji’s space on the riser at the front of the room. In fact, Emam al-
ways made sure that Zakirji was comfortable. Was he getting enough 
sleep? Was he eating well? He always looked out for his teacher and 
friend. He made it his job to see to as many details as possible so that 
Zakirji could rest and relax.

Tor walked in with his tabla. Constantly telling stories and crack-
ing jokes, his robust laughter filled the room. He knew everyone in the 
room. It took him a while to get by everyone to the front of the riser. 
Most of the people in the room were his own students from Seattle. 
Others had traveled from Portland and points in between. They were 
Americans of all types, some were Japanese American, some Irish, and 
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a few were of Indian origin. Tor had been in the tabla fusion scene for 
some time now. He had been a student of Zakirji’s in the early years 
in California and was one of the original members of Zakirji’s per-
cussion ensemble, The Diga Rhythm Band. It seemed that in North 
America, as I experienced in India, tabla culture was as much a com-
plex of stories as it was a complex of rhythms, bols, and social inter-
actions. There was one story in particular I heard Tor recount in var-
ious places. It was a story of a dear and close friend of his, Pete, who 
had taken up tabla many years ago, around the time of Tor’s initia-
tion into the world of tabla. His skill was amazing, intense, beauti-
ful, and encouraging to Tor and to others.

I had heard of similar accounts about Pete from Zakirji’s youngest 
brother, Fazal. Pete would travel to Mumbai to learn from Abbaji and 
was in the house day after day practicing, reciting, and performing 
compositions. Seeing this American fellow who held such a deep love 
and passion for tabla caught Fazal’s attention. This, indeed, must be 
something special if someone from North America traveled to live and 
study with his father. Pete and Fazal would compete whenever they got 
the chance to do so. Pete would begin practicing tabla before Fazal left 
for school and would still be practicing when he arrived home later 
in the day. Fazal stressed that his speed was always a little bit faster 
than Pete’s, and this would make Pete practice even more. Unfortu-
nately, Pete’s tabla career was short-lived. He died in the mid-1980s.
Both Fazal’s and Tor’s deep friendship with Pete lives on through tell-
ing Pete’s story to the younger generation of tabla players.

When Zakirji entered the room, he took off his shoes by the door 
and stopped to chat with the students before he proceeded to take 
his place by the window. As usual, he wore a kurta-pajama. This one 
was made of cotton dyed dark blue. Always he joked with us to help 
us relax and get reacquainted. Because of his hectic performance and 
recording schedule, Zakirji has decided to teach for only two months 
a year. There is an expectation that serious students travel to India in 
the winter months to attend concerts and be in the scene to digest and 
observe as much as possible. In our conversations, Zakirji stressed 
the necessity of watching and observing what other tabla players do 
in performance. Learning to accompany others begins by sitting with 
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your teacher during concerts. The general tendency in teaching tabla, 
though, is to teach it as a solo artistic form. Learning to accompany 
is an ongoing process.

The first group of students to play had formed a semicircle around Za-
kirji’s tabla. Everyone was playing something different as they warmed 
up, waiting for class to begin. It sounded chaotic and loud to my ears. 
Each tabla was tuned to a different pitch, resulting in a collage of tabla 
noise. Class was divided into three sections, beginner, intermediate, 
and advanced levels. The students who were ready to start made up 
the beginner level. Behind them in my row were the intermediate stu-
dents, and behind us sat the more advanced students. In the first two 
groups, I noticed that five of us were women. This seemed more or less 
consistent with what I had observed the previous year. Many others 
sat chatting in smaller groups, renewing their friendships.

As Zakirji began to play, everyone turned his or her attention to him. 
All eyes were on his hands. Taka terekete taka terekete. Soon everyone 
picked up the exercise and attempted to play along with him. Under 
our breath, we recited the bols so that our hands would remember the 
sequence. Where was he stressing the pulse? What was the intonation 
of this bol or that one? Where were the accents? Just as soon as I felt 
comfortable and in the groove of the moment, he changed the phrase 
by moving accents around and changing tempo. There was no time 
to think. We had to attend to the moment with all our concentration 
and just do as he did. It was a game of follow-the-teacher-if-you-can. 
He abruptly stopped the class and said, “Watch and imitate. Get your 
wrists to fall down. It’s just a matter of getting used to the drum.” He 
started again slowly moving the accents around and around, chang-
ing our conversation with each other, changing the feel of the exer-
cise. Our tempo was all over the place. We consistently sped up after 
each cycle of the exercise.

I remembered the thoughts Zakirji had expressed the year before 
when the same thing happened. One of the students asked why it was 
that we always speed up. Zakirji responded:

It’s a natural tendency to rush. We are always trying to catch up 
to something. We always want to get paid more than someone else 
and we always want a better car than somebody else. We always 
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want a nicer house. I don’t know—who knows? We just want to 
go forward. I have always noticed that when I have my students 
play with a tape they are always rushing. They are ahead of the 
tape by a couple of steps. I don’t know why. There is just a natural 
tendency to drive it as opposed to just letting it relax. We always 
drive it. Always there is this drive.

The student remarked, “And you are steady?” Zakirji immediately 
replied:

I don’t think I’m steady! I am also driving it. It’s just that I have a 
little bit more control over how much drive. It’s just not as much 
as someone else, right? I have seen drummers who naturally tend 
to relax so much that they are actually dragging it. There are such 
drummers who drag it, but then there are others who drive it. Al-
though it seems to be moving forward, sometimes it doesn’t really 
move forward as much as it actually seems. It just means that it 
has an up feeling. I’ve rarely found drummers who are steady. In 
Indian music, it’s a natural tendency to start very slow and end up 
very fast. (Hussain 1996)

As class continued, Zakirji led us through various types of exercises. 
He would stop once in a while and comment on someone’s hands. Of-
tentimes, he didn’t need to speak but signaled his displeasure with a 
student’s laziness of the hands, body, and lack of concentration with 
various gestures. He looked at his hands and then looked at ours and 
shook his head. “Do your hands look like this?” Zakirji yelled out 
over the motion and sound of twenty-five tabla students. The next mo-
ment he would have us write down the bols, all the while telling jokes 
and making us laugh. Emam and Tor would chime in as well, creating 
a very relaxing and welcoming atmosphere once again.

Zakirji played on, introducing various tihais that we could use in 
our tabla repertoire. He would present one tihai and then using a 
similar pattern and the same bols to develop it into another one by 
changing the rests and accents. He questioned us on our knowledge 
of a tihai. What was it supposed to do? When do you use it? How 
could we define it? Not entirely happy with the answers given, Za-
kirji took great care in explaining the structure and beauty of a tihai
in various compositions.
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Eventually, the first class came to a close and our group moved up 
to the front. It was getting hot in the music room. Many were begin-
ning to use more and more powder to counteract their sweating, some-
times nervous, hands. When my hand started to sweat I could feel the 
tabla bending under my touch. I would dip my hands in powder again 
and again but it didn’t seem to do much good. My fingers kept stick-
ing to the black gab in the middle. Large bits of black ink stained my 
fingers. Stefan nudged me to look at Zakirji’s hands as he started the 
class using the same tihais played moments before. The tempo was 
picking up. Stefan again whispered to me to watch Zakirji’s hands and 
the placement of his fingers on the top part of the gab. “Look at how 
they move; check out where the hand sits.” Indeed every gesture, ev-
ery movement, began to take on a new meaning, a new intensity.

Zakirji started to teach a new kaida composition phrase by phrase. 
Eventually, the whole of the composition was revealed to us, but our 
accents were not right; it did not feel right in the body or sound cor-
rect when we played it. “Now recite it,” Zakirji yelled out to us. After 
much reciting, I could tell Zakirji was happier with our rhythm and 
interpretation of the composition. “Now play it just in the same way 
as you have said it,” he remarked. We attempted to play as Zakirji 
had asked. Five or eight minutes into playing the bols, concentrating 
only on doing what our teacher was doing at the same time, I felt an 
overwhelming sense of connectedness to Zakirji and everyone play-
ing in the room. It was a kind of energy I had heard about from other 
students but had not, until then, experienced. Was it an illusion that 
what was coming out of his hands was directly going in my eyes and 
out my hands? Nevertheless, there was some kind of energy transmit-
ted around and among tabla players at that moment that somehow al-
lowed for an extraordinary unified sensation. Mirroring our teacher 
visually through the hands, and listening to his sound and interpreta-
tion of the composition in a focused way, ignited a kind of total com-
munication between us. I felt a similar kind of energy or altered per-
ception such as this only once before during one afternoon of practice 
alone. I was working on a composition for well over one year and had 
finally reached a significant speed in the process of doubling it. When I 
began to play the headline at slow speed, I was playing faster than my 
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normal speed so that when I doubled it I increased the speed to what I 
thought was far too fast a tempo to control. However, to my surprise, 
my hands took off at lightning speed. Were these my hands? I could 
feel the rest of my body being pulled to the left of the tabla while my 
hands proceeded to perform without the rest of me. I wasn’t thinking 
or reciting but simply observing my hands playing faster and faster. 
Time went by very slowly. In fact, what seemed like hours was only 
minutes. Time had slowed down; my breathing slowed down but my 
hands were playing faster than they had ever played before. Usually, 
my heartbeat increases when I double a composition, but this time 
my body fell into a kind of stasis, a kind of pause. It was an interest-
ing experience and is one I have never felt since.

After we finished playing the composition, Zakirji showed us how 
to take it apart, phrase by phrase, to make smaller types of exercises 
for our riaz. The beauty of the structure lay in its simplicity. We could 
easily section off bol sequences to practice tin ne or dhin ne using dhin 
ne na ge. I realized that although Zakirji covered a number of bols by 
teaching certain compositions in the advanced classes, in the first two 
groups he consistently stressed ne and ti. Ti is played on the top of the 
tabla gab using the first bony section of the middle finger. It should be 
played strong, and sound crisp or tight. Essentially, the finger should 
just drop and hug the top part of the gab. The key in ti is to keep the 
finger near the top and not to move it down into the center spot.

One of the main elements of tabla playing that Zakirji continuously 
stressed was the use of space. He emphasized that the hand on the 
tabla should move within a specific range. Indeed, there is no need to 
come down from this central position unless a bol requires this (for 
example, dheri dheri or di). Many tones and bols can be played from 
the top part of the tabla, such as tete, terekete, ti, na, tun, tin, etc. 
Always, he showed us the hows of “doing,” so that we could effec-
tively get the job done. Positioning the fingers correctly does allow 
for the development of clarity and then, of course, increased speed 
in tabla playing.

There were many times Zakirji simply talked about the necessity of 
placing the hands correctly. His message to us was always to concen-
trate on the hand posture and positioning first, which comes in part 
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from keeping the back straight and shoulders relaxed, and to worry 
about the sound later. The positioning of the hands leads the player to 
the right sound. If the hand positioning and subsequent wrist action 
is right, the sound will come. Here, the sense of touch, which leads 
to proper sound production, becomes a central focus of body mem-
ory and cognitive learning. Touching the tabla bol by bol creates cer-
tain bodily and hand sensations. After much repetition, the body be-
gins to remember these sensations or feelings in the fingers and arms. 
Slowly, and with much practice, playing the bol correctly with the 
hands gives way to a stronger, clearer sound. Listening to the teacher 
play in class, in concerts and on tapes also figures in training the ear 
to hear what the sounds of na or dha should be. Eventually the ear 
“tunes in” and remembers the tones, the crispness, the softness or 
hardness of the bol sounds.

When it was time for the advanced class to play, we retreated to the 
back of the room with our tabla and carpets. Often, Zakirji took the 
time in between these sessions to play what he had just taught us, or 
a composition he wanted to work on at lightning speed. After pass-
ing on a few more compositions, Zakirji thanked us for our atten-
tion and ended class. Four and a half hours had passed. Many began 
to gather around Zakirji, wanting his attention or advice over this or 
that. He always took the time to talk to his students about their lives, 
loves, and desires. If they needed him, he was there for them. I realized 
that Zakirji played different roles for different students. For some he 
was their friend and teacher, for others he was like a brother, and for 
yet others he was a father figure, or a larger-than-life mythical mas-
ter. Nevertheless, all highly respect him as a man and as a master of 
tabla tradition and culture.

Sensing Tabla II: Bay Area, California

In the fall of 1995, Leen, who had traveled from Belgium to study 
with Zakirji in California, came to visit me in Vancouver. We spent 
much time just getting to know each other and Vancouver by doing 
the things that tourists do. I found myself captivated by her tabla 
playing. I watched her technique and tried to absorb all that she was 
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doing. She played with much emotion, intensity, and feeling. She played 
with her soul and was not obsessed with playing fast as many other 
tabla students I had met had been. She encouraged me to return to 
California with her and get to know some of the tabla players in the 
Bay Area communities.6

Leen took me to Oakland to stay with her friends Tim and An-
drea. Andrea was a clothes and textile designer. Tim, then in his early 
forties, had been bitten by the tabla bug fifteen years earlier. Origi-
nally a Western percussionist, he had taken up tabla playing first un-
der Ustad Allah Rakha Khan and Zakirji. Eventually, he connected 
with and became a disciple of Pandit Swapan Chaudhuri, a master of 
the Lucknow gharana, at the Ali Akbar College of Music in San Ra-
fael. When we first arrived at Tim’s house, there was much talk about 
Leen’s trip to Canada and discussions about tabla. They acted like 
brother and sister, laughing at each other’s jokes and teasing one an-
other. Tim and Leen had met in Mumbai many years before, during 
the winter concerts.

Tim and Andrea lived in a Victorian-style house. It was spacious 
and had wonderful high ceilings. The neighborhood consisted mainly 
of lower-rent housing. The house was unusually large and grand in 
comparison. Across the street stood the local Baptist church, where 
on a Sunday morning we would awake to the choir’s soulful calling 
of the Lord. Tim had constructed a magnificent tabla room in the cen-
tral part of his old Victorian house on the first floor. It was here that 
he taught his private students and where many tabla players would 
gather and practice or perform for each other. There was always much 
tabla activity in the house from morning to night. Each morning Tim 
woke us up by softly playing a kaida. In the late morning and early 
afternoon, he taught classes, and later we practiced alone and then 
together. When we passed each other in the hall or gathered in the 
kitchen away from the tabla, we recited compositions for each other, 
counted them out, or talked of instrumentalists, concerts, and peo-
ple in the music scene.

It was in this house where I first met Zakirji’s students Peter and 
Dorothee. Dorothee had come from Germany for the summer months 
to study tabla. Peter, an “all ’round” musician, had been playing 
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piano since he was a child. He had picked up cello and tabla by his 
early university years in Chicago and was now living and performing 
in San Francisco. Peter had, like Leen, traveled to India many times 
to study with Zakirji’s father, learn Hindustani music, and follow Za-
kirji on tour. He often spoke of the classical music culture in Mum-
bai, telling us stories about learning to accompany with Hariprasad 
Chaurasia’s bansuri (Hindustani flute made of bamboo) classes. Har-
iprasadChaurasia, affectionately known as Hariji by many and as gu-
ruji by his own disciples, is one of the most popular bansuri players in 
India today. As a master of his instrument, Hariji attracts many disci-
ples from around the world including Israel, Japan, America, France, 
and Canada.

There are many more opportunities to learn about the music in In-
dia. Being there counted in a multiplicity of ways. Although there were 
fewer chances to learn about the music in the larger scheme of things 
in California, in my newly found family there were daily opportuni-
ties to learn about tabla. Just being around older, more skilled students 
affected my skills and my aesthetic sensibility toward tabla.

We talked at great length about learning and performing tabla as 
non-Indian artists. The reality is that serious artists in India begin to 
study between the ages of five and seven, whereas many drummers 
in North America and Europe take up tabla in their early, mid-, or 
late twenties and thirties. Very few tabla players of non-Indian ori-
gin choose to compete in the professional classical market. The chal-
lenge for those who take up this instrument as a way of life outside 
of India is to somehow bring together classical tabla with their tradi-
tions, be it jazz or types of musical fusions.

Now and then, when the house was quiet, I had a chance to talk with 
Leen about her relationship with her teacher. Zakirji was a constant 
topic in many conversations anyway. It was not difficult to get his stu-
dents to open up about their life with their teacher. Leen’s very first en-
counter with Zakirji was in a dream. He woke her up in the middle of 
the night playing loudly, frantically, intensely. Leen did not know any-
thing about this man or the instrument at the time of her first dream. 
This “calling” instigated a long search, which eventually took her to 
India. On her journey, she went from one tabla teacher to another but 
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knew that she really should be learning from this master that she saw 
and heard in her dream. In her travels, she came to realize that it was 
Zakirji who had been present in the dream. Many friends and family 
discouraged her from seeking him out, suggesting that such a prom-
inent sought-after master would have no time for her. Leen pressed 
on and eventually made her way to Mumbai. She contacted Zakirji 
at Simla House by phone. He told her to come over at a certain time 
to talk. When she finally contacted Zakirji and they eventually met 
face-to-face, he smiled and said, “What took you so long?”

As we talked further, I mentioned to Leen that I thought Zakirji was 
an extremely affecting person. “Yeah,” she said, “He is a master; he 
is a spiritual master, too.” “Does he guide you in your life?” I asked. 
“He’s an example, yes. When I saw him for the first time, I laughed. 
I said, wow, here’s my brother, the elder brother I always wanted.” 
Leen continued:

I felt that he was the same, in a way, the same as me. The energy! 

You can feel how he thinks and feels, how he plays the music. He 

transmits something and that is the thing that I want to do as well 

in my own way. Music is a channel to transmit something else, 

higher values in life, beauty, and love. And I just see him in a stage 

much further on than me. In terms of practical decisions, I’m in 

full control of my own life. It’s my decision to do one thing or 

another. However, part of him attracts me.

He opens up barriers that I don’t see. It’s like he can just push but-

tons. It’s all in the plane of energy. He does things to you—that 

is a fact. It’s like he holds this big mirror in front of you and you 

just have to look. So of course you grow, you learn, things change. 

Everything changes, and of course learning from him changes you. 

He’s a powerful teacher. He becomes part of you, and this he has 

been from the very beginning.

Leen’s description of her first encounter with Zakirji in a dream fasci-
nated me. Later, after we had become closer friends, she told me that 
she dreams of him and of tabla all the time. I had first heard about 
tabla dreams years earlier from Satwantji. He told me that when he 
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was in Mumbai studying with Abbaji, he was so intensely focused 
on learning the music that many nights he dreamt of compositions. 
I made a note about Satwantji’s dreaming in my journal. It was not 
until I questioned Leen further that I realized dreaming of tabla was 
a much larger phenomenon affecting not only Leen and Satwantji’s 
lives, but other students’ lives as well. In fact, Leen said, “Peter, Dor-
othee and I all have these dreams.” Tabla dreams can take the form 
of lessons in a house somewhere that Zakirji teaches a composition 
or part of a composition. Although there are many different kinds of 
dreams, the common denominator is the presence of the teacher. The 
dreaming times are usually, but not exclusively, connected to intense 
practice and class time with the master.

For Peter, the majority of tabla dreams that most resembled actual 
lessons occurred in the beginning years of studying the instrument. 
He did, however, recount a recent dream about his teacher. He had 
fallen asleep counting (or trying to count) a chakradhar, which he was 
to play that week at a performance with other advanced students. He 
was having a difficult time concentrating because of work pressures 
and deadlines, and he had not spent much time practicing the com-
position. Time was running out, and he had become frustrated with 
the task at hand. That night, Zakirji appeared at the foot of his bed 
as Peter sat counting out the composition. Zakirji was watching tv,
sitting on the bed listening to Peter’s continuous counting mistakes. 
He turned to Peter and said, “Why can’t you get it? It’s simple.” Then 
he turned around and continued to watch the tv.

My interest in tabla dreams became more and more intense. Why 
were all these students dreaming of tabla? Why didn’t I have these 
dreams? One of my first questions to students I met then became, “Have 
you had the dreams?” Inevitably, they all said, “Yes, I have had these 
dreams.” Speaking with one of Zakirji’s senior students, Michael, a 
member of the Rhythm Experience and an accomplished tabla player 
in the California scene, led me to the conclusion that the dreams were 
indeed a way of working out anxieties about tabla and about the re-
lationship of student to teacher. Michael’s dreams tended to revolve 
around the problems and pressures of playing in public with such a 
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master. Although his dreams didn’t usually include Zakirji teaching 
him compositions, Zakirji was always present.

The following year I met a young Indian tabla player, a Hindu, who 
told me about his dreams of Zakirji and of compositions. He had not 
only dreams of compositions but also spiritual dreams where Zakirji 
gave him guidance and comforted him. He always kept a picture of his 
teacher in his room, and he prayed to the icon before going to sleep. 
If he was having difficulty studying for an exam, he would pray to 
his teacher, and in the night, Zakirji would be there encouraging him, 
telling him that things would turn out well.

I went back to the transcriptions of the first interview I had conducted 
with an older female student of Zakirji’s. Although she had taken up 
other Hindustani instruments and left tabla many years before, she 
remembered her dreams of Zakirji and tabla quite vividly. She would 
have dreams of compositions at night, go into class the next day, and 
find Zakirji playing it bol by bol. Certainly, the connection these stu-
dents had to their teacher was an intense and intimate one.

Experiencing the Spiritual Side of Tabla

In my second year studying with Zakirji, I also experienced the dream-
ing. I had, by and large, given up on the idea, thinking that perhaps I 
was too inexperienced as a tabla student or that I just could not con-
nect with my teachers in the same way others could. It happened one 
day after a very energetic class with Zakirji in Seattle. During the day, 
I had practiced for nearly five hours, carefully playing the new com-
positions over and over again. That night I suddenly awoke feeling 
tired and scared. My body felt heavy—it was as if I were going to fall 
through my bed onto the floor. I knew I was beside my husband, and 
so I tried to call out to him to help me. I was paralyzed. I could not 
move or speak. Just then, Zakirji whispered in my right ear, “Just re-
lax, you have to go through this.” My tension dissolved, knowing 
that Zakirji was with me.

I could not see him—but I could hear him. He played bols so loudly 
and so fast that I thought my ears would explode. He played to the 
right of me, then to the left, as if moving me through space to some 
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kind of a destination. The bols were crystal clear but he played so 
frantically that as soon as I heard them, new ones came flooding out. 
This happened over and over again for what seemed like hours. He 
played well over fifteen compositions, none of which I could remem-
ber. We traveled to India, to Thailand, to China, and to the Berke-
ley campus, where he was, as I was told later, teaching that evening. 
I kept thinking, “Where is Zakirji?” At that moment, he appeared 
in front of me, dressed in a white kurta, waggling his head from side 
to side. “You must touch my feet,” he said to me. Touch his feet? I 
thought this was strange. Usually, he did not ask anyone to touch his 
feet; people just did it. So I touched his feet and we continued on the 
journey. When I awoke the next morning, I had remembered much 
about the dream, but I could not remember any of the compositions 
Zakirji had played.

Since then, I have had many dreams of tabla lessons. Always, Za-
kirji is teaching us about life and tabla. These dreams have become 
for me another way of knowing, an ultimate kind of embodiment of 
Zakirji’s teachings. It is a way of knowing and understanding that is 
deeply embedded in its Indian origins. I asked a colleague from India, 
an anthropologist, whether, if I were Indian, I would question the fact 
that I have these dreams of my teacher. “No”, he replied, “Everyone 
knows that the guru gives you the third eye, the pathway to knowl-
edge” (Bokhare 1997).

This pathway to knowledge in the world of tabla translates into 
something more than “play.” Here, the role of apprentice is not one 
to be taken lightly but rather is one that is ongoing, ever changing, 
and adapting in new and different contexts over time. The more time 
an apprentice spends playing the music, the more in-depth and tex-
tured his or her knowledge becomes. This also holds true for my role 
as an anthropologist because I did not come to an understanding of 
the importance and frequency of dreaming tabla until I had been prac-
ticing and learning the instrument for at least two years. Like other 
students, I started to experience a deeper connection to our teacher 
in both my waking and unconscious moments. Dreaming tabla did 
not necessarily make me perform tabla bols more clearly or more 
precisely, but it did open up new ways of establishing intimacy with 
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other students and teachers. Experiencing dreams or visions served 
to further my understanding of Indian cultural ways of being, so very 
important to the cultivation of the guru–disciple relationship. I am 
not a better tabla player or a worse anthropologist because I experi-
enced the spiritual side of tabla. Rather, these acts of embodied learn-
ing deepened my connection to those with whom I lived and studied. 
These acts also led me to an avenue of investigation that I could not 
have examined otherwise.

Conclusion

Apprenticeship, as a method, can indeed transform the fieldworker 
into an apprentice. In the past, anthropologists spoke of such activi-
ties as highly undesirable or as making one liable to “go native.” De-
spite his deep fear of going native, Evans-Pritchard stressed that a 
good anthropologist can’t help but be affected by experiences lived 
during and after “the field” (Evans-Pritchard 1976, 245). Recently, 
other anthropologists have spoken of the necessity of documenting 
and exploring their own transformations in the process of doing field-
work (Goulet 1994, 1998; Guédon 1994; Mills 1994; Jackson 1989;
Stoller 1987; B. Tedlock 1991; E. Turner 1994a). Rather than mar-
ginalizing their extraordinary experiences in the process of collecting 
data to casual conversations within mainstream academic circles, they 
have brought discussions of their field encounters such as dreams, vi-
sions, sorcery, etc., to the center of anthropological investigation. In 
all these cases, the acquisition of cultural knowledge through experi-
ential engagements with others has created an effective technique for 
furthering the anthropologist’s understanding of other ways of know-
ing, seeing, and doing. As such, focusing on extraordinary exchanges 
among indigenous communities has become an additional instrument 
in the anthropologist’s methodological toolkit and has also provided 
a new theoretical ground (Goulet and Young 1994) for analyzing and 
documenting other ways of knowing.

Following in the recent critique of the anthropology of the body 
and the emerging anthropology of the senses (Jackson 1989; Stoller 
1989a, 1995; Howes 1991; Connerton 1989, and others), I suggest 
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a movement away from the perception of cultural bodies as primar-
ily language- or linguistic-based, where the body translates into sym-
bols and signs only.7 Learning to be a tabla player requires concentra-
tion on sound and image, and on feeling “correct” movements in the 
body. As Stoller (1995) advocates in his recent work on embodiment 
and spirit possession among the Hauka in West Africa, we need to 
return to our senses as anthropologists rather than continue to create 
disembodied accounts that are disconnected from the lives of the peo-
ple we study. Sensing ethnography, or, in this case, sensing tabla, ne-
cessitates an exploration of the highly prized anthropological method 
of participant observation.

Clearly, the question of going native must be set aside in ethno-
graphic encounters and experiences where phenomena like dream-
ing tabla and visions are commonplace. My intent was never to be-
come “Indian”; instead, my objective was simply to become a tabla 
player and further my knowledge of Hindustani music in India and 
the global community. And as Tedlock reminds us, “Fieldwork is not 
simply a union card but the center of our intellectual and emotional 
lives, we are, if not ‘going native,’ at least becoming bicultural” (B. 
Tedlock 1991, 82).

Notes

1. Ustad Allah Rakha Khan’s status in the world of Hindustani music rose in North 
America in the 1960s when he was the tabla accompanist for Pandit Ravi Shankar (sitar 
maestro). Prior to this, Ustad Allah Rakha Khan’s popularity as a musician, both as a tabla 
soloist and accompanist, was rising substantially in the Indian subcontinent. Ustad Allah 
Rakha Khan as a master of the Punjab gharana is credited with many developments in the 
world of tabla music. There are six school or styles of tabla, each originating under a spe-
cific guru or master echoing the place or region in which the masters lived and taught. The 
Punjab gharana, originally located in the Punjab region of India and Pakistan and under 
the guidance of Ustad Kader Bux, was passed on to Ustad Allah Rakha Khan and then on 
to his son Ustad Zakir Hussain and others.

2. I am deeply grateful to the Shastri Indo-Canadian Institute for their financial support 
and assistance in India during my doctoral research.

3. All those who know him in the music industry commonly refer to Ustad Allah Rakha 
Khan as Abbaji, a Muslim kin term that means “father.” The suffix, -ji, indicates respect. 
In this article, -ji is added to the names of my teachers. It is not uncommon among musi-
cians and respectful audience members to refer to the masters as guruji or ustadji, or to say 
the master’s name with -ji appended.
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4. The various masters of tabla mentioned here represent a variety of schools. This list 
of masters does not include all whom were or are significant in the music industry in Ustad 
Allah Rakha’s generation or in the current generation. For a more complete history of the 
various schools of tabla and their history and lineages, please see Aban Mistry’s Pakhawaj
and Tabla: History, Schools and Traditions (1984).

5. I have traveled back and forth from Canada to India every year for the past ten years 
living in Mumbai in the summers to learn and research tabla and visiting briefly in the win-
ters for the annual music season. Foreign students who travel to India in the winter spend 
time with their teachers in music class, attending concerts together, and generally traveling 
with their teacher throughout the country.

6. Traditionally, most tabla players in the public sphere in India have been male. Although 
as tabla moves around the globe and the number of women learning classical Hindustani
tabla increases, in India, it is still difficult for many women to take up the life of a tabla art-
ist the way men can and do. There are many complex issues surrounding this problem, not 
the least of which is control over and access to patronage and performing-arts dollars. In 
Ustad Allah Rakha’s school, there were only a handful of Indian female students when I be-
gan my research in 1995, and today the number remains the same. One female student of 
the Punjab gharana, Anuradha Pal, is an exception to the rule that only male tabla players 
can succeed. Recently, another young woman, Rimpa Shiva (Farukhabad gharana), from 
Kolkata (formerly Calcutta) has been mesmerizing audiences around the globe. Outside of 
India, female tabla percussionists seem to be on the increase. Various women from all over 
the world travel to California to learn from Zakir Hussain. One of Zakirji’s students, Dana 
Pandey, has also climbed up through the ranks in the California school and performs along-
side Zakirji in the percussive-based ensemble the Rhythm Experience.

7. Much of the research prior to the early 1990s treated the body as a sign, symbol, 
or linguistic metaphor for culture itself. It is this very idea of the body that pervades an-
thropological analyses and descriptions of everyday life. These past theories of the body 
in anthropology have almost exclusively focused on the social and cultural construction 
of an embodied self (Mauss 1973; Douglas 1966, 1970, 1975), following the Durkheim-
ian model of the social body as essentially a moral one. Both Mauss and Douglas empha-
sized the connection between the physical and social bodies in relation to the individual, 
culture, and society. Whereas Mauss attended to the cultural construction of “body tech-
niques” such as walking, sitting, or standing (Mauss 1973), Douglas treated the body as a 
classificatory schema, or as a metaphor for society at large. They firmly established in an-
thropology the idea of body as a sign or as a representation of culture. In contrast, Fabian 
(2000, 8) stresses that we get to “that which is real when we allow ourselves to be touched 
by lived experiences.”

Glossary

The musical and dance definitions do not encompass all possible meanings or current 
usages in Hindustani and Karnatic practices. The ethnomusicological definitions are ad-
opted from Gottlieb (1993), Ranade (1990), and Nuttall (1991).

Abbaji  Muslim address for father.
Bansuri  (Hindi) Bans (Sanskrit) Vamsha. Hindustani flute made of bamboo.
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Bayan  (Hindi) “Left.” The left-hand drum of the tabla pair. I have also heard 
the bayan referred to as duggi or dugga.

Bol  (Hindi) “Word.” The Hindi verb bolna means “to speak.” Bols are 
strokes on the tabla that correspond to a sound made by the voice. 
The bols are onomatopoeic syllables, used by tabla players as an aid in 
memorizing compositions. Bols are units that are then strung together 
to create phrases.

Chakradhar (Hindi) “Wheel.” A type of tabla composition that builds on fixed bols
ending in a three-fold pattern, a tihai. A chakradhar itself is played three 
times.

Chilla  A ritual retreat of forty days and forty nights. Usually a disciple is in-
structed by his or her guru on the time and place of the event.

Dayan  (Hindi) “Right.” Refers to the right-hand tabla drum, also known sim-
ply as “tabla.”

Gab  (Bengali) The middle circle of the tabla and bayan, which is constructed 
from rice paste and iron fillings. Usually, it is referred to as shyahi; how-
ever, I have also heard tabla players in Delhi, Mumbai, Toronto, Seattle, 
and elsewhere use the word “gab.”

Gharana  (Hindi) “Household.” Implying of the same house or family. Typically 
translates into “school” or “style” in the performing arts.

Guru  (Sanskrit and Hindi) “Destroyer of ignorance.” A teacher; a master. A 
form of address for a learned master.

Hindustani Northern Indian music system.
Kaida  also Qayada (Hindi/Urdu) Lit. “law.” A type of composition in tabla rep-

ertories that has a fixed structure. The kaida pattern always has a theme 
of fixed bols that is then followed by a number of variations based on 
those fixed bols, ending with a tihai.

Karnatic  Southern Indian music system.
Kathak  A Hindustani classical dance form that is accompanied by tabla.
Kurta-pajama (Hindi) North Indian form of male dress. A long shirt with pockets is usu-

ally worn over loose-fitting pants or pajamas.
Lahraalso Lehra (Hindi) Lit. “a wave.” It is a melodic pattern used in the accompaniment 

for solo tabla playing and performances. Whereas sarangi (Hindustani. 
Similar to a bowed fiddle that is played upright) and other melodic in-
struments are used as the accompaniment for concert performances, most 
tabla teachers use the harmonium (a keyboard with bellows) for in-class 
accompaniment.

Laya (or Lay) “Tempo/rhythm.” There are three: slow (vilambit), medium (madhya), 
and fast (drut).

Riaz  (Persian) “Practice.” Riaz for tabla players includes both playing the ac-
tual bols and signing the bols in time, in tal.

Shagird  (Urdu/Persian) “Disciple” or “student.”
Shishya  (Sanskrit) “Disciple.”
Tala  (Sanskrit) “Palm of the hand.” Also, tal. (Hindi) Rhythmic cycle in both 

Hindustani and Karnatic music systems. Gottlieb (1990, 140) notes that 
the word tal comes from the practice of counting time by clapping hands. 
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There are many different tals, each having a certain number of beats or 
matras. For example, one of the most widely used and popular tals in Hin-
dustani music is tin tal, which has sixteen beats.

Tihai  (Hindi) “A third part.” A bol phrase that is repeated three times.
Tihais  These standard cadential patterns are used to conclude various types of 

compositions such as the rela (a type of composition played very fast) and 
the kaida. They are also found at the end of tukras (short compositions), 
chakradhars, and others.

Theka  (Hindi) “Prop,” “support,” “mainstay.” A rhythmic outline or structure 
used by tabla players to keep time within the tal cycle. It outlines the struc-
tural form and also the divisions of the tal. Each tal has a different theka.
Each theka consists of a specified number and arrangement of bols; how-
ever, the structure of the theka can and is elaborated on in performance. 
Theka is played prior to and after a composition.

Ustad  (Persian) “Master,” “expert.” Used as a form of address for Muslim 
teachers.
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“Well, just don’t wind up in jail, Ma,” said my daughter Elanor, with 
laughter in her voice. She’d just asked me to fill in my itinerary for 
my next few months in the field, and this time the trajectory included 
both Chiapas, Mexico, and Northern Ireland.

At thirty-five, El was now a mother and she carried the six-month-
old Fiona in a Maya Wrap, the forty-dollar version of a Latin Amer-
ican rebozo, and the legacy of a childhood in the field in Mexico. A 
month before, I’d come to visit with my friend Josefa from Chiapas, 
a real live Maya, who’d demonstrated three or four different ways to 
carry a baby in a shawl, using Dress-Me-Up Ernie to illustrate. She and 
Elanor talked about the experience of having a baby in the support-
ive cradle of Maya family life and compared it to the loneliness of the 
American nuclear family. It was a real cross-cultural moment.

Elanor was seven the first time I brought her to the field, and her sis-
ter Rachel, ten years younger, was a true child of fieldwork. Though I 
am now officially an applied cultural anthropologist, I began my wan-
derings doing archaeology in the northwest Mexican deserts. I was a 
thirty-year-old, single mom undergrad when Rich Pailes, my archae-
ology mentor at the University of Oklahoma was fool enough to al-
low me to bring my precocious daughter with me to do archaeologi-
cal research. Years later, as I guided my own field programs, I thought 
kindly of the professor who’d let me have this opportunity, and mod-
eled my programs after his. Over the years, there’d been “conven-
tional” students, diabetics, mid-life non-traditionals and their young-
sters, wanna-be hippies, affluent conservatives, and my own kids. For 

15. Field of Dreams; Fields of Reality: 
Growing with and in Anthropology
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many of these apprentice anthropologists, the programs were forma-
tive experiences (R. Simonelli 2002).

Learning and teaching anthropology in the field requires a special 
set of skills and insights, some of which can be gleaned from books, 
and others, as yet another mentor said, “you’ll figure . . . out when 
you get there.” This chapter provides a narrative journey through 
one instance of the living apprenticeship of anthropological field-
work, through a qualitative look at a program taught in Chiapas, 
Mexico, in 1999. Field programs have always been work-intensive, 
requiring arduous planning, but with the potential for unparalleled 
growth for all involved. They are life-changing experiences for those 
who participate, a chance to link classroom with the global and lo-
cal community, to make teaching an interaction between the teacher, 
the learner, and what is being learned, an intricate quadrille where 
the dancers change places as the set progresses. Beyond this, they are 
also the seeds that our students can sow when they return, as subtle 
teachers among an American public that needs to see beyond its own 
borders (J. Simonelli 2000).

Learning from the Field

Intensive field-based learning has a long history in anthropology, but 
like the qualitative research model, it has been adopted by many other 
disciplines as part of a push to give students a taste of the “real world.” 
In these diverse experiences, project directors use a wide range of mod-
els in designing and carrying out their off-campus experiential learning 
programs. They differ in the amount of pre-travel preparation, and in 
the focus of the program. Some are primarily to teach research meth-
ods, others to teach students how to engage with the global commu-
nity. They also differ in the way students are housed and monitored 
during the actual field stay. On one end of the continuum, the “drag 
and drop” model involves minimal amounts of on-campus training, 
instructors meet many of the students for the first time at the airport, 
and students are housed in individual homestays. Students and direc-
tors come together daily or periodically to cover academic content and 
to consult on independent student projects. While the homestay model 
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has obvious advantages for language learning and cultural exchange, 
students are on their own for a good part of the time, and the poten-
tial for illness and accidents, and the related liability, escalates.

Even with the best of planning and with intensive student oversight, 
we can’t prepare for everything. Regardless of the study site, we fit 
our programs into national and international settings beset by their 
unique political, economic, and social problems. We also bring with us 
students with their own life-stage cultural agendas. In the mid-1990s
this became even trickier as more and more women undertook field 
programs, a phenomenon experienced throughout the country. Male 
students were electing not to participate. Women felt safer traveling 
this way and were particularly interested in programs with a service 
component. Yet when a service focus is added to more traditional ex-
periential learning, liability concerns multiply, since student and fac-
ulty enthusiasm about wanting to “help” the “needy” sometimes loses 
sight of whose needs are actually being met.

The model and focus of the programs I teach have evolved contin-
uously since 1987, when I began teaching my first field school, the 
Southwest Summer Program. In retrospect, I realize it remains a work 
in progress. Labor- and contact-intensive, the Southwest Program is 
a multi-week, on-the-road learning experience that forces students to 
learn about not just academic course content during hours of on-site 
lecture each day but also other people and themselves. The group cov-
ers 1,500 miles of territory and 10,000 years of history, with partic-
ipants camping and cooking the entire time. As always, I work with 
a codirector, and in the Southwest we attempt to teach about Na-
tive American, Hispanic, and Latino cultures, while at the same time 
meat eaters and hardcore vegetarians learn to coexist and to eat each 
other’s foods. To survive the program, one must have an appetite for 
learning, and be flexible and adaptable.

The Chiapas Project, begun in 1997, demanded another brand of 
flexibility. Chiapas, the southernmost Mexican state, has one of the 
richest resource bases in that country, with the highest levels of poverty, 
among a population that is largely Maya Indian (J. Simonelli 1986).
Since 1994, the people of the region have been actively struggling to 
put an end to injustice and resource inequity, resulting in a situation 
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of continued conflict between the official organs of the Mexican gov-
ernment and the Zapatista rebels (Earle and J. Simonelli 2005; Sim-
onelli and Earle 2003).

Begun by Kate O’Donnell of Hartwick College in Oneonta, New 
York, the Chiapas Project was built on her years of inquiry into ru-
ral poverty, years of activism in sociology and women’s studies, and 
semesters of taking students out of the classroom and into the com-
munity (O’Donnell 1993). I joined her, first as a consultant and then 
as faculty representing the State University of New York at Oneonta, 
bringing to the new program the lessons learned in the Southwest. Pre-
liminary trips to Chiapas laid the groundwork, allowing us to make 
program connections and begin to ask questions about Maya struggle 
and continuity that linked back to our own work and the goals for the 
project (J. Simonelli and Earle 2003; Earle and Simonelli 2005).

We used a full semester preparation course to help our students gain 
an understanding of what they would see and experience, and place 
the Chiapas conflict into a global perspective. Our months together 
before departure helped us know and judge each other’s strengths and 
weaknesses; in fact, a full day’s Challenge Workshop culminated in a 
contract for cooperation. As program directors we had a good sense 
of what group interactions would be like even before we arrived in 
Mexico. Upon arrival, the class combined on-site lectures by visiting 
local scholars and experts with the chance to witness and/or apply 
what we were learning in the field.

The first year’s program, in January 1998, was a study in flexibil-
ity and caution. Following the fall preparation course at Hartwick, 
the group left for Chiapas, just three weeks following the massacre of 
forty-five Mayas in the highland village of Acteal. Because of the ten-
uous and often dangerous political situation, a trip to the Lacandón 
rainforest village of Nahá was not possible until the January 1999
field season. That year, as in others, we learned and did far more than 
we could ever have covered in classroom preparation. Some things 
are predictable; others are not. Whether they occur in the actual class-
room, during guest lectures, or in the field, it is the unpredictable ex-
periences, presented below, that are the so-called teachable moments 
of experiential learning.
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Field of Dreams: Chiapas 1999

It’s January 1999 and our merry band of nine women are two hours 
into the drive toward Naja in the Chiapas jungle when the two-way 
radio breaks into Tzotzil Maya. Roberto Mendez Mendez, driver 
of one of our two combis, answers the call, laughter in his clipped 
words. He pulls the combi over into the muddy verge and turns to the 
women, eyes twinkling.

“No tienes ir al baño?”
Pained expressions grade quickly into relief, then dissolve into con-

cern. Of course we have to go to the bathroom, but the weeds are tall; 
the trees are distant. Roberto and Pepe have already walked ahead; 
they stand facing away from the combis—you can see their backs, 
hands reaching forward at waist level.

I make a sweeping gesture, indicating the field. “This is it, ladies.” 
The women of the Chiapas Project step out gingerly, one by one, shed-
ding a few inhibitions as they go. Had we forgotten to practice pee-
ing in the woods while still in Oneonta?

Back into the combis. We round the crest of a hill, and the milpas
move in to swallow us, tall fields of summer-green grasses and sun-
flowers reaching into the open windows. In the distance, the color 
changes subtly, becoming a clump of rumbling avocado, moving and 
groaning just ahead. El Ejército Mexicano, the Mexican army, stuck 
in the mud, at a place without a bridge.

Here we go, search time, just as we expected. I grab my pouch, tak-
ing out my visa, my smile, and my explanation. The combis come to 
a stop in front of three open humvees filled with military. The first is 
on our side of the cut, stopped, men spilling out to run back toward 
the muddy gash that is the bridge to be. The second is mired in undu-
lating red ochre ooze, up to its monster truck wheels, going nowhere. 
The mass of green men head down to put their weight behind it, the 
motor groans, and it lumbers slowly over wide boards. It’s difficult for 
the men to push and still keep the barrels of their automatics out of 
the muck. They shift the guns from side to shoulder and over the back 
and then Roberto is out of the combi, taking in the situation. I wonder 
if our drivers should even be here on a road into the selva. They are 



Jeanne Simonelli, Erin McCulley, and Rachel Simonelli

357

two choferes from San Andres Larrainzar, a place high in the Altos, 
where the 1996 peace accords were negotiated. They are two drivers 
with indigenous combis and a bunch of American women traveling 
through what we realize is officially part of the Conflict Zone.

Three companies of soldiers, three sets of commanders, torn be-
tween the problem of moving the Humvees and checking out the for-
eigners. I’m out of the combi; Kate, too. I can see her reminding the 
women “no pictures,” and wondering when they’ll want our papers. 
The army guys are young and curious; when was the last time they 
saw nine American women passing through an autonomous zone in 
Chiapas? Looking at the men, I think about how safe I’d feel if we 
armed our high school boys with automatics and set them about the 
business of protecting the country. Finally, they remember us, all three 
jefes carrying notebooks and pencils; they move to Roberto and be-
gin the questioning: what is your name? Kate and I are smiling, hand 
them a document with more seals than the San Diego Zoo. Check 
papers, visas, bags, destinations, and days of departure, and our lit-
any begins:

As we stand, surrounded by military giving contradictory orders, I 
wonder how the students are fitting this into what they have learned 
in their reading on Chiapas. The narrative moves to Erin McCulley, 
then a junior from suny–Oneonta.

Roberto Mendez Mendez.
We come from dos colegios
Somos Profesores; Son estudiantes
Tenemos pasaportes, tenemos una lista
No tenemos armas, no tenemos drogas
No veimos nada, no oimos nada
Tonina, Palenque,
Chincultic y Tenem
Este es un clase,
Rumbo a la selva
Programa de turismo
Iremos a Nahá.
Hart-week, Nueva York,

Amen.
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Our miniature caravan was making its way through the selva, trav-
eling at a pace that was persistent but moderate enough to keep the 
bodies inside the Volkswagen buses from being catapulted from their 
seats as yet another of the jungle’s natural speed bumps was discov-
ered. After various stops, some anticipated and others not, it seemed 
as if we might actually get there, get to Nahá. I was anticipating our 
arrival there with a large amount of delight and a small degree of anx-
iety, both of which had been keeping me awake while the other stu-
dents in the van slept. Every time I began to drift away into slumber, 
I would begin to recreate the photographer Trudi Blom’s black-and-
white images in my mind, the aging faces of Lacandón Maya, adorned 
in their white tunics and so picturesque and prominent among the 
dense leaves of the selva. I was still suspended in a mystic dreamlike 
abstraction when I felt the van slow and come to a stop. Upon open-
ing my eyes, I saw the sleepy faces of other students, Jeanne telling us 
to relax and keep calm, and then I finally saw the soldiers in the road: 
our very first military checkpoint.

Peering out through the tinted glass, I realized that there were more 
than a dozen of them—clustered around a large military humvee, and 
also some plainly dressed men. It appeared that where there once was 
a bridge there was now a mudpit, one that they were struggling to by-
pass with the construction of a new bridge. The soldiers approached 
the vans with very somber faces, initially at a pace that was extremely 
intimidating and that was transformed into a lingering movement, cir-
cumambulating around the vans. Occasionally, one of them would 
press his face against the windows, blocking the glare of the sun with 
his muddy hands and surveying the cargo with piercing eyes. Finally, 
Jeanne was called upon to exit the vehicle and join Roberto, our driver 
outside. Kate and her driver joined them at the rear of our van and 
began sputtering off their diplomatic terminology, flashing any and 
all documents supporting their proposed intentions.

Finally, Roberto returned to the van and we began to roll toward 
the muck and rushing water ahead. It would seem that we were at-
tempting to gain enough momentum to drive through the chaos of 
the washout and onward to the other side. Roberto floored it and the 
rest of us just held on and prayed that we would not tip over or be 
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sucked down into the mud. The van made it through approximately 
half way when the thick slop took hold of the tires and sucked us 
down into the sludge, making us stagnant among the workers and 
soldiers looking on.

We stopped, and then the soldiers surrounded us and were bending 
down, examining underneath our van, undoubtedly trying to access a 
way to get us out of the mud and out of their way. Momentarily, they 
surrounded the superior officer present, obtaining what appeared to 
be a variety of orders, and then dispersed to their tasks. After slinging 
their semiautomatic rifles over their shoulders and manipulating their 
machetes to a position that would not impede their movement, some 
began digging rocks out of the mud and tossing them to the side; oth-
ers began digging at the tires.

We turned around to notice that some of the soldiers were inside of 
and on top of a Humvee that was making its way toward us. The ve-
hicle began to swerve to the left, attempting to go around us through 
the mud, from which the rocks had recently been cleared. It appeared 
to be about to hit us dead on but then suddenly stopped. Because my 
seat was behind the driver, I had only to look out my window to realize 
that a rock was now wedged behind the tire and had caused the vehi-
cle to stop. To put it more simply, now the Humvee was stuck, too.

It is at this point that Nicole, one of the Hartwick students in the 
seat in front of me, begins to analyze our situation and give it a little 
perspective. She says:

Okay, dude, we are four students from New York in the middle 

of nowhere in Mexico. We are in a van by ourselves with no idea 

of what the hell is going on or any way to find out because all of 

the people who speak Spanish were smart enough to stay on the 

road. Our driver is now outside with about fifteen military guys 

who almost just hit us with a hummer and now they are all stand-

ing around us, staring at this van while we all sit here stuck in the 

mud—together.

I instantly burst into laughter, and by this point everyone in the 
van had so much nervous energy that they had been storing over the 
last twenty minutes that they too could no longer contain themselves. 
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The movement outside is ludicrous; some of the men are pushing us 
to one side while the others are trying to rock the army vehicle out 
of its muddy trap. Eventually, they move their vehicle out of the way 
and decide that there is only one way to get this god-forsaken Volk-
swagen out of here and that is to push it. Suddenly, there are cam-
ouflaged men surrounding our van, pushing it and trying to rock us 
back and forth.

When I looked outside my window now, I am face to face with a 
soldier who is desperately trying his hardest to push us out of the way. 
We can now no longer stand not laughing and do so openly at how 
funny this whole performance has become. I notice that the begin-
nings of a weak smile have surfaced on his face, and gradually it de-
velops into a large grin and finally he begins to laugh. All these sol-
diers are giggling and laughing out loud, which makes us laugh and 
thus increases their laughter even more.

After a last effort, all the men managed to push us far enough out 
of the mud—and out of the way—to let them now move the Hum-
vee in front of us and pull the van the remainder of the way. Before 
doing so, these dirty, gasping men helped us out of the van and over 
the muck.

“Lodo,” they said, pointing to the slop oozing all around us.
“Lodo,” we said, having learned a brand-new Spanish word.
As I stood outside, I looked across the chaos to our point of depar-

ture and at the faces of my professors. Although there was some re-
lief in them, there was still absolute horror in their brows and anxi-
ety in their stiffened lips. We hadn’t covered this in class.

Later that night, it occurred to me that the soldiers were so much 
more cooperative than I had anticipated their being. I questioned their 
motives, and I questioned their humor. Today, sitting safely behind my 
desk and reviewing this event, I still have to ponder: Were they laugh-
ing with us, or at us? What ever they were up to on their military pa-
trol, I hoped we provided them with a diversion that kept them from 
harassing the Zapatista community down the road. You never know 
how or when you might be called upon to serve!

Kate and I returned to our vans, chugged some water, and ate some 
cookies. We are out of the mud, sucked out of the dream and into the 
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real Chiapas. How green the jungle is this year! Even in the dull driz-
zle, the blossoms are heavy and sumptuous, weighing down tropi-
cal branches. Last spring, a heated El Niño pulled in the rain waters. 
Campesinos burned their milpas, turned dry earth, waited for the 
storms, the rhythm of centuries, through a too-long spring. The milpa 
fires became wild fires, questionable fires, burning into the selva heart. 
Thirty percent of Lacandón land burned, mahoganies and cedars, and 
in the Maya village of Nahá the children of Chan K’in Viejo, the de-
parted patriarch, waited for the rain, and old Antonio the shaman 
stood silent, dreaming under cloudless skies.

“Just a little bit longer now,” Roberto says, bringing the combi 
around a long curve down into Nahá.

To the right, the tranquil silver waters of a lake are merging into 
the steady drizzle. On the left, blackened and burned tree stumps dot 
the hillside, legacy of last spring’s wild fires. The leaves of trees still 
left standing are dry and brittle, as though a giant can of Round-up 
had been sprayed over the selva, starting a slow death among all liv-
ing things. Given the conflict, it is not out of the realm of possibil-
ity. In the distance, I can see the houses of Nahá, rough-hewn boards, 
metal roofs, a few satellite dishes. My heart sinks into a nostalgic vi-
sion of the fabled ethnographic present, the “unchanging” setting of 
indigenous life. I’ve been looking at too many of Trudi Blom’s photo-
graphs, shot with satin lenses over the last forty years.

Roberto turns down a narrow lane at the edge of the village, bring-
ing the combi to a halt. I smile weakly, glad to be stopped. Glad we 
are all safe. There’d been two more military checkpoints after the 
last washout. Two more recitations of the litany of justification and 
destination, making it three checkpoints on seventy-five kilometers 
of barely traveled road. Opening the door of the combi, I groan, stiff 
from hours of vigilance. I turn to Kate. She’s looking at the back wheel 
of the other combi, her eyes wide with adrenaline. The tire is flat. To 
the rim. Kate reads my obvious question.

“Been like that for the last hour.” The driver had chosen not to 
stop. We grab our packs, bundles, leftover Maria cookies and trudge 
through the mud toward the campsite. Victor, a young guide who or-
ganizes and runs ecotourism programs for Na Bolom, the research 
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institute, museum, and guesthouse started by Trudi and Franz Blom, 
is there to greet us. He leads us into a field in which a forest of me-
ticulously placed flowerpots are standing like tombstones. There are 
ten thousand of them, line after line after line, filled with dirt, empty. 
Nothing green showing. The students are curious.

“It’s a reforestation project,” Victor says. “They haven’t sent the 
seed. We’ve been waiting . . . months.”

I look at the rows and see basketball courts, vacant clinics, speed 
bumps, empty flowerpots, the legacy of pre-election governmental pa-
tronage that excludes anything living.

Victor is the current incarnation of Trudi Blom’s commitment to 
“help” the Lacandón. Trudi died in 1996 at the age of 94, just a week 
before the Zapatistas marched out of the jungle; a year to the day be-
fore her friend, Lacandón wisdom holder Chan K’in Viejo, stopped 
dreaming at 105.

Our camp is located at the outskirts of Nahá, away from the clus-
ter of houses that is the tiny village. There is nothing else out this way 
except the house of Chan K’in Quinto, one of the twenty-five remain-
ing children of the elder Chan K’in. Deformed, suffering from hard-
to-control epilepsy, he lives with his sister Koh Juanita in an old and 
crowded cut-board house, exiled to the edges, just as we anthropol-
ogists are.

In the campamiento, lunch has been simmering over an open fire 
for three hours; but it is almost time for supper. We are exhausted, 
in need of intense reflection concerning our day, happy to be beneath 
the thick canopy of dripping jungle, caressed by mist. That night, I 
crawl into my quetzal-colored hammock, tuck the blankets around 
me, pull the bridal veil mosquito netting over my head, fold my arms 
across my breast and sleep a peace-filled sleep, unbroken till morn-
ing. There are no images, no vestiges of threat or fear or hidden strug-
gle in the lands around us, no dreams or nightmares, just the gentle 
tapping of steady rain on a metal roof, unfettered slumber in the cra-
dle of creation. Most of the students sleep equally well. The field re-
mains a dream.

We wake early; it’s still raining. We reschedule a hike that was to 
teach us about flora and fauna and look for alternative programming. 
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Dressed in layers and sweaters and raingear, we march into Nahá, 
another line of visitors on the ecotourism trail. Before coming, Kate 
asked Victor to set up a service project that the group could do while 
in Nahá. We had collected money for supplies and explored the mean-
ings of community and service in our pre-departure study. Victor met 
with the Nahá elders: old Antonio, inheritor of Chan K’in’s cosmic 
legacy; and K’ayum Ma’ax, worldly, traveled, holder of a different 
type of knowledge. They’d decided we should help with the school—
a clean-up project, and provide whatever assistance we could for two 
other women named Koh—the last remaining widows of Chan K’in 
Viejo.

The students grumbled a little as we squished into the village. Nahá 
is growing and shrinking at the same time. The road from Ocosingo, 
the good road, is too good, and is both a catheter and a garbage truck. 
Nahá is the dump, absorbing all the paraphernalia we anthros want 
to “protect” the people from, with our well-intentioned information. 
We walk past the skeletal shape of an unfinished two-story dwelling, 
slide in the pudding soil to the door of Chan K’in’s house. Flashes to 
Trudi’s photos again, Discovery Channel videos, Chan K’in’s enigmatic 
and glowing face, bent shape, smiling up at the towering Trudi. They 
called Trudi the queen of the jungle, celebrating her devoted, pater-
nalistic relationship with the Lacandón and their selva.

The house is large, simple, dirt-floored, but with none of the smoky, 
cramped poverty of the banished Chan K’in Quinto’s. Here, at dif-
ferent times, Chan K’in lived with four wives and thirty-five children, 
some dead, some moved to their own houses, some gone to sit on 
stones selling bows and arrows to the tourists in Palenque. A young, 
pale-skinned, red-haired boy comes in; smiles shyly. Still another son 
of Chan K’in; he is one of the Lacandón albinos, an anthropological 
lesson in endogamous marriage and genetics. Is this a de-colorized 
version of indigenous culture, a snapshot of the great white hope of 
total assimilation?

The widows are poor, thin, tiny. Left without the labor of their hus-
band, they have taken over the milpa. Koh-the-elder makes ceramic 
animal and god pots for sale to the tourists. Koh-the-younger bore 
the last children of Chan K’in Viejo: a boy, preteen (do the arithmetic 
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here), and a daughter, who was then given as a gift to the older wife, 
who was no longer fertile.

We crowd around, watch Koh make a toucan, stare at Chan K’in’s 
hammock, where a century’s dreaming tried to discern the Lacan-
dón fortunes. The Koh-daughter shows me a tiny ceramic mouse that 
she’s made. I offer to buy it, suspecting that mouse is one of my na-
guals, guardian spirits: we can’t all be jaguars. She refuses money, 
tells me it’s a gift. Pleased, I give her two barrettes to hold back her 
long black hair.

Then the sun is out, breaking through the low-lying cloud blanket 
in an instant, and we follow the Kohs up and down a long, narrow 
mud chute out to their distant milpa. We would learn later that the 
younger Koh was not well, so our simple gift of nine pairs of bleed-
ing and bruised gringa hands really was a help. We learned to distin-
guish food plants and medicinal plants from those with no real pur-
pose in the Lacandón schema. We pulled these, and the dead, dry stalks 
of last year’s maize, finally clearing about two hectares. The sun was 
warm, healing, melting away unsettling images left over from the day 
before. We were a group of compañeras, sharing in that moment an 
ageless weave of work and silent companionship. Side by side, hand 
over hand, we worked with the two Kohs, whose proud, slow giggles 
commented on our haphazard labors.

We returned to camp, walking in a daze, wearing shit-eating smiles 
of pleased exhaustion, and looked up to see a Humvee and six sol-
diers waiting for us. We pass them, round the bend toward the cem-
etery of empty flowerpots, and there are three more. The closest ex-
tends his hand in effervescent greeting.

“Good af-ter-noon.” In English. Switch to Spanish. “This is how 
you say it, no?”

Kate and I nod in unison. She turns to Victor, who is with us.
“Tourists,” he whispers in English.
In unison, Kate and I begin the litany once again. We shift uneasily, 

all of us. I’m sore, my hands are blistered and bleeding, the students 
have to piss. We look at each other, maintaining the pleasantries.

At last, the soldier stretches out his hand in farewell and I bleed into 
his firm grip. They have tracked us down here, and though in 1999
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our program had no overt political intent, the dream is fading. The 
soldier turns, ambling slowly back toward the Hummer, trailing his 
troops. A final wave. Kate and I breathe another sigh of relief.

Chayote for dinner, white cheese, chicken, and tortillas. By 9:00,
gringa caterpillars crawl back into swaying cocoons, Nahá dozes; a 
solitary monkey climbs down a philodendron rope, curious. Midnight. 
A mechanical shriek cuts through the night. I open one eye, pull my-
self out of stuporous slumber, hear motor rumbling, wonder if it’s the 
army once again, but there are no lights coming toward us. Air brakes, 
another shriek, night bus to Ocosingo. Fall back toward morning.

We’re up, more tortillas, and there are nine gringas with machetes 
limply chopping at the high grass around the primary school. We’re 
in hiking boots, long pants, long sleeves, doused in deet, warding off 
the jungle. We are joined by fourteen Lacandón men, white tunicked, 
sandled, keeping a steady work pace for three hours. One of them is 
Chan K’in Quinto. Exiled again, he works away from the others, with 
a few of the students, digging a trench around the school. He never 
falters, never takes a break, chops dirt all morning, deep in concen-
tration. The ditch circles the entire building. In the wet season, it will 
keep the water from accumulating, keep the mosquitoes from propa-
gating; keep the waves of malaria from infecting the children.

The head flies off an ancient hoe we are using, and the women stand 
there dumbly, looking at the two pieces. Quinto considers it solemnly, 
picks up a stick, and cuts a small shim.

“Necesito una piedra,” he says to no one in particular.
One of the students wanders off in search of the rock he is request-

ing, bringing it back to Quinto. He takes the rock, his crumpled face 
breaking into a broad smile.

“Muy buena piedra,” he tells her, praising the selection. A couple 
of hard blows and the hoe is ready for another few years of service. 
Lesson 18: nothing is disposable.

It’s a hot, clear afternoon, bluer than the stucco on a Maya temple, 
and the women turn the weeds into a New England lawn. They line 
up, as K’ayum Ma’ax sharpens their machete blades, then try to imi-
tate the kind of swing that takes the grass down to the ground.

Exhausted, we reflect together on yet another day in the field then 



0
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
0
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
0
1
2
3
4
5
6

Field of Dreams; Fields of Reality

366

crawl back into our hammocks. I’m awake early and throw back the 
netting that is swaying quietly in the flaxen dawn. The forest is barely 
an arm’s length away, an entanglement of mutant houseplants search-
ing for the sky. To me, the selva seems disturbingly empty. I’m used 
to herds of deer and flocks of turkey competing for lilies and lupines 
outside my window, screeching blue jays, chattering finches. In Nahá 
we have seen nothing. Heard nothing. Perhaps they come in the night, 
like wary Zapatistas; perhaps they are encircling the shaman Antonio 
in his millennial God’s house, called to conference. But all I’ve seen 
are gaunt dogs and one small, speckled frog. Have all the howlers and 
long-tailed quetzals gone, the Lacandón rainforest just the ancestral 
memory of both humans and animals?

Three days later, we load up, back into the combis, a little anxious 
about the drive. We leave Nahá with a deep sigh. In the trees, there is 
an elusive black-and-orange flash, a toucan calling after us: como es-
tas en tu corazon? Days later, we find ourselves invaded by a perva-
sive case of burrowing chiggers. They produce a relentless itch, like 
the poor of Chiapas under the protective coat of Mexican neoliberal-
ism. Returning to San Cristóbal, we slather alcohol and Vick’s Vapo 
Roob over our tormented bodies, killing most of the microscopic vis-
itors. Weeks later, some seem to remain, a nighttime irritation, which 
is how Chiapas works its way into your soul.

It’s chilly in the highlands, three weeks into the program, and the 
women are wearing contradictions, ethical dilemmas, stark reality be-
neath their thick Maya sweaters. Some nights are pain-filled. We sit 
in long reflections, reviewing past lectures and field travels, making 
connections into and out of our own lives, into and out of a global 
abyss that now seems bottomless. The students are consumed by is-
sues as old as the Spanish colonial entrada, and issues more recent, 
fruit of this particular conflict. They want to fix everything. Kate re-
minds them: you have to pick your battles. The same message comes 
to us in the surreal backdrop of Internet cafés and stereo plaza mu-
sic, the sound of Kenny Rogers’s “You gotta know when to hold ’em, 
know when to fold ’em. . . .”

One morning, we hurry down to the zocalo for an audience with 
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Bishop Samuel Ruiz. We are astounded that he will see us. Don Sam-
uel, as he is known, took over as Bishop in San Cristóbal in 1960,
gradually “awakening” into social consciousness through his inter-
action with the Maya people. We’d heard him in prep-course videos, 
responding to accusations of preaching Marxist liberation ideology, 
as he took on the role as negotiator and intermediary in the attempt 
to forge and implement peace accords between the Zapatistas and the 
government in Chiapas. He countered the accusations against him by 
saying that hunger is not ideology. Hunger is hunger. Desperation is 
desperation. This we are learning.

In the curia next to the cathedral, we wait for Bishop Ruiz, sitting 
in a circle of chairs, saving the big bench for him. Paintings of past 
bishops look out above us, Bartolome de las Casas, others. Kate pokes 
me in the ribs. There’s a familiar face staring down from a portrait 
next to the door.

“Isn’t that Raul Julia?” she asks. I think of the final scene in a movie 
about El Salvador where actor Raul Julia played the role of the arch-
bishop of that country, torn by brutal civil war in the 1980s. Bishop 
Romero, too, “awakened” through his interactions with the poor, and 
for this he was murdered in front of the altar, larger than life. We are 
thinking of this when the door opens and in walks a little old Mediter-
ranean man, well-worn jacket buttoned against San Cristóbal morn-
ings, flat wool worker’s cap covering his head. We shift nervously and 
I begin in Spanish, introducing the group, saying that we’ve been trav-
eling and that we studied Chiapas for a full semester before we came 
and he answers in English that perhaps we can teach him something 
and I swallow and keep my mouth shut after that.

Comfortable laughter, and a question from Erin,

“Can you tell us a little about the situation in Chiapas?”

Don Samuel smiles. “Ah,” he begins.

The government is optimistic, without reason. In the last four 

years, life has gotten worse in Chiapas. Yet we have darkness with 

light inside, and that light is the hope. They build a fortification of 

intimidation around the people, intensifying the divisions within 

the community to create the impression that it is the people who 
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are fighting each other. There is injustice, with impunity, in the 

midst of poverty and starvation. At the same time awareness is 

increasing. The conscience of the people is stronger. European 

groups, the un, put pressure on the government and demand that 

Mexico recognize violations of human rights; Canada offers sup-

port for peace, and even the United States is admitting complicity.

The social justice issue in Latin American and Chiapas cannot 

be silenced. But we must ask, can solidarity produce change? Forty 

percent of the Mexican army is here in Chiapas to control a small 

group. But it is a group that has learned to use the media, and to 

control the mass media is to control knowledge. The government 

wants to clean up San Cristóbal and Chiapas for tourism, but as 

tourists you are expected to be blind and mute while you are trav-

eling in Chiapas.

We are nodding our heads vigorously. Erin has stopped taking notes 
and has begun to sketch. Samuel continues.

We have begun to solve our problems from within. In Bachejon, 

the killers have come together with the victims in mediation, to 

discuss situations that are community problems. They chose from 

the community those who are to be representatives to the diocese. 

Dignity and respect are the laws guiding the future of the church. 

We are making agreements, performing pastoral activities that go 

beyond San Andrés.

He pauses. Since we are a group of women, someone poses the ob-
vious question—how is the Church addressing the role and rights of 
women? The bishop crosses his legs, and smiles, settling into story-
telling mode.

Sometimes, I am visiting in the pueblos. We sit in a circle, the men 

and the women, and I look around and say,

“How come it is that all of you men are wearing shoes, and all of 

the women are barefoot?” And the men look uncomfortable, but 

they answer,

“Well, Padre, es que shoes are very expensive and we men have to 

walk long distances to the milpas, through the bosques. . . .”
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“Oh . . . then . . . perhaps the streams have moved closer to the 

houses, the wood is falling right into the center of the village??? . . . 

That’s a nice watch you have there on your wrist; did it cost you a 

lot?”

“Well, Padré, you see, the Guatemalteco, he came last week, it 

was a very good price. . . .”

We all laughed. Samuel continued.

We try, in these ways, to connect the population with the larger 

world. It was the women who first came together to form coopera-

tives, and in the beginning they had no resources in common, so they 

put their debts in common. This has given them a way to come to-

gether; women can express themselves in reflections led by women 

catechists, link scripture to everyday life.

You know, we believe in the Catholic Church that there is holy suc-

cession reaching back to the apostles. When priests and deacons are 

ordained, they are ordained in a line reaching back to Jesus Christ. 

Now, all of the apostles were men. . . . 

Don Samuel gives a little shrug. “But Mary, she was the mother of 
Jesus, she was almost an apostle. . . .” Into another story. “When we 
ordain deacons these days, we commission the couple, husband and 
wife.” He pauses on the word commission, a canon-safe word. 

They serve together in the communities, and then the husband dies. We 

try to appoint a new deacon to replace him, but the people say, “Pa-

dré, we already have a good deacon.” So we said to ourselves, “Yes, 

this works,” and so ministry is given to both men and women.

The group is dying to ask the big question, ask about abortion, but 

they already know the answer. Like the students, this diocese has had 

to pick its battles, and the first deals with basic human dignity.

The government is learning that its policies are having repercus-

sions outside the country. They have not counted on the strength 

and hope of the people. There is a convergence of problems on the 

Earth. Working for peace in one place is working for peace every-

where. And you are everywhere, praying for us in Chiapas, and 

prayers are an unknown weapon in this war.
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We all sigh. We are members of an unseen army, whether stuck in the 
mud or telling our stories back at home. Don Samuel’s eyes twinkle. 
“No traen cameras?” Of course we have cameras. Troop outside for 
a group picture in the garden, autographed copies of the last pasto-
ral letter, all of us grinning. In the end, we forgot to ask for a bless-
ing, but it didn’t matter. Don Samuel gave us absolution, walked us 
out of hopeless materialism and do-gooder desperation. He told us 
we can tag along on the coattails of the esperanza, the hope of the in-
digenous. We have permission to companion them in the kingdom of 
God; our salvation is that they are willing to include us.

A few days later, the Maya of Zinacantan celebrate the feast of San Se-
bastiano, a plucky convert who was murdered twice in early Christi-
anity. Wanting to be part of the action, we arrange for Roberto Men-
dez Mendez to pick us up and drive us to Zinacantan for the festival. 
He parks the combi next to a market area resembling a giant Tzotzil-
neighborhood garage sale. We all get out, listening to the din of fire-
works that herald a new festival event.

We walk along the road, past the flamboyant sea of Zinacantecos, 
women dressed in red and pink and purple. This year’s special fashion 
statement is bigger-than-ever satin hair bows, chartreuse, turquoise, 
magenta. Seated together, the women are more colorful than the fields 
of carnations and chrysanthemums that the pueblo raises for export. 
The women mingle quietly, talking, keeping track of the children. The 
men, equally vibrant, walk proudly, fulfilling official offices. A new 
round of fireworks is lit off from in front of the church. I jump, grab-
bing one of the students.

In front of us, the Jaguar reenactment is just beginning. Men dressed 
as monkeys, men dressed in moss, men in black face, men in jungle 
spots, parade by in procession. They move forward and backward, 
dancing and chanting, figures from the Maya past. They are headed 
toward Jaguar Rock, a little beyond the pueblo center, where they will 
play out another scene in Mayan cosmology, celebrating the birth of 
the world into its present configuration.

We follow slowly, pausing for peanuts and refrescos, down a path 
between Zinacanteco greenhouses, to the field where people gather. 
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The sun is penetrating, golden. Our group forms a shy line around 
the huge boulder where the Jaguar twins are attempting a difficult as-
cent. Their slapstick antics arise as much from the shape of the rocks 
as from the pox, the local cane alcohol that saturates many festivals. 
The jaguars are dressed in mustard cotton jumpsuits, spotted, topped 
off with ratty aviator helmet headdresses of real jaguar skin. A run-
ning commentary in Tzotzil accompanies their actions, and they reach 
the top of the rock in time to see the entire surface set ablaze.

Now they are in real trouble. A quick gust of wind spreads the fire 
from the mound of cornstalks at one corner, starting a steady burn on 
top of the rock. I think briefly of last spring’s wildfires, easily envision-
ing another round. As we watch the play unfold, men pass through 
the crowd pouring jiggers of pox from unmarked bottles.

“I already had one,” I tell them.
“You must have two.”
I take the pox, stare at it for an instant, and chug it. It is nasty. The 

students do the same. For today, everybody is over twenty-one.
On the rock, the jaguars are trying to orchestrate their rescue. Our 

host for the day, a once blond, Jesus-looking, expatriate–scholar, trans-
lates. The Tzotzil language is jumping up and down with the jaguars, 
a wonderful sound, each clipped syllable more animated than the 
one before. We watch and listen, concentrating on a long, question-
ing passage that surrounds the word “gringas.” Eyes drop, turn to 
slyly look at us. Everybody howls. We howl. Our host offers a quick 
translation:

“Is nobody going to help us? Surely someone will help us, or we 
will be burned up in these fires? Perhaps all those gringas have come 
here to help us?”

So there we are, uninvited guests, included and kidded at the same 
time. The anthropological field dilemma. The pox man comes by 
again.

“I already had two.”
“You must have three.”
The action is continuing. The bouncing bolomes fix their glance on 

our six-foot host. Rapid-fire Tzotzil. I turn for translation:
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“Still no one helps us. Perhaps that albino over there will help us. 
Perhaps he’ll come back with an airplane and take us off this rock.”

The pox man makes another pass.
“I already had three.”
“You must have four.”
This time I shake my head, hoping the students will do the same. 

You can drink pox or you can refuse it, as long as you don’t throw 
it away.

The fire smolders, and the play continues. In the end, the world is 
saved in a flawless game of catch, where stuffed squirrels are juggled 
back and forth between the jaguar twins and the rest of creation. The 
squirrel piece is incomprehensible to me, an observer, just as the got-
it-right-in-seven-days creation by a perfect Christian God might not 
make sense to a Maya.

The performance, the celebration, the story is fantastic. It’s good 
street theater, a set of beliefs that is dynamic, elastic, inclusive, chang-
ing. Perhaps this is what’s wrong with the contemporary Catholic 
Church outside of Chiapas. No flexibility, a problem inherent in writ-
ten history and social-scientific research. Blame it on scripture, blame 
it on the pope; but maybe there’s a chance for change. The pope’s pre-
occupied, dancing through tv commercials prior to a Mexican tour, 
waving, making speeches, and in Chiapas, Mary might have been an 
apostle.

The month is almost over, our line-listed itinerary has come to life. 
In between the lines are stories mounded on stories, lives mounded 
on lives. Chiapas has taught us her own tale. Our students are a lit-
tle disappointed that we haven’t really seen the Revolution. They’ve 
been dreaming of Subcommandante Marcos, maybe doing a cook-
ing show, live, at the Zapatista kiosk close to the Zocalo. Still wear-
ing his ski mask, with Julia Child apron, they see him extolling the 
virtue of chicken cutlets for the revolutionary on the run. “Fry ’em 
up; wrap ’em up, in-between meals or as a main dish—pollo in the 
pocket when there’s just no time to cook.” They wish they’d met the 
revolution face to face.

We want to point out the places they’ve just been, people they have 
heard, soldiers they’ve been searched by, but we don’t fault them. In 
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the beginning we, too, looked for the reality of Chiapas in faxed com-
muniqués, Xeroxed publications, tiny black-masked dolls clustered in 
the back of a child’s wooden truck. It must be time to leave the field. 
You won’t find a formula for it in books about ethnographic research, 
but you always know when it is time to go.

We swirl down the mountain to the airport, get into a plane, and 
are disgorged hours and universes later into frigid New York. We ride 
home, one by one walking back into our separate lives. As I drive the 
final student up to the campus, we stop at a red light. Coming in the 
other direction are two blond college guys, baseball caps turned back-
ward, driving a brand new Subaru Outback. We are home. The young 
woman straightens, suddenly frightened, suddenly aware of what she 
has seen in her weeks in the field. I can read the story in her eyes.

“Does it always feel like this when you get back, Jeanne?”
I nod, overwhelmed by alternating joy and sadness. She was learn-

ing. She would never be the same.

Field of Reality: After the Trip

“I am different, not physically, but mentally, in my heart and eyes. I 
have seen so many wonderful, devastating and upsetting situations in 
a four-week period,” wrote a Hartwick junior after the trip. Erin Mc-
Culley had similar reflections in her journal: “What can I say about 
today, besides reinforcing the fact that this trip is getting better by 
the minute,” she reflected. “Each day I wake up feeling slightly more 
accustomed to this strange place, a little more comfortable with not 
knowing where I am a lot of the time. Then, by the end of the day, 
I’ve gone through military checkpoints, through a stampede of men, 
and into a rainforest hours from a phone among the most traditional 
culture left in this entire country, and I am back to square one. But it 
was so worth it.”

Do our students’ growth and learning experiences justify taking 
them out of the protected environments of on-campus education and 
bringing them to work with and learn from people in locations where 
there may be risks to all involved? Many faculty would respond with 
a resounding yes! So would many students. In Southwest Programs 
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from 1987 through 2004 and Chiapas Programs from 1998 through 
the present, the learning experience has thus far eclipsed the risks and 
the problems. As my daughter Rachel Simonelli, an “anthro brat” who 
later became an anthropology minor, completing not just the South-
west Program but also three months in Chiapas, points out:

Though anthropology classes provide the basics and background 

of what students should be looking at when learning about other 

people’s lives, the real world isn’t structured by a course outline. A 

wide variety of experiential learning situations provide the oppor-

tunity to learn how things actually work. A good undergraduate 

curriculum equips students with an anthropological lens and the 

ability to make comparisons, then provides the space to be active 

in the communities the classes teach about. And, during field-based 

experiences, seeing other people make a difference can stimulate 

the desire to make a socially active contribution through your own 

education and to teach others because you were provided the free-

dom to learn through experience. These field programs have raised 

questions that I still try to answer: Can objectivity and activism 

coexist? Should anthropology as a field of study be an end in itself, 

or is our true contribution to take what we learn into other areas 

like law, social service, or education?

To my knowledge, no one has polled the communities we work in 
about their perception of the experiential exchange. The Chiapas Proj-
ect has evolved since 1999, with Kate and me following our own sep-
arate goals and taking students to communities related to these inter-
ests. The extent of our involvement with the communities has also 
evolved, from tentative service projects, as requested by the commu-
nities, to actual faculty and student research, as designed in collabora-
tion with our hosts, and approved after lengthy community meetings. 
But the overall goals of the project still reflect the original guidelines, 
as summarized by Kate:

1. To clarify values by examining the choices we make individually, 

locally, and globally

2. To help students grow through action on projects that are designed 
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and implemented in conjunction with community groups and 

facilitators

3. To encourage team building through these cooperative-learning 

projects

4. To foster interaction between individuals from all parts of the 

community who share concern for, and commitment to, working on 

major social issues

5. To strengthen the sharing of resources between the colleges and 

related communities

6. To empower students and community members to be informed, 

involved, and compassionate creators of humane communities both 

locally and globally

In 1999 I began co-teaching programs in both the Southwest and 
Chiapas with Dr. Duncan Earle (Earle, Simonelli, and Story 2004). 
Working with a male co-director was not new to me, but working with 
a male codirector in largely female programs did create a certain new 
dynamic. Female–male co-directorship in Maya country fit within the 
cultural logic, where notions of complementary duality dictate that 
leadership roles be shared.

After a number of student programs within Zapatista communi-
ties, we have learned that activism and objectivity are not mutually 
exclusive, that research and/or service projects can and must be de-
signed in collaboration with our community partners, that our ser-
vice is research and that research can inform our service. We are active 
partners in a shared future, yet at the same time, as anthropologists 
we are scribes of that experience, using our training to step back and 
document a process of social change. But we have also been taught 
by our Zapatista hosts that there is long-term educational benefit in 
the simple cross-cultural exchanges that our visits bring. It is not al-
ways what we expect it to be.

In our programs in the Zapatista communities our most important 
learning experience has been to value the visit itself. For our hosts, to 
see a group of students coming to understand their struggle and per-
spective was a cultural learning experience for them as well, especially 
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in the midst of a sea of opponents, neighbors, paramilitaries, soldiers, 
hostile officials, and an enemy government. Our hosts define service-
based learning as the visit itself. We lose sight of the fact that they 
know our culture only by reputation. Our service is to bring students, 
who show by their own behaviors that there is hope across the border. 
In turn, the students provide the service of internalizing what they are 
doing, socializing within the community, playing with the children and 
the elderly, eating their foods with them, participating in their expres-
sive activities, and generally giving their isolated lives the temporary 
feel of an international festival. In a note sent to our students in Au-
gust 2003, Ramón, a young Zapatista, reminded us of this:

We wish to give you a thousand thanks for the school supplies 
you donated, which will help us a lot and are serving to help us 
move forward with autonomous education. All the children are 
very grateful for the help you gave us, but also they really miss 
your games and jokes…for us this is a gift, because the children 
need to enjoy themselves, because for them, the work, the prob-
lems, the obstructions that their parents suffer, they feel, and they 
become desperate, up to becoming sick. For this, your presence is 
very important, and at the same time, very festive.

The sight of nine American women limply swinging machetes and 
wielding pickaxes was a source of amusement to the fifteen Lacan-
dón men who worked beside us in 1999, just as teaching Americans 
to plant a milpa amused the Zapatistas in 2001. But humor allows 
us to tell our stories with a gentle voice, while making serious con-
nections that can affect the lives of more than just those involved. As 
Rachel continues:

Part of the point of our education is to enable us to beat the ste-
reotypes and to understand that each environment we enter is a 
separate but equal entity from the next. This is important if we 
remain anthropologists, but it is even more important if we go on 
into law, social service, and education. In fact, maybe that’s what 
many of us ought to do! In fieldwork, it is a privilege to have a 
chance to give back in exchange for a look at the lives of others, 
to render service where help is needed. This not only gives one 



Jeanne Simonelli, Erin McCulley, and Rachel Simonelli

377

the obvious sense of self-worth, it lets others see we are willing to 
learn what it is to be a part of their communities, both physically 
and mentally. Just as the people and cultures we observe have gifts 
to give us, we have gifts to give them in one way or another. The 
only way to know what gifts we can give is to have involvement 
outside the normal classroom world, to learn and observe, to both 
teach and be taught. With what we learn outside the classroom we 
can better teach our own peers; even our professors can learn from 
the knowledge and experience that we gain. The classroom is the 
manual, the guideline to what you will see and feel. The actual ex-
perience outside the classroom is when you learn firsthand how to 
operate your own mind and adapt to the world as a young adult. It 
is only with these skills that we can be scholar–activists, having the 
courage to use our anthropology to make a difference.

Our students may someday go on to be anthropologists, using their 
experiential learning as part of further research. But more than likely, 
like the veterans of both the Southwest and Chiapas Projects, they 
will be lawyers and social workers, teachers and nurses and doctors. 
Or they will have learned, like Elanor, to take pride in being stay-at-
home mothers; the Maya wrap the baby rides in is not just a fancy 
rebozo but a wrap of learned cultural values that put hope into our 
own sometimes dismal American future.

Our presence in fieldwork settings remains positive only if it does 
not create more problems than our activities are worth. Though the 
1999 Chiapas program only nibbled at the edges of Zapatista Chi-
apas, all that we learned in those initial experiences made what fol-
lowed with Zapatista communities possible. Trust, like the informa-
tion gleaned from anthropological fieldwork, is cumulative, and it is 
expressed in many ways, as when the Zapatistas approved our pro-
posal to write a book about them after six months’ considering our 
proposal. The Chiapas project has opened doors to other exchanges 
with Zapatista communities, a shared learning process in which each 
finds out more about the other. We receive formal commentary on 
the value of the exchange: “We appreciate your valiant cooperation 
for the resistance of our pueblos and for having considered autono-
mous education as one of the priorities of our communities. We send 



0
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
0
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
0
1
2
3
4
5
6

Field of Dreams; Fields of Reality

378

a warm greeting and thanks to those who have come and have col-
laborated in gathering the funds you have brought.” But equally im-
portant to all is the memory of laughter and song.

We teach our students that we have an informed responsibility to 
other members of our human family. As faculty, part of our respon-
sibility is to use the experience of experience, as outlined below, to 
carefully design experiential programs.

• Plan projects well in advance.

• Screen students carefully, but don’t rule out the ones who seem

   unlikely.

• Keep talking and reflecting while traveling.

• Be reliable and gain the trust of informed field contacts, but expect

   to build trust slowly.

• Be flexible and open to program changes.

• Be aware of power relationships.

• Understand the way your initiative, whether research or service or

   both, fits into the political ecology of the area.

• Keep the relationship symmetrical.

Anthropology begins with dreaming and wondering, and then moves 
to seeing and trying to make sense of what you have seen. We describe 
our fieldwork in many ways: in statistics and comparisons, through 
life histories and ethnographies, in stories and in poems. For the most 
part, what we do and what we know remains inside the anthropolog-
ical community.

Our students go to the field for numerous reasons. Some go to just 
have fun, others for credit, others as a prelude to anthropological ca-
reers, and others as an opportunity to see beyond themselves. Most 
could recite a list of what they learned if you asked them at the end of 
the trip, but I don’t expect my students to show the results of the ex-
perience while on the road.

The true test of the efficacy of field-based learning is that they are 
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living the experience years after the memories have begun to fade, 
that the dream of experiential learning informs the reality of their 
daily lives. Through our writing, teaching, and public speaking, we 
give what we have learned to others, so they may use it. Through our 
involvement with aid agencies and ngos we give something back to 
those who teach us in the field. But to the general public, we can give 
only our stories, so these must be readable and humorous, yet packed 
with subtle insights into this complex and changing world. This chap-
ter, then, is not just to bring a smile to the faces of those who have gone 
to the field, or evoke longing from those who wish they had, but it is 
for the American public out there who will never get to go.

Note

This chapter is dedicated to long-term Chiapas colleagues Natalia Arias Leal and Eduardo 
Serrano, who died unexpectedly on August 16, 2006.
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Now, what I want is Facts. Teach these boys and girls nothing but Facts. 

Facts alone are wanted in life. Plant nothing else, and root out every-

thing else. You can only form the minds of reasoning animals upon Facts: 

nothing else will ever be of any service to them. This is the principle on 

which I bring up my own children, and this is the principle on which I 

bring up these children. Stick to Facts, sir!

Charles Dickens, Hard Times

Thus, under the chapter heading, “The One Thing Needful,” does 
Thomas Gradgrind pronounce his pedagogical philosophy, to begin 
Dickens’s novel, Hard Times. Gradgrind, described as a person who 
himself “seemed a kind of canon loaded to the muzzle with facts” 
(Dickens 1958, 5), concludes his pontifications to his colleague, edu-
cation Head and school “warden,” McChoakumchild, by emphasiz-
ing, “In this life, we want nothing but Facts, sir; nothing but Facts!” 
(Dickens 1958, 4).

Dickens’s satirical portrayal shows how an overemphasis on facts 
warps personalities, diminishes enthusiasm, and crushes the soul out 
of human life. I begin with Dickens’s beginning to Hard Times be-
cause I believe it helps shed light on a contemporary problem in the 
anthropological engagement with a particular strain of anthropol-
ogy emphasizing the discipline should be only about the collection 
of facts. Of course, Dickens’s Hard Times is a novel, which makes it 
literature, which places it in the humanities. Anthropologists, who 
emphasize fact collection, might also dismiss a reference to a work 

To Be the Good Ethnographer or the    
Good Bad Ethnographer
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in the humanities from a discussion of anthropology, believing that 
anthropology should be “science” and that science is removed from 
the humanities (and perhaps humanity) and its field methods. How-
ever, as I argue in this essay, anthropology and its engagement as a 
human science in search of the meanings people find and make in life 
is one that intersects with many fields, and thus Dickens’s literary de-
nouncement of a “facts only” approach to life or to an understand-
ing of it can help expose possible fault lines in some methodological 
approaches of contemporary anthropology.

Often there are difficulties doing research in the field because there 
are inevitable contradictions between what happens, and what the 
models of good ethnography suggest is supposed to happen. After 
many years of doing ethnography, one comes to expect this and to 
develop a high level of ambiguity tolerance. One realizes that field-
work about human life, like human life itself, does not always flow in 
a straight and linear fashion. Some anthropologists have attempted 
to document this disjunction between the realities of fieldwork, and 
what the models suggest will or is supposed to happen. This was a 
major theme of Rabinow’s (1977), Reflections on Fieldwork in Mo-
rocco, and Rosaldo once dared to re-label the anthropological re-
search method of participant observation as “deep hanging out” (Re-
nato Rosaldo quoted in Clifford 1997, 188). The extent to which this 
disjunction between what actually happens and the models’ projec-
tions of what should happen is problematic at any given time and is 
tied to shifts in an understanding of what anthropology is, or should 
be, within academic research. One of those periodic shifts, rendering 
it more problematic, urges us—after a long period of reflexivity—to 
return to a more positivistic, systematic, and scientific understanding 
of ethnographic research.

This renewed call to abide by the canons of good science is often ob-
vious when reading revised specifications for research grant applica-
tions. When doing so, I often feel disheartened. In recent years, there 
seems to be a tightening of this trend, with increasing emphasis on 
things such as the following: that the research must involve a clearly 
specified plan; that it must stick only to that plan; that the researcher 
must do only what is stated in the plan; and that monies can be spent 
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only as specified in the plan. The last is in part validly intended to pre-
vent the abuse of funding by researchers veering too far afield of spec-
ified intentions. Carried to extremes, however, such guidelines rule out 
much of field research embedded in communities or in people’s lives. 
This is what happens when anthropologists claim that since anthro-
pology is (or should be) a science, every ethnographer should follow 
the same procedures. This, it seems, is a prevalent view in many re-
cent methods textbooks. Fortunately, there is also a countertrend ev-
ident. Some of the recent methods texts or works on methodological 
philosophy that I reviewed and discuss here include Using Methods 
in the Field: A Practical Introduction and Casebook (deMunck and 
Sobo 1998), Essential Ethnographic Methods: Observations, Inter-
views, and Questionnaires (Schensul, Schensul, and LeCompte 1999), 
Ethnography: A Way of Seeing (Wolcott 1999), The Ethnographer’s 
Eye: Ways of Seeing in Modern Anthropology (Grimshaw 2001), Ex-
pressions of Ethnography: Novel Approaches to Qualitative Methods
(Claire 2003), Narratives in Social Science Research (Czarniawska 
2004), and Reflexive Ethnographic Science (Aunger 2004).

Scientism, Interpretivism, Reflexivism

Here are some tidbits that I found in the first two texts listed above 
emphasizing a strictly fact-oriented data-collection approach. The 
two works present clearly specified, but severely limited, definitions 
of what ethnography is, and what ethnographers do. What (accord-
ing to these texts) is ethnography? According to Schensul, Schensul, 
and LeCompte (1999), “Ethnography is a scientific approach to dis-
covering and investigating social and cultural patterns and mean-
ing in communities” (1). “Ethnographic Research is Guided By and 
Generates Theory” (1; this is a section heading, repeated on page 2).
“Theory is important because it helps us to determine what to con-
sider and what to leave out of our observation” (12, my emphasis). 
“The first job of an ethnographer is the organization of questions . . . 
into . . . formative theory that will guide the collection and, later, the 
analysis of data” (10). The ethnographer is cautioned to be “explicit 
and systematic” (deMunck and Sobo 1998, 20) or “systematic” and 
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“efficient” (Schensul, Schensul, and LeCompte 1999, 71). Under spe-
cific guidelines for interacting with or interviewing informants, eth-
nographers are told to keep in mind how the topic relates to the estab-
lished goal and “determine whether the person being interviewed is 
staying on topic, and if not, how to reintroduce the topic” (Schensul, 
Schensul, and LeCompte 1999, 122). Finally, an overall statement of 
the goal of ethnography is found under the subheading, “What Can 
Ethnography Tell Us? Just the Facts” (deMunck and Sobo 1998, 16).
Here the goal of ethnographic research is defined as follows: “The 
purpose of ethnographic research is to pin down the facts about peo-
ple” (deMunck and Sobo 1998, 16).

As I read through these texts, I could not help but think that an-
thropology seemed to have truly fallen on Hard Times, in the Dick-
ensian sense. The rhythms of an old Geertzian blues tune nonetheless 
kept running through my mind. In Interpretation of Cultures, Clifford 
Geertz, drawing on Thoreau, provided anthropologists with a con-
trary conceptualization, reflected in the statement, “it’s not worth it 
. . . to go all the way ’round the world to count the cats in Zanzibar” 
(1973, 16). He might have added, “even if it gives us a fact!”

The methods texts mentioned above also tell us what ethnography 
is not. “Ethnographic research is never autobiographical” (Schensul, 
Schensul, and LeCompte 1946, 72). The implication is that we can 
all go home, or stay home, because stories from the field are intrin-
sically autobiographical. Such stories inevitably derive from the life 
of the ethnographer enmeshed in the lives of other people who be-
come hosts in their society and culture. Of course, it is valid to cau-
tion against some extreme forms of postmodernist or reflexive writ-
ings that seem to descend into “me studies,” leaving the ethnographic 
subject completely out of focus. As Robert Smith notes, “The subjects 
of ethnographies, it should never be forgotten, are always more inter-
esting than their authors” (1990, 369). Often, the designation of “an-
ecdotal” has been used to devalue knowledge gained from personal 
experience that might provide profound insights into the motives and 
understandings of individual social actors. However, it is also increas-
ingly acknowledged that ethnography stems from the ethnographer’s 
particular experiences of and interactions with the culture being stud-
ied. Hence, some anthropologists embrace, rather than downplay, 



0
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
0
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
0
1
2
3
4
5
6

Dancing Lessons from God

384

the consciousness of the self-aware ethnographer. Plath writes, “Our 
most important instrument of understanding continues to be our hu-
man sensibility, searching for “the cruel radiance of what is” (James 
Agee’s phrase, Agee and Evans 1941, 11) and struggling for ways to 
communicate it” (Plath 1990, 379, his emphasis). To fully understand 
in context what the ethnographer does communicate after that strug-
gle, it would be relevant to understand his or her reflections on his or 
her own positioning within the fieldwork. Another suggestion is in-
herent in these field methods texts decrying autobiographical inclu-
sions: all researchers should maintain standard research practices that 
can be replicated by others. The possibility of different forms of an-
thropological research is therefore precluded. Where does this leave 
prospects for the Weberian view that, in order to be meaningful, so-
cial inquiry must be related “to ‘understandable’ action, that is with-
out exception, to the actions of participating [individuals], because 
“the individual is the upper limit and sole carrier of meaningful con-
duct” (Weber 1946, 55)?

In fairness to these texts and those who wrote or edited them, they 
do recognize that some ethnographers believe linear research models 
cannot encompass all that we really do in ethnographic research. So al-
ternatives are also presented. For example, they refer to Martin’s model 
of ethnography, which she labeled the Garbage Can Model (Martin 
1982). By using the phrase “garbage can model,” Martin is empha-
sizing that ethnographic research does not conform to strict classical 
linear research models, and perhaps we should not try to coerce into 
such paradigms the kind of interpretive research that focuses on the 
experiences and meanings of people’s lives. I think there is much truth 
to what Martin was attempting to suggest—not just for ethnography 
but pretty much for every other aspect of life and human endeavors 
in it. In discussing Martin’s proposed idea of a garbage can model, de-
Munck and Sobo (1998, 14) write: “The garbage can metaphor sug-
gests that research is actually a messy, ad hoc affair only tidied up when 
put on display.” Most researchers would recognize that this is true to 
some extent; Martin made a point of acknowledging it and bringing 
this aspect into the realm of possible discussion, much as Rabinow’s 
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(1977) already cited book is largely a confession that the actual eth-
nographic experience often deviates from what is strictly proposed. 
However, although Martin’s work is mentioned, her own intention-
ally exaggerated label of Garbage Can Model seems to be used to re-
fute, rather than to recognize, other ways of going about research. 
DeMunck and Sobo (1998, 14) continue, “But in reacting against the 
immaculate structure of the classical linear model, the garbage-can 
model may have swung too far to the antistructural extreme.”

What is also troubling is that this “garbage-can model of research, 
used for an explicit emphasis by Martin, seems to be applied to other 
ethnographic researchers who have argued for less strictly defined re-
search-model objectives, hypotheses, and data-gathering techniques. 
For example, Becker (1986), a qualitative researcher in education, 
is cited discussing why his group’s research did not fit the conven-
tional expectations of linear research, and proposes that research is, 
and should be, an ongoing, interactive, and shared process of devel-
opment between researchers and subjects. In suggesting that Becker 
and Martin hold “a similar view of research” the very label of “gar-
bage can model” (not used by Becker) seems extended to other in-
terpretations of research in a way that tends to devalue them or de-
legitimize them.

Maxwell’s (1996) interactive model is also discussed in these texts. 
Maxwell suggests that we need a compromise between classical lin-
ear models of research and those at the other extreme. DeMunck and 
Sobo (1998, 14) recognize that “Maxwell’s model allows for interac-
tive feedback between the different parts of a research design while 
still maintaining a research structure.” They acknowledge that “the 
choice and use of methods are embedded in and interact with other 
major components of a research design” (deMunck and Sobo 1998,
15). In the end, they nonetheless privilege a structured research for-
mat based on “scientific methods” (deMunck and Sobo 1998, 15). 
The emphasis is on keeping the ethnographer and informants “on 
topic” (deMunck and Sobo 1998, 122) and on track, in the pursuit 
of a strictly specified research agenda.

Where do these models, and particularly an insistence on scientific 
approaches, leave us as researchers? After more than twenty years of 
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experience in the field, I believe that ethnographic research cannot 
always be approached only as science, nor should it solely embrace 
ideas of “scientific rigor.” Nor do I feel comfortable with the sugges-
tion that our interactions and experiences with people, usually from 
another culture, and in a sense from another world, should be ap-
proached or thought of as “natural experiments” (Bernard 1994, 52,
56–58, 60). However, I also would find it problematic to try to con-
vince granting agencies of the legitimacy of encouraging other ways 
of doing ethnography by referencing these as the “garbage can” ap-
proach to research. I would certainly not encourage my students to 
think of their methods of study in such a way.

Since I am espousing a recognition of the validity of more fluid and 
interactive forms of research orientation, I should mention that I have 
received training in the types of methods emphasized by those uphold-
ing models of scientific rigor. Russell Bernard, a proponent of similar 
methodological approaches, provides a preface (1998) to deMunck 
and Sobo’s Essential Ethnographic Methods. In this preface Bernard 
refers to the National Science Foundation Summer Institute on Re-
search Methods in Cultural Anthropology, where he taught for sev-
eral years with Pertti Pelto (co-author of Anthropological Research: 
The Structure of Inquiry (1978), and Stephen Borgatti, designer of 
the Anthropac computer software for cataloguing and analyzing eth-
nographic data (1992). I was one of those who trained through this 
“methods camp” (Bernard 1998, 7) and I have included in the an-
thropological methods courses I teach the more structured methods 
taught at the institute, along with materials on either Anthropac or 
other emerging software-analysis programs.1 Thus, this paper is not 
a rejection of the use of such methods or applications. It is, however, 
the expression of a concern that these highly structured approaches, 
which can provide a lot of data and can be very valuable for cer-
tain forms of research, can also take on lives of their own, becoming 
methods in search of research. Research should not become a series 
of projects designed to fit methods that have been defined as accept-
able within a narrow scientific paradigm. Rather, method ought to be 
chosen according to its fit to the context of research.

In this context, Wolcott describes the effects the espoused scientific 
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rigor of the New Ethnography had on projects coming out at that time. 
An ethnographer studying the lives of firefighters directed her inqui-
ries at topics that fit safely within the scientific model, such as “What 
is done at a fire?” She did not explore the ethos of firefighters or how 
they saw meaning in their lives. This, Wolcott argues, would have had 
much greater ethnographic value. He concludes that the “systemic ap-
proach of the New Ethnography was so seductive that many failed to 
recognize how very narrow it was” (Wolcott 1999, 38).

Having struggled with these sometimes seemingly contradictory 
convictions, and still having concerns about the emphasis on scien-
tific paradigms that seemed to underlie some of these methods texts, 
I picked up Wolcott’s Ethnography: A Way of Seeing (1999). Rays 
of hope immediately began to beam. It is not that I would agree with 
his suggestions entirely. It is unusual for anthropologists, including 
those with an interest in methods, to agree on things entirely. This text 
clearly emphasized that ethnography is, and should be, about some-
thing other than getting the facts. Ethnography is about life, human 
life, and it is not the case that “In this life, we want nothing but Facts” 
(Dickens 1958, 4). Rather than assert a particular scientific paradigm 
for ethnography, Wolcott discusses the history of the debate among 
anthropologists over this issue. Some assert that anthropology is a 
“science,” in a purer sense; others that it is a “social science”; and 
still others that it falls in or overlaps with the “humanities.” Wolcott 
writes that there has been “a context of insider argumentation about 
virtually every aspect of the discipline” and asks, “What is anthro-
pology’s proper place among the social sciences? Or should that read 
‘among the humanities’ instead?” (Wolcott 1999, 10). The recogni-
tion that anthropology bridges all these fields, humanities included, 
perhaps renders my references to Dickens’s literary work for insights 
as permissible for entry into these reflections of our work. I cannot 
agree with the assertion that anthropology and the “artistic lens,” in-
cluding that of “fiction writers,” should be recognized as stuff of two 
differentiated worlds (deMunck and Sobo 1998, 22–23).

The ethnographic emphasis presented by Wolcott draws in part 
on John Berger’s television series, Ways of Seeing. Importantly, “see-
ing” takes precedence over “looking,” and definitely over “counting.” 
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Accordingly, Wolcott’s definition of ethnography differs from those 
of the other two books presented above. Rather than emerging from 
pinning down the facts about people, “ethnographic accounts arise 
not from the facts accumulated during fieldwork but from ruminat-
ing about the meanings to be derived from the experience” (Wolcott 
1999, 12). This understanding of ethnography echoes Geertz’s belief 
that the analysis of culture is “not an experimental science in search of 
law but an interpretive one in search of meaning” (Geertz 1973,5).

Wolcott recognizes that “we are accustomed to hearing about re-
search framed in terms of purposes, goals, objectives, theories, issues 
to be investigated, or problems to be addressed” (1999, 19). He also 
explains, however, that while ethnographic research may often be 
thought of that way, “it is not necessarily practiced that way” (1999,
19, his emphasis). For good measure, Wolcott adds: “Any advice one 
might receive is almost certain to be accompanied by the well-worn 
caveat for all aspects of fieldwork: ‘It depends.’ Be prepared as well 
for the too frequently heard reply, ‘Who knows?’” (1999, 5, his em-
phasis). Wolcott also notes, without apology, that he brings into his 
work his own experiences in the field. As a graduate student, I sought 
firmer grounds on which to conduct research or build a career. Years 
of research led me to welcome such statements as openly realistic.

Three Stories from the Field or “Not According to Plan”

My ethnographic field of research is Japan, about which I have spe-
cialized over many years. Each story shared in this paper occurred in 
the context of a detailed and well-specified research plan. In all three 
cases, however, something happened that led me to unexpected places, 
in one case geographical places, and in all cases, places of inquiry or 
reflection where I had not foreseen going. These stories demonstrate 
that the pursuit of emerging issues not specifically “on topic” with 
one’s research plan leads to crucial insights and information that en-
riches rather than diminishes one’s research projects and overall un-
derstanding of human beings, cultures, and the ongoing process of 
social life. These stories further illustrate that to insist that anthro-
pology is or must be a science is to miss the realization that it is actu-
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ally about life, typically about other people’s lives as we in our lives 
interact with them and theirs. In other words, to some extent, John 
Lennon’s commentary on life applies to ethnographic research find-
ings: they are sometimes (perhaps often) something that happens to 
one while one is busy making or pursuing other plans.

In the three cases discussed below I verged from the initial research 
plan, if only for a while, when a new avenue of action or thought was 
somehow—unexpectedly—introduced by the person with whom I was 
interacting. I allowed myself to accept this change of focus, rather 
than believe my job was to get them back “on topic.” Becoming the 
“bad ethnographer” I probably got a few less specific facts about the 
specific objectives I had set at the beginning. If I had insisted on be-
ing the “good ethnographer,” however, it would have meant my miss-
ing the opportunity to gain much larger insights in my cultural area 
of study. In each case, the insights received related to issues of groups 
that might be designated as “minorities” in Japan, which was not 
the specific object of the specific research being pursued at that spe-
cific point. However, the findings contributed greatly to my own un-
derstandings of these issues and would later fit into a larger body of 
work on these topics and future writings. Perhaps there is a place and 
time for being not only the good ethnographer but also the good bad 
ethnographer.

Story #1: Research Interviews or “Bring Extra Notebooks” Advice

I begin my stories from the field, with echoes of advice from Radcliffe-
Brown, now elevated to ancestral status in the founding of anthropo-
logical inquiry. He is reported to have given his students this advice 
on doing fieldwork: “Get a large notebook and start in the middle 
because you never know which ways things will develop” (quoted in 
Rubenstein 1991, 14, and Wolcott 1999, 33). When I first ran across 
this statement, I was surprised because I had actually been doing some-
thing of this nature as a practice that came from lengthy research expe-
rience. A caveat I would add to this advice is always take extra note-
books along for when you think things are over, they are not. This 
practice might have been born after the following incident.
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At the time, back in the mid-1980s, I was conducting research in Ja-
pan on department stores as the subject of my PhD. Over the years of 
my tenure in Japan I have been actively pursuing this and other top-
ics, all while pursuing a life, as everyone else does. When I heard that 
a civic center in the Tokyo ward I was living in was offering a free Ko-
rean conversation class to interested ward dwellers, I decided to take 
the course and registered with my partner, who was Japanese. A va-
riety of people had signed up for the class, but I turned out to be the 
only acknowledged gaijin or “non-Japanese” citizen. For most of the 
others, learning Korean meant going from their native Japanese to a 
grammatically similar language. I often felt like my progress, as a na-
tive English speaker, was much slower. Some of the students in the 
classes had actually had previous exposure to Korean (two I would 
discover as the story unfolds much more than I would have imagined 
or they would have admitted). For the others, the similarities between 
Korean and Japanese meant it was easier for them to master the Ko-
rean language (or so it seemed to me).

As the class continued, we got to know each other better and started 
to do things together socially, in particular going out for refreshments 
after class, usually to a Japanese kissaten (coffee/tea shop), ubiqui-
tous in Japan’s urban settings. Among those who would go on these 
outings were two women with whom I became acquainted and who 
will become important elements of the story to follow. At the time, 
I thought of them as totally independent of each other. One woman 
was slender, with long swinging black hair. She was quite tall by Jap-
anese standards then. The other, about seven or eight years older, was 
short, slightly plump, with very short hair and glasses. This woman 
was often the envy of everyone in the class in terms of Korean language 
acquisition. She always did better than everyone else and seemed to 
pick up everything quickly. These two women had (different) Japa-
nese family names. There was no indication of any sort of prior rela-
tionship between the two of them, nor did they ever present or sug-
gest they might have had a prior relationship. As classes progressed, 
they did seem to get to know each other, but in the same context in 
which we all seemed to get to know each other better as we began as-
sociating with each other in and out of the classes.
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On one occasion when several of us went to a kissaten, I had a 
chance to ask the older of these two women how she had gotten in-
volved in the class. She said she happened to turn the television on to 
an nhk (Nihon Hō  sō   Kyō  kai, Japan Broadcasting Corporation) pro-
gram on Korean language one day and thought it seemed interesting. 
As Japan’s national educational television station, nhk offers several 
such language classes, and the books that coincide with these courses 
are stocked by bookstores throughout Japan, so viewers may pur-
chase them easily. She therefore took the television version of a Ko-
rean language course offered by the station. After that initial involve-
ment, she said, she heard about the city’s free conversation course and 
thought it might be kind of interesting. She decided to try it. Listen-
ing to her, I felt a bit envious about the ease with which her language 
ability apparently progressed after this initial seemingly haphazard 
interest in learning Korean.

At some point in the evening, I began explaining my research on de-
partment stores. The younger of these two women then mentioned that 
she had once worked for a large Tokyo department store as a regular 
employee after she graduated from junior college. Always eager for 
more data, I asked if I could interview her about the time she spent as 
a department store employee. She thought for a bit and then agreed to 
do it. We immediately set a time and place to have the interview.

So far, I was behaving like the good ethnographer. I did not con-
fuse a group social outing, based on specific criteria of group forma-
tion, with a one-on-one interview about my research topic. I explic-
itly asked if she would be willing to do this, and systematically set up 
an interview for a separate time and place (during which I would ask 
her many of the same questions I asked other department store em-
ployees I interviewed). This meant another time, another coffee shop, 
more questions and answers over yet another glass of colored drink-
able stuff, this time while taking copious notes in one of those field 
notebooks. When this interview did occur, I directed its focus toward 
this woman’s time as a department store employee, keeping the in-
formant “on topic.” I asked about and gathered facts regarding the 
conditions of her work, her status, what precisely she did. I also went 
beyond this to ask about the feelings and meanings it held for her, 
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journeyed cautiously into areas of discontent and disillusion, and fi-
nally asked why she quit her job. I was being the good ethnographer 
as described by Spradley in The Ethnographic Interview (1979) and 
by Gordon in Basic Interviewing Skills (1992). I was so happy. It was 
a great interview. The facts collected eventually informed several pub-
lications related to work communities, female employment, and de-
partment store organizational culture (Creighton 1989, 1990, 1993,
1995a, 1995b, 1997a).

The interview lasted about an hour, the intended time length, and 
it was just right. I then did what the good ethnographer is supposed 
to do in exiting from the interview. One provides a transition from 
the interview back to usual forms of social exchange. In other words, 
typical textbook advice on interviewing suggests that one starts with 
lighter, social conversation before getting into the core business of the 
interview. Likewise, one does not just bluntly leave the informant af-
ter the facts have been drained from his or her mind like blood from 
his or her body. One exhibits a real or feigned interest in the person. 
One provides a transition back to usual forms of social communica-
tion and exchange by transitional conversation often unrelated to (or 
less related to) the specific purposes of the interview. One then com-
pletely ends the interview and leaves one’s informant. Since the way I 
knew her socially was through the Korean language class, I got ready 
to put my notebooks away and said to her, transitionally, “So how did 
you happen to get interested in taking the Korean class?”

In making this inquiring comment, I was doing just what I had done 
socially at the coffee shop outings we both had gone to. I was do-
ing what one is supposed to do. We ought to have been going home 
happy, with a sense that a cycle of engagement had been fulfilled, in-
cluding, transitional entry into the interview, core of the interview, 
and transitional exit out of the interview back to usual concerns and 
interests. With a sense of closure, the ethnographic task is normally 
completed. However, something happened. Being the good ethnog-
rapher is one thing. Being the good informant, I learned, is another. 
The informant had apparently neither read the methods texts nor the 
books on how interviews should go. She did not then act as a good in-
formant should. On the contrary, when I made the exiting interview 
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comments about the Korean class, I received a reaction that seemed 
strange to me, one that I still recall well.

The woman seemed visibly upset. She started to fidget then shook 
her head. I became aware of her breathing. She finally said something, 
not to me but as if to herself, the air in the room, or the universe at 
large: “My sister told me I should not have come.” Her consterna-
tion continued, as did her mumblings. There were several more muf-
fled references to “her sister” and how her sister had reprimanded her 
and frequently warned her about things. Until that point, I had seen 
myself as the good ethnographer following protocol well. This came 
as a difficulty I could not quite remember being discussed in methods 
texts. At some point, I was nearly tempted to look under the table for 
this sister she suddenly kept mentioning, more to herself than to me. 
No mention of a sister or any other family members had ever come up 
in the interview or in any of my other interactions with her.

Far from marking the end of the interview, the informant seemed to 
be getting all geared up for something I did not yet understand. There 
were signs of agitation. Several textbooks or methods books suggest 
taking note of such responses to questions as clues to things not easily 
verbalized. I somehow knew not to put the notebook away yet and re-
ally wish I had left the first half blank. This reaction to a question out-
side the research topic did not seem to fit in to the flow of the rest of 
the interview at all. Things were indeed developing in ways I had not 
foreseen. Finally, the young woman looked at me. A decision seemed 
to have been made between herself and her understanding of her life 
and her relationship with her sister (who at this point remained a mys-
terious character to me). The floodgates were about to open. She was 
about to give a narrative of her life to the ethnographer. A new stage 
in note taking was beginning, not ending.

Again, if I had been the good ethnographer, I would have probably 
gotten her back “on topic.” However, in Basic Interviewing Skills,
Gordon cautions against “using too much topic control” (Gordon 
1992, 147). He writes, “The art of interviewing involves skill in ob-
serving when the respondent should be given complete freedom from 
topic control and when strong topic control is needed” (Gordon 1992,
147). What the informant was on the verge of discussing was not on 
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track with the specified research agenda. She was not going to pro-
vide me with any more facts about being a Japanese department store 
employee. However, as the good bad ethnographer, I noticed how im-
portant the new development was for her, and I allowed the narra-
tive to come forth. Instead of ethnographic facts about department 
stores, she was about to show me the experiential reality of a member 
of a minority group in Japan. She was to tell me how she had spent 
her, still as yet young, lifetime trying to pass as mainstream Japanese. 
I did not coerce her story and had not even anticipated it. I had been 
ready to go home, filled to the brim with facts; it had already been a 
late evening. I had a choice: to continue to be the good ethnographer 
by interrupting the flow of what was happening and getting the in-
formant back on track and on topic as soon as possible, or to be the 
good bad ethnographer and allow her to tell the story that was im-
portant to her.

She did tell her story, and as that story came forth, as a flood, it was 
the story of a young woman who was what is called in Japan, Zainichi 
Kankokujin, or “resident Korean.” There are many “resident Kore-
ans” in Japan, many third- or fourth-generation descendants of Kore-
ans brought to Japan when Korea was a colonial attachment to Japan 
(1910–1945). Even if born and raised in Japan, these Korean descen-
dants are not granted Japanese citizenship at birth. Conversely, they 
are legally defined as resident foreigners. In this case, the woman had 
Japanese citizenship through her mother.2 Her father was Korean, from 
Korea (not a “resident Korean” from Japan), and her mother was Jap-
anese, originally from Japan. There were two girls in the family, sis-
ters. The older one was born in Korea, where the parents had moved 
and were living until she was about eight or nine. She, the speaker, 
who was seven or eight years younger than her older sister, was also 
born in Korea but had little memory of this part of her life because she 
left as a very young child. She was not quite two when her father died 
and her mother took her two young daughters back to Japan to live. 
They then took the mother’s Japanese family name and got listed on 
the Japanese registry system. Unlike the younger sister, the older sister 
had strong and clear memories of the land of their birth. The older sis-
ter later married and took on the Japanese name of her husband, thus 
having a different Japanese surname from the younger sister.
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Given the manner in which this story just flooded forth from the 
informant, it took some time to begin to make sense of it to present it 
as I have just done. It became apparent that although quite attached 
to each other in their lives, during the Korean class, and in other con-
texts, the two sisters strove to appear as if they barely knew each other. 
I realized that the older sister’s interest in the Korean language had 
not simply been sparked by happening to tune in to an nhk television 
program. This was the language she had learned first as a child, and 
to a much later age than her younger sister, such that it was well es-
tablished by the time they left Korea. Knowing this did make me feel 
somewhat better in terms of understanding why her Korean could 
progress so much faster than mine.

For both women, taking the class had been very important and an 
intrinsic part of a desire to connect with who they were. For the older 
of the two this was her first language and she wanted to speak it again, 
and re-gain her competency in it. The younger of the two wanted some 
knowledge of it. She talked about having gone back at some point to 
Korea after her father’s death and how she felt about not being able to 
talk to her relatives there at the time, although her sister and mother 
could. She hoped someday to go back again, and she wanted to be able 
to communicate with those same relatives in Korean when she went 
back again. Their desire to better their Korean language skills, even 
taking the free class offered by the Tokyo city ward office, had pre-
sented a dilemma for them. Her sister had expressed serious qualms 
about enrolling in the course. They discussed taking the course for 
some time, and although the older sister very much wanted to, she 
was reluctant to do so. The upcoming Seoul Olympics in 1988 had 
provided them with what seemed a window of opportunity to pur-
sue their desire, because there was a “Korean-language boom” going 
on in Japan, generally as a response to the upcoming Olympic games. 
According to the informant, her older sister nonetheless repeatedly 
warned that it was not a good idea to appear to be able to speak Ko-
rean too well. It might be better not to be able to do so, or at least not 
to let people know one could speak Korean. She felt that if one knew 
Korean, people might suspect one were Korean, even if one were sup-
posedly a Japanese person who had studied it as a foreign language, 
just as Japanese study many other foreign languages.
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This young woman’s story, like that of her older sister, was the story 
of the pressures to “pass” as Japanese and of the continuing discrim-
ination against resident Koreans in Japan. Their desire to “pass” was 
so strong that the two women, older and younger sister, would hide 
in public their Koreanness, their language ability, and even their re-
lationship to each other. The story seemed to have no place in my re-
search, from the viewpoint of ethnography as objective experimental 
science. The story did make sense from the vantage point of ethnog-
raphy as experience in the field, and the viewpoint that ethnography 
is an interpretive engagement in search of meaning. It could be seen 
to fit in with Malinowski’s idea of the “complete ethnographer” (Wol-
cott 1999, 28) or with Mead’s espoused belief in “grasping as much of 
the whole as possible” (quoted in Sanjek 1990, 225). These concepts, 
Wolcott points out, are best understood as advice to “study and report 
in context” (Wolcott 1999, 28, his emphasis). Although most of the 
“data” from this unanticipated second part of the interview with this 
young woman was not written about in publications on work cultures, 
consumerism, and department stores, it has served to inform my un-
derstandings of what it means to be a member of a minority in a self-
proclaimed homogeneous society. The insights were incorporated into 
later publications dealing with issues of minorities (Creighton 1997b, 
1998). As Radcliffe-Brown advised: “Get a large notebook, and start in 
the middle because you never know which ways things will develop.” 
Bring extra notebooks—just in case, I would add.

Story #2 Flexibility in the Research Plan or 
“Get on the Bus” Advice

While telling these stories from the field, which intersect with my own 
autobiographical experiences of “being there” (Bradburd 1998), I am 
not rejecting the importance of set research methods, techniques, or 
tools, questions, and objectives. We should have them built into the 
research plan. We should also be prepared, in the name of larger un-
derstandings, to abandon them when in the field, according to chang-
ing circumstances. One of the characteristics attributed to human in-
telligence to recognize its potentially profound nature is the quality of 
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flexibility, involving the capacity to shift from set patterns or guide-
lines, depending on circumstances. This quality has been designated 
the “flexible intelligence” of human beings. Using one’s intelligence, in-
cluding this profound human capacity for flexible intelligence, should 
not be seen as a challenge to notions of responsible research practice. 
I am reminded of a posting on individual responsibility and account-
ability I once encountered in a very different context, while on a ski-
ing outing. Posted signs communicated a two-part mandate for re-
sponsible skiing. One tenet stated: “Be prepared by having a plan.” 
The next tenet stated: “Be prepared to abandon or change your plans 
as circumstances develop or change.” Similar advice, often given for 
how we should live our lives, is apparently ruled out in research about 
how other people live their lives. Some would bind us hard and fast 
to empirical methods as a necessary condition of good ethnography. 
An axiom for good government is that one should govern by reason 
and not by rule. Good ethnography is generated when we have re-
search objectives and plans but allow ourselves (and are allowed) to 
change them depending on contingencies and on the researcher’s shift-
ing sense of opportunities in the field.

This second story unfolds in the mid 1990s, when I was in Japan to 
conduct research as part of a Japan Foundation project. My part of 
the group project was to look at contemporary Ainu activities, par-
ticularly those framed around Ainu identity constructions. Much of 
the work was done in Nibutani, Japan, on the island of Hokkaidō,
where the largest remaining Ainu community in Japan (and the world) 
resided. I had already been to Nibutani and other areas of Hokkaidō
researching the effects of dam-construction projects on Ainu life and 
cultural-revival attempts (see Creighton 1995c, 2003). In 1994, I made 
return visits to some of these communities, notably in Nibutani, to 
gather additional information (and possibly collect further facts). Al-
together, the time spent in Nibutani was quite productive. I felt that I 
had exhausted what I could in relationship to the project there.

Prior to leaving for one’s fieldwork, it is not always clear exactly 
how long data collection will take, and often we find ourselves frus-
trated when time seems to run out. In this case, I felt I had some time 
in my schedule before flying out of Sapporo (the closest large city to 
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Nibutani) to another area for other commitments. Although there 
was much I could have pursued if I had had a great deal more time, I 
was faced with too much time to “waste” but not that much more I 
could accomplish regarding the set of objectives for the project on the 
Ainu in that location within the remaining time frame. The research 
plan allowed for such a possibility by including an optional trip to 
Abishiri, also located in Hokkaidō, where there is a museum on the 
Ainu; however, I had been there years earlier.

In Nibutani, I was staying at an inn run by an Ainu family. The last 
night I was there, they invited me to an extended dinner they were 
hosting outside in the back area of the inn compound. This led to the 
somewhat common ethnographic experience of drinking with the in-
formant–host, in this case, the Ainu owner of the inn. Sensing a pos-
sible need to legitimize this, I draw on Malinowski’s prescription for 
healthy ethnographic fieldwork. He writes: “It is good for the Ethnog-
rapher sometimes to put aside camera, note book and pencil, and to 
join in [oneself] in what is going on” (Malinowski 1922, 21). There 
was also a group of people having dinner with us. One of these, a bus 
driver, seemed to be good friends with the Ainu innkeeper. The inn-
keeper, who knew I was planning on leaving Nibutani the next day, 
introduced me to the bus driver and got me engaged in conversation 
with him. At one point, the innkeeper put his arm around my shoul-
der, and asked, “Where are you going tomorrow?” (A question that 
now strikes me as bearing similarity to Wolcott’s (1999, 38) ethno-
graphic question “where do you think you are going?” that shows 
how place intersects with purpose.) I really must have turned into the 
bad ethnographer, because the informants were now not only asking 
me the question but, as we shall see, also told me what the answer to 
this question was. In effect, I was being asked: “Where do you think 
you are going?”

I explained that I had decided to go to Abishiri, to the museum. 
“No,” said the innkeeper, “you are going on the bus with my friend.” 
Then he laid out what they had constructed as my travel plan. His bus 
driver friend was driving a group on a trip around the outer reaches 
of Hokkaidō. Places, he told me, that were very difficult to get to and 
that I would have to pay a great deal to get to by public transporta-
tion (which was true, independent of the difficulties of even getting 
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to them by public transportation). These were indeed important and 
valuable places for a Japan specialist to visit. One was a noted north-
ern port site, another the place from which one could see the marine 
border between Japan and Russia. Although the border was a distant 
marker on the water, it was one of the very few places from which one 
can see any kind of international border from the insular country of 
Japan. This was also a very important place in this context because it 
allowed one to view the contested islands between Japan and Russia. 
In the end, I was told that since I was his friend, I could travel along 
on the bus for free, as far as transportation was concerned. I would, 
of course, have to pay for any of my own expenses for accommoda-
tions or meals at the places we would be stopping.

The bus driver put his confirmation into the conversation and said 
that he, too, thought it would be a good idea for me to get on the bus 
with them. Sitting next to the driver was the woman who worked 
with him on the bus as the travel guide and bus hostess. The four of 
us were now discussing seriously this new shift in plan. The proposed 
bus routing was to go through these outer areas of Hokkaidō and end 
up at Sapporo, the largest city on the northern island of Hokkaidō,
so the group could fly out from the Sapporo airport. In the course of 
the conversation, this sudden proposal began to shift from sounding 
incredibly unreasonable, to making a lot of sense. The voice of the 
purely good ethnographer in me, however, kept saying, “You cannot 
do that; it was not on the proposed research plan!” The voice of the 
purely bad ethnographer expressed excitement about the possibility 
of traveling in comfort on one of those swanky tourism buses (for a 
change), complete with the cushioned seats, pretty curtains on the win-
dows and chandeliers on the ceilings, along with the nice maternally 
comforting bus guide and a driver wearing white gloves. Finally, the 
good bad ethnographer entered the mental debate to point out that, 
although unanticipated, there was much to be gained on such a trip 
in terms of one’s overall development as a Japan specialist. I had, af-
ter all, already been to the museum in Abishiri. Moreover, the trip was 
close to free. It might even be fun. I decided that I should allow myself 
to go on this bus tour, believing that it might be more productive over-
all, in terms of understandings of Japan, than sticking to a narrowly 
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defined alternative research option would be. So, I, together with the 
three of them, decided that I would be getting on the bus.

Later, at approximately two in the morning, I went to visit the re-
strooms located in a series of connected outhouses behind the inn 
buildings. When I came out of a restroom stall, I passed a man go-
ing in (a time and place when many significant but unrecorded eth-
nographic interactions possibly occur). He said: “I understand you 
are going with us in the morning.” I mumbled that I was and went 
back to bed. Although I fell immediately to sleep, my subconscious 
mind must have been alerted to this communication exchange. When 
I woke up, I realized I should try to find out who this man was. He 
turned out to be the leader of the group that had chartered the bus 
trip. The innkeeper, the bus driver, and the nice maternal lady who 
passes out refreshments and gives information on the bus had all in-
vited me along on this trip. The bus driver was an independent bus 
driver, who owned his bus. The tour, however, had been chartered by 
the man I met at the toilets. I realized that in some sense, he, and not 
the bus driver, owned “the trip,” if not the bus. He was the one who 
really should have been deciding who could go along.

I therefore went to talk to him and apologized for any possible im-
pertinence. He assured me he was quite happy I would be going along. 
The bus was actually quite empty and he was traveling with a group of 
young adults as part of Japan’s Kokusaika or “Internationalization” 
projects. He knew I was a professor from a foreign country and thus 
felt it would be a bonus if I joined them. It would make it even more 
Kokusai-teki (“international-like”) if I were willing to go along. They 
would like me to come along and also take part in their activities and 
discussions. If I had any doubts left, a line from a Kurt Vonnegut novel, 
Cat’s Cradle, that I had read long ago as an undergraduate student, 
and that had particularly impressed me, rang through my mind: “Pe-
culiar traveling suggestions, are dancing lessons from god” (Vonnegut 
1963 [1998], 63). Ever since I first read the line, I have allowed it to 
enter in as a factor in pursuit of my path in life. Here was a chance to 
allow the same invocation to enter into the research plan.

I would learn on this journey that everyone in the group (exclud-
ing the leader, the bus driver and bus guide) was Burakumin. Buraku-
min are a discriminated-against minority group in Japan descended 
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from people so categorized in Japan’s historic Edo era (1600–1868).
They were discriminated against because they were itinerant, rather 
than belonging to a place, or because their occupations dealt with 
the dead—considered a source of pollution. Although the discrimi-
natory status has supposedly been “erased” in modern Japan, in ac-
tuality, it remains. Burakumin are identifiable through residency af-
filiation or masked information on family registries. For the group on 
the bus, this trip involved an exploration of identity in relationship 
to issues they were struggling with as Burakumin in Japanese society. 
I had allowed myself to be influenced by the suggestions, and indeed 
enthusiasm, of my informants. I had boarded the bus with a general 
plan and purpose but without a truly “clear idea of exactly where [I 
was] headed” (Wolcott 1999, 38).3 In hindsight, it became clear that 
I learned much more accompanying this group of young Burakumin
on their identity travels through Hokkaidō than I could have doing 
anything else with those few remaining days.

Among the discussions I recall best were those that they wanted to 
teach me, as a foreigner who was also a professor of Japanese stud-
ies, about the reality of being Burakumin. One young man discussed 
the yearnings of his existential quest for identity in terms of his objec-
tions to the imperial symbols of the Japanese state. He explained that 
as a Burakumin he was opposed to symbols of the emperor standing 
as symbols of Japan. Symbols of the emperor tend to be used in Ja-
pan to reinforce the cultural assertion of Japan as a homogenous, or 
one-people, nation (tanitsu minzoku) (see Weiner 1997). Minority 
objections to the symbols were one aspect of protest against the song 
long used by Japan as the “national anthem,” Kimigayo, a song of 
tribute to the emperor, and the flag long used as the “national flag,” 
Hinomaru, or the “circle of the sun” flag with a red circle on a white 
background. The symbols have also long been regarded as question-
able by many in Japan because of their associations with pre–world 
war II colonialism and military atrocities conducted under symbols 
of the emperor.4 Befu (1992) points out that given the questionable 
nature of these symbols, for decades after the war, Japanese searched 
for other identity symbols. The issue would again take center stage 
in Japan at the closing of the twentieth century, when in 1999, after 
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decades of protests and resistance, the government passed the Kokikok-
kaho (flag and anthem act) legislating Kimigayo, song of reverence to 
the emperor, and the Hinomaru flag as Japan’s official national an-
them and flag despite the decades of protest and resistance over these 
symbols. Since Japan was already using these symbols in international 
events, many outside Japan would not be aware of these internal de-
bates over them. The process of legislating the symbols to official sta-
tus also again involved the figurative erasure of minorities and minor-
ity issues in Japan, and a reassertion of a one-people nation under the 
father figurehead of the emperor.

The young Burakumin man talked about the concept of kegare,
or “pollution.” The reason, he believed, that Burakumin did not like 
imperial symbols was that they reinforced ideas of pollution as be-
ing in the blood and in the descent line. The emperor, he explained, 
is supposed to be pure, but purity cannot exist in society unless there 
is something else. For the emperor to be perceived as pure, there has 
to be something in society to take on the impurity, and hence some-
thing must exist as impure. This young man saw Burakumin as having 
been used as the residual reservoir of impurity to construct the con-
trasting purity of the emperor and others in Japanese society. Thus, 
he felt the construction of Japanese identity in terms of symbols of 
the emperor was a source of prejudice against Burakumin because it 
maintained the need for them to fill the role of sacrificial scapegoat 
of contrasting impurity. This is why he was opposed to imperial sym-
bols as symbols of the state, or of Japanese culture. He went on to 
describe how this projection of inherited impurity left some Buraku-
min to wonder why they were born at all, if it meant they had to live 
under this conceptualization.

As I listened, I thought that this young man, who had probably not 
read, or maybe even heard of, major anthropological figures who 
dealt with the opposing structural contrast of purity and pollution, 
such as Mary Douglas in Purity and Danger (1969), or Claude Lévi-
Strauss in Structural Anthropology (1973a, 1973b), was able, none-
theless, to set up clearly the oppositional contrasts of purity and pol-
lution and also to put a reality to how they affected people’s lives. 
Devos and Wagatsuma had done early research on Burakumin when 
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this was still a topic kept hidden and not easily worked on in Japan 
(Devos and Wagatsuma 1966, Devos 1971). It took quite a bit of cour-
age to even address the issues at that time and may have been even 
more difficult for Wagatsuma as a Japanese insider. Only recently 
are more researchers taking up the challenge of researching Japan’s 
hidden minority. With these profound interactions, I could not help 
but feel that being flexible enough to allow an alteration in research 
plans, by getting on the bus, had added immensely to my own ethno-
graphic understandings.

This said, as mentioned earlier, I do not wish to seem “flip” about 
the importance of research agendas and having a research plan but 
instead wish to argue for flexibility in deciding when to veer from it 
as circumstances develop in the field. Before getting on the bus, I had 
done as much as I felt I could reasonably accomplish in Nibutani. I 
did not expect to gain that much out of a repeated museum visit to 
Abishiri. There, thus, was a rational calculation of overall costs and 
benefits to going on the bus tour. However, there turned out to be an 
additional angle to this bus trip, one that I had not expected, and one 
that would also immensely facilitate the specific research objective on 
Ainu attempts at contemporary identity constructions.

While traveling, the members of the bus group were also engaged 
in discussing issues of minority identities with Ainu throughout Hok-
kaidō. This explained why they were visiting the Ainu inn in Nibutani 
in the first place. Thus, in addition to going to sites somehow associ-
ated with “internationalization,” they were also planning to stop to 
allow visits with local Ainu. Hence, all along the journey, there were 
involvements in Ainu presentations, Ainu gatherings, Ainu exchanges 
of life stories. Sometimes these were in very remote locations that I 
would have had difficulty getting to on my own.

One of the Ainu we met on one of these stops was a contemporary 
Ainu crafts artist. He informed us that he, along with other Ainu, 
would be in Sapporo with an Ainu art exhibit at the airport at the 
time when the group’s bus was expected to arrive there. This is where 
we were all supposed to get off the bus and where the journey was to 
end for the planned bus tour, as they would fly out from the Sapporo 
airport. The plan was that I would get off with them at the airport 
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to carry on, on my own, after that. The Ainu exhibit was happening 
just that week at the Sapporo airport, with presentations, exhibits, 
artists, artisans, musicians, and performances. While viewing this ex-
hibit, an Ainu gentleman there noticed how avidly I was taking notes. 
He asked me about this, and I gave him a name card, explaining who 
I was, what I was doing, and why the exhibit was of particular in-
terest to me. He said he lived in Sapporo and would give me a ride 
there if I waited until he was ready to leave at the end of the day. I ac-
cepted the invitation and was pleased to learn that he was an officer 
in the Sapporo branch (the main branch) of the Utari Kyō  kai, other-
wise known as the Ainu association.5

I ended up spending the next few days associating with this man 
and his family. I was able to attend the Ainu language classes, part 
of the revival movement, offered at the Sapporo headquarters. I was 
taken to visit a small bar run by an Ainu woman, interacting with the 
mostly Ainu guests there. I spent a couple of days at a series of Ainu 
shops run for tourists, one of which was run by his wife. There, I was 
taught how to do Ainu embroidery, play the Ainu mouth harp, and 
help out at the shops run by the local Ainu artisans and merchants.

On this particular occasion, I was willing to set out without a pre-
cisely clear idea of exactly where I was going, and it seemed to make all 
the difference. How much I would have lost in experience gained, if I 
had not gotten on a bus whose exact route I did not know. The wealth 
of this experience even allowed me to wonder if perhaps there is a god 
of fieldwork out there. Are peculiar traveling suggestions not dancing 
lessons from god? Sometimes it is good advice to get on the bus.

Yarn #3 Ethnographic Unquestions of Participant Observation or
“Listen Carefully to Answers to Questions Never Asked” Advice

Everybody does it. Asks questions, that is. Journalists do it; detectives 
do it; researchers do it. Why then do ethnographers feel so guilty about 
doing it when they might be asking questions on sensitive topics, or 
when a discussion might lead to their asking questions they had not 
anticipated? Wolcott (1999, 56–57) discusses the contradictions in-
volved in our question asking. He notes that we may be unduly lim-
ited by cultural beliefs in our own backgrounds regarding what is and 



Millie Creighton

405

is not appropriate to ask questions about. In the following story, I dis-
cuss questions that I refrained from asking, even if they pressed fully 
in my mind while listening to someone’s story. This woman’s story 
can be seen as a yarn, in this case a silk yarn that unraveled over time, 
in the course of a long engagement in the field. I switch to the word 
“yarn,” with its double meaning of “story” and “thread” intention-
ally, because the narrative thread of this woman’s life was truly a silk 
yarn. Like the previous stories, this yarn emerged in the midst of a set 
research project with a set research purpose—however, one directed 
at something else.

In this particular research, my purpose was to collect ethnographic 
“facts” about weaving workshops conducted as leisure hobby pur-
suits for women in today’s Japan. This research was about identity 
issues in terms of reclaiming the lost Japan and the place of pursuits 
traditionally done by women, but not necessarily controlled by them, 
such as silkworm raising (sericulture) and silk weaving. The research 
was about the intersections of the modern economy with gender roles, 
women’s lives, consumerism, and the tourism industry. It focused on 
the repackaging of “fun” (travel to the Japanese Alps of Nagano Pre-
fecture) into commodified forms of edutainment (a combination of ed-
ucation and entertainment, see Creighton 1994), cloaked in the guise 
of education (learning about silk weaving and Japanese cultural iden-
tity) as a co-optation of persisting Confucian social values emphasiz-
ing work and education, including self-development. Nothing in the 
research proposal I wrote prepared me for what I was to learn about 
surviving the atomic bombing of Hiroshima, or the need for a woman 
to find meaning in life as the surviving child of another woman who, 
as a hibakusha (atom-bomb survivor), resulting single mother, and 
convert to Christianity had also struggled to find meaning in her own 
life. All three of these definitions (hibakusha, single mother, and Chris-
tian) were atypical things to be in postwar Japanese society, one that 
then, even more than now, exerted pressures for individuals and fam-
ilies to conform to “normal” expectations.6

I had been involved in this research project over a number of years, 
starting while a graduate student living in Japan. I joined weaving 
sessions held in Nagano Prefecture, historically a major area of the 
silk-weaving industry in the Meiji area that had helped propel Japan 
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economically into the modern world arena. The area of Nagano is 
known for the Tsumugi Pass through the mountains—one means that 
young Meiji women under contract had to escape onerous labor under 
bad conditions in silk mills. Even if they managed to leave, they did 
not always escape tuberculosis, highly correlated with the conditions 
of the mills (see Tsurumi 1990). This information I gathered during 
the archival-research stage of the project. In Nagano, during partici-
pant observation, I lived with, wove with, and conducted interviews 
with participants in weaving sessions. After several sessions over sev-
eral years, I had a good knowledge of the social life and structured 
patterning that constituted a large part of my research plan objectives 
(Creighton 1998b). There was always a dinner party at the end of each 
week’s session during which the participants could ask the teachers (a 
married couple who ran the sessions) any questions they wished. Al-
though different groups of women took part in these workshops, cer-
tain questions were inevitably posed each time, directed more at their 
personal lives than at their interest in weaving. “How did you meet? 
How did you get married?” When asked such questions, the male 
teacher would first feign reluctance to speak, saying: “Oh no, I can’t 
say, really.” Then he would go on to say: “Well, ok, let me see, now. 
Oh yes, I was walking down the Ginza one day (a well-known trendy 
shopping and commercial district in Tokyo) and I saw this woman 
walking along. Something in my mind said, ‘Ah, are da’—that’s her, 
and so it was.” Everyone would laugh at what seemed to be a clearly 
fabricated story that did not really provide anyone any information 
about how the couple had met and decided to marry.

The wife’s yarn was unwound for me over several workshops. I 
learned, one year, that she had grown up in Hiroshima. On another 
occasion, I learned her mother had been a Christian (a rarity in Ja-
pan), and so on, until one day she and I ended a session sitting for a 
long time by ourselves winding silk yarns together into usable balls. 
This gave us a special opportunity to talk to each other at length. As 
one of the two main instructors, she was generally busy transmitting 
knowledge of silk and weaving to all the students. The conversation 
started with my asking her about my mistaken understanding of her 
Christian background. “Oh no, I’m not Christian,” she immediately 
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responded. I explained I thought I had heard that her family was Chris-
tian in a previous session when she had also mentioned growing up 
in Hiroshima. “Oh no,” she clarified, “my mother. My mother was 
a Christian, not me.”

The yarn begins in this way. It is the story of this instructor as a young 
girl, growing up as the child of a woman who became a devoted Chris-
tian in a place where Christians were unusual, and a place where be-
ing unusual was not valued. As she grew into her teens, she developed 
a rebellious resentment toward the mother because of the mother’s 
“difference,” a difference she focused on as her mother’s being Chris-
tian. As she tells the story, she remembers—regretfully now—being 
embarrassed by her mother. This typical identity story of adolescent 
and youth conflict toward one’s parent is resolved in the typical way. 
The daughter goes on to mentally explore more and more the moth-
er’s life reality. As she does so, she recognizes the mother’s strengths, 
given the situations and circumstances of life with which she had to 
deal. Coming to a new understanding of her, the daughter replaces 
the resentment toward the mother with a new sense of appreciation, 
based on her better understanding of the context of life in which the 
mother was caught. Instead of rejection, she ends up satisfied, and 
even proud to have had this mother, to have been her daughter. Al-
though a typical story of a youthful identity crisis, resolved in a typ-
ical way, the details were not so typical.

As the story continues, it begins to shift away a bit. The story of the 
mother, rather than of the woman (my teacher) telling it, now becomes 
the focus of the story. She became a Christian after the atomic bomb-
ing. For a long time, the daughter could only think of such a conver-
sion as a desperate attempt to grasp something that offered meaning, 
and cling to it, after an incredibly destructive event. Perhaps it was 
so, the response to a desperate need by a woman for whom meaning 
had been shattered. As the story continues, I notice that another shift 
has occurred in the telling of it. It is no longer even the story of the 
teller’s mother, but is now the story of “a woman.” What started as 
the instructor’s story had become a story about her mother and had 
now turned into the story about a woman who went through a very 
profound experience in life, that deeply touched—too deeply—her-
self and those she loved.
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The mythic epic, Gilgamesh, tells a similar story. Mason’s verse nar-
rative of the epic Gilgamesh begins with the following:

The story from the field became the story about a woman who lost 
most of those she loved to death, the grandfather of her family, and 
her own two young sons. Just like Gilgamesh, the woman was forced 
to learn that she did not have the power to bring them back to life. 
The woman’s conversion to Christianity grew out of her associations 
with the nuns that looked after her during her lengthy recovery from 
her own atomic wounds in the hospital. In a search for meaning amid 
numerous deaths, that of loved ones, of a lifestyle, of a future, not to 
mention the near death of hope, the woman responded to those who 
were caring for her by converting to their faith.

The initial blast and its destruction was certainly extremely trau-
matic for the woman. The woman was severely injured, but she her-
self did not die. The woman’s father, who lived with the family, was 
killed instantly. The woman’s two little boys were not killed instantly. 
However, this perhaps only made the woman’s pain of losing them 
even worse. One small boy died first, and as the child died before her 
eyes, she was helpless to do anything about it. For the baby, though, 
she believed there was a chance. The baby was alive but screamed in 
agony. He wanted to suck, wanted the breast, wanted to drink. Among 
those who initially survived the blast and died from radiation expo-
sure in the following days or weeks, there was also reported an acute 
yearning for water to quench the sense of an incredible thirst. A trib-
ute to this is represented in the architecture and art of the Hiroshima 
Peace Park, memorializing the blast, through the use of fountains or 
structures that perpetually provide water.

The positioning of their home, and of the woman that morning when 
the blast occurred, meant that physically she had been affected from 

It is an old story

But one that can still be told

About a man who loved

And lost a friend to death

And learned he lacked the power

To bring him back to life. (1970, 11)
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the back, and her back was completely burnt. In appearance at least, 
the front of her body did not seem much affected. Her chest area and 
breasts were normal, or appeared normal, despite the sense of intense 
burning and soon-to-be scar tissue that would cover the back of her 
body. So, when the child screamed for the breast, she tried to give it to 
him. She felt like she could give it to him and could have him drink. If 
he had, if he could have just done that, perhaps he would have, could 
have lived. This was the feeling the woman had to suffer with as her 
own life continued, for the child did not suck. Although he wanted 
the breast and cried to suck her breasts, which were fine and which 
had milk that could have nourished him, the child did not suck. De-
spite his pleas and efforts at the woman’s breast, he could not suck 
because the inside of his mouth was too burned to allow for this. So 
the agony for the woman was intensified by the sense that she should 
have, could have been able to do something; she should have, could 
have saved him, but at the same time she could not. This child of hers 
also died in front of her eyes.

Now, as the good ethnographer, what was I to do with this story 
from the field? It did not seem to fit into my research on silk weaving 
and the commoditization of leisure-travel tourism packages for con-
temporary Japanese women at all. Should I have decided that it did 
not fit the research agenda, and therefore that there were no relevant 
collectible facts to be gathered from it? Should I have stopped the in-
formant’s narrative and gotten her back “on topic.” Should I have 
tried to determine if the new “facts” were replicable? From a literary-
analysis perspective, I could note a step-by-step displacement of the 
teller of the tale from the tale itself. It started out as a story about her-
self and her relationship with her mother, then turned into the moth-
er’s story—from which the storyteller already seemed absent, and then 
into the story of some woman. In the end, it was the story of a woman 
who lost her children to death in the atomic bombing, as many did, 
as many continue to do in other forms of bombing around the world. 
At some point, as I listened to this story, I thought of one of the stat-
ues at the Hiroshima Peace Park of a mother, bent over, with her two 
children clinging to her back, as she is engaged in the post-bombing 
struggle of helping them all survive.
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It was difficult to forget this story, buried somewhere in my notes. 
What had happened seemed an important ethnographic moment in 
participant observation. The story was not told to all who participated 
in the workshops. It seemed to emerge as an unexpected gift of nar-
rative from person to person. What then should I, as good, or good 
bad ethnographer, do about or with the story?

In Alice in Wonderland (1957 [1986]) the characters of Lewis Car-
roll celebrate “unbirthdays.” They espouse this as a recommended pol-
icy, since people have many more unbirthdays than they do birthdays. 
As ethnographers, we always have questions we never ask, because 
we do not have the time, or do not have the opportunity, or because 
we feel we just cannot. It is likely that we have many more unques-
tions that remain unasked than we have questions. During her tell-
ing of this story, I became aware of the unquestions I was not asking, 
even though perhaps the solely good ethnographer might have asked 
them. As the good bad ethnographer, I simply did not feel I could 
ask them. (What does the face of an infant look like if the inside of 
its mouth is burnt out, and does this matter to its mother?) Some of 
these unquestions that I never asked were related to the growing ab-
sence of the storyteller from the story itself. Unasked Unquestion #1:
Where were you when all this was going on? Presumably she would 
have been there as well, along with her mother and grandfather, a wit-
ness to the scene, and thus possibly definable as a hibakusha herself, 
and not just the daughter of a hibakusha. Unasked Unquestion #2 (a 
corollary to #1): Was it really the uniqueness of being the daughter of 
a Christian, or being the daughter of a hibakusha, or some combina-
tion of both, that made her being different so difficult in a society in 
which pressure to conform to norms is so great?

And so on, and so on, with many other unqueries. Unasked Un-
questions grouping #3 (a missed opportunity to bring in standard eth-
nographic questions related to anthropological kinship concerns): So, 
what happened to father (your own, not your mother’s or father’s)? 
Was he there with the rest of the family? Was he off to the war as was 
commonly the case with men his age at the time? Did he have a war 
related death, or did he survive and not remain with the family af-
ter the war? Unasked Unquestions grouping #4: Why the growing 
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absence of the storyteller from the story? And what about that little 
white line “do-hickey” that runs across your eye? Is that from age, is 
it genetic, or did it have anything to do with . . . ? (It would be a few 
years later, while doing work in conjunction with the fiftieth anniver-
sary of the atomic bombings for a special symposium organized by 
Alan Wolfe at the University of Oregon, that I would read about the 
“classic cataract” effect experienced by many bomb survivors. I think 
it likely that this explained the eye, but cannot confirm this, because I 
was being the good bad ethnographer, and thus did not ask this ques-
tion that the solely good ethnographer likely would have, and thus 
did not pin down the facts on this one.)

At the beginning of this story–yarn, I mentioned Wolcott’s discussion 
of our difficulties with questions. Wolcott points out that sometimes we 
bring our own cultural “baggage” about what can and cannot prop-
erly be brought up in conversation. Wolcott writes, “Question-asking 
is culturally-specific; we follow our own implicit rules in the absence 
of anything better to guide us” (1999, 56). Sometimes, Wolcott ar-
gues, this is based on restrictions in our own culture, and it might be 
possible to discover that more can be asked than we imagined (Wol-
cott 1999, 56). I think something a little different was happening in 
the interaction described above. It can also be valid sometimes to al-
low oneself not to ask certain questions even if one knows one can.

Finally, there was Unasked Unquestion #5. Although never asked, 
at least orally, this one seemed clearly present during the telling of 
the tale. It was related to the unquestion of the distancing of story-
teller from the story. It was not just the unquestion mentioned above, 
“where were you?” but the unquestion “where are you?” At the end 
of the story about the woman who lost her two little boys to death 
and learned she did not have the power to keep them in life, this un-
question was there as a presence. It was in me, in the air, in the in-
betweenness of us, storyteller and story receiver. As the unquestion 
hung between us, so likely did a look, and to that look the storyteller 
answered the unquestion, without actually answering it. In her fi-
nal mention of the woman who had to accept that her two sons had 
died, her look met mine, and her response to my unasked unquestion 
brought her back to the story and back into a direct relationship to 
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the time, to the scene, and to the two little boys themselves. She said 
suddenly, watakushi no otō  to-tachi, “my little brothers.” Maybe being 
the good bad ethnographer was OK after all, since informants were 
still answering questions, sometimes even those never asked.

Conclusions

In the end, I argue for recognition of the possible art of being the good 
and the good bad ethnographer, allowing for possible alternations be-
tween applying careful and explicit methods and pursuing another 
sort of understanding through insights born out of the unexpected 
encounters that emerge in the field context, and out of evolving rela-
tionships. Doing so can allow us to perform appropriate ethnogra-
phy in ordinary and extraordinary circumstances. Clearly, there are 
good reasons for set research objectives. However, we should also re-
main open to experiences and insights that come from outside their 
parameters. Otherwise, we relinquish too much in our search for the 
full range of knowing about human cultures and experience. For this 
reason, I cannot so easily embrace the assertion that anthropology is, 
and must only be, a science in the strict sense. Like Wolcott (1999,
10), I think that we are continually constructing the “proper place” 
of anthropology among, as he says “the social sciences,” wondering 
if perhaps that should not read instead “among the humanities”?7

Finding anthropology’s “proper place” among the disciplines, and 
the “proper approaches” to good ethnography are issues potentially 
much more complicated than some of the models discussed earlier in this 
essay would suggest. In addition to those methodological approaches 
that are explicit and systematic, there is also a place for those that 
build upon more reflexive engagements of ethnographers and hosts. 
Wolcott writes, “As you will discover, I lean heavily on the integrity of 
the ethnographer to figure what he or she is up to rather than admon-
ishing everyone to work at devising grand theories or themes” (1999,
14). In other words, for some, anthropology is more of a science in 
search of law; for others, it is an interpretive exploration of meaning 
or of stories, the stories of other people’s lives and how we come to 
know them. Like Geertz, I lean toward the latter paradigm.



Millie Creighton

413

Although a renewed call for scientism in anthropology may be more 
and more often heard, as reflected in the orientations of some of the 
texts reviewed earlier, other methods’ texts indicate that Wolcott’s 
view is not unique. Also drawing on John Berger’s work in Ways of 
Seeing, Anna Grimshaw focuses on the idea of vision and seeing as an 
anthropological metaphor. She contends that there is not one view of 
what anthropology is (or should be) but contrasting ways of seeing 
the discipline and seeing within the discipline. She writes:

There are a number of kinds of anthropological visuality or ways 

of seeing making up the modern project. . . . Indeed, anthropology 

is characterized by what I call its distinctive ways of seeing. . . . 

For, as we will discover, the modern project has different visions 

contained within it. It is sometimes conceived to be about the cu-

mulation of scientific knowledge, a process by which the world is 

rendered knowable; but in other cases it may be concerned with 

ethnographic understanding as a process of interrogation, a means 

of disrupting conventional ways of knowing the world; or, modern 

anthropology might be considered to involve transformations, in-

tense moments of personal revelation. (Grimshaw 2001, 7)

Other approaches to methods likewise argue for multiple possibilities 
of interpreting the anthropological project. Claire (2003) provides in-
sights to novel approaches to methods, defining them as “expressions 
of ethnography” rather than as tools of fact collecting. Czarniaws-
ka’s (2004) work places renewed emphasis on the role of narratives 
as a method of social science research. Then there are others, such as 
Aunger (2004) who argues for a return to anthropology as science, 
but, in doing so, attempts to bring together reflexive analysis to com-
bine empirical forms of data collecting with postmodern objectives 
through reflexive realism.

Through a “more and more scientistic” orientation (Grimshaw 2001,
7) we have managed to demystify anthropology. Perhaps it is time to 
allow some of the mystery and some of the magic back into the art of 
managing meaningful fieldwork in the pursuit of knowledge. I am not 
suggesting that we revert to the “fieldwork is like childbirth” anal-
ogy that says “you can’t really figure out what it is like until you’ve 
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done it, and then you can’t possibly explain it.” Those who empha-
size scientific rigor in their research justly react against such a stance.
We do not need that kind of mystification. We can explain childbirth 
and teach techniques to help prepare people for it, and we can explain 
and provide tools and techniques to help researchers with fieldwork. 
I refer to putting back the mystery and the magic in another sense. It 
is the human mystery, in the sense that Gomes (1996), a theological 
scholar, posits as being at the basis of the existence of life, and of re-
lationships. If one is ever to truly understand experience, life, and re-
lationships, these are things that must at some point be seen not just 
as facts (to be collected around their peripheries) but as forms of a 
mystery that one must enter into. Since anthropology is, at heart, try-
ing to understand the meanings humans have come to have about life 
and experience, perhaps we can also recognize the validity of field ex-
periences that arise from a willingness to move out of our minds, and 
instead to enter into that mystery.

Some scientific views of anthropology assert that ethnography is 
not about the ethnographer. I would agree that there can be a prob-
lem when ways of telling shift overly emphatically from the ethno-
graphic eye to the ethnographic I. However, ethnography is also about 
the reflective understandings gained through the experiences of the 
ethnographer, and therefore, in some sense, the ethnographer is not 
only the teller but an aspect of the telling, and, in the end, of what is 
told. This is true even for specific data-collection methods such as in-
terviews. Despite arguing for scientific cultural anthropology, Aunger 
recognizes: “In the case of interviewing, the data collection situation 
involves recognition that there are two active participants, the inter-
viewer and the informant (each of which has a number of relevant 
characteristics)” (2004, 42). Some anthropologists, such as Bernard, 
argue for the importance of specific systematic method use, claiming 
that “anthropology has always been about methods” (1998, 9). In 
contrast, Wolcott makes the case that, at its historic beginnings, there 
was little emphasis on methods in anthropology, and that shifts in the 
concepts of methods and the nature of methods used have long been 
part of the anthropological engagement (1999, 41–42). He prefers an 
understanding of ethnography as process, and even argues for the use 
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of phrases such as ethnographic techniques, or ethnographic research, 
rather than references to ethnographic methods.

Anthropology has been the discipline long teaching that different 
human beings have different valid ways of understanding what it 
means to be human. Perhaps the time has come to accept the possi-
bility that anthropologists might validly have different ways of under-
standing what the anthropological project means and how it should 
be carried out. If so, it should be possible to embrace an anthropol-
ogy that admits to different ways of seeing and allows different ways 
of telling. Anthropology is somewhere among and between the sci-
ences, the social sciences, and, yes, the humanities. If there is an al-
ternate identity by which the discipline might be known, let it not be 
the natural experiments discipline, the garbage can discipline, or the 
leftovers discipline.8 Perhaps there are new ways we could think of 
anthropology’s central emphases on people and on place, whether 
the field is geographically far away, or increasingly close to home (re-
membering that sometimes places closer to home can be more diffi-
cult to get to than places far away).9 Perhaps, as anthropologists have 
long argued is the case within cultures, it is possible to have engage-
ments in magic and science at the same time. Perhaps it might even 
be possible to recognize that anthropology is sometimes a discipline 
of “Peculiar Traveling Suggestions,” otherwise known as “Dancing 
Lessons from God.”

Notes

In completing this article, I ran up against the process of uprooting my usual life and ac-
ademic work in Vancouver to take up a year’s work as a visiting professor at Ritsumei-
kan University in Kyoto, Japan. Since I could not finalize the essay before departure, I was 
left with the difficulties of securing the materials I needed to finish from my bookshelves 
in Vancouver, or by struggling through Japanese academic bureaucracy to get the English 
texts on ethnographic field methods that indeed were available somewhere in Japan, but 
not always easily accessible. I am grateful to my colleague Patrick Moore for our e-mail 
exchanges identifying newly emerging methods texts, and to Masa Kagami and Eirin Ka-
gami for shipping me materials that I needed while in Japan.

1. I was a student of the three-week National Science Foundation “methods camp” in 
Gainesville, Florida, in the summer of 1993. At that time, participants were chosen through 
a competitive application process and were expected to be post-doctoral anthropologists 
with teaching appointments at major universities. The year I participated, Steve Borgatti 
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and Russ Bernard were the instructors. Bert Pelto was also to have been an instructor, but 
circumstances did not allow his participation in that particular year.

2. In Japan, citizenship is tied to being entered on a family-line registration system, so 
one either has to be added to an existing family registration, or be the initiator of a new 
one (a much rarer occurrence). With the assumption that women marry out of their natal 
families, where they are “crossed out” and written into the husband’s family (true in the 
overwhelming majority of cases), Japanese law recognized citizenship only through a Japa-
nese father in most cases. A woman was not allowed to pass citizenship to her children un-
til changes in the Japanese family act in 1983. At that time, those with a Japanese mother 
could apply and receive citizenship but had to assume a Japanese name. There were many 
contradictions to this earlier system in terms of children of mixed parentage. For exam-
ple, children of Japanese men who had moved and taken permanent residence abroad were 
granted Japanese citizenship at birth even though they were born and raised elsewhere, 
whereas children born and raised in Japan to a Japanese mother but not a Japanese father 
did not receive Japanese citizenship.

3. In including this quotation from Wolcott, I believe it should be made clear that he is 
not criticizing those who are willing to set off with no “clear idea of exactly where they 
are headed” but, conversely, seems to be poking fun at those who cannot set out without a 
plan. For context, I include more of the quotation here: “Place and purpose have to inter-
sect. For the ethnographer I think there is no necessary order as to which must come first. 
Here I put emphasis on place because I think it somewhat peculiar to ethnography that 
where one conducts research plays such an important role. . . . When the question comes 
first—a seemingly more logical way to begin for those who can’t set out until they have a 
clear idea of exactly where they are headed—recognition must still be given to the fact that 
place will impose constraints anyway, so one’s guiding question(s) must still be fine-tuned 
and adjusted to the situation” (Wolcott 1999, 39–40).

4. I follow the convention of not capitalizing designations such as world war II as a 
means of questioning whether such a practice grants greater value to wars, potentially re-
ifies them, and thus enters into their repetition.

5. Prejudice against Ainu in Japan has been so strong that, when this organization was 
initiated, there was even reluctance to use the word “Ainu” in the title of the organization. 
Hence, it was instead called Utari Kyokai. Utari is an Ainu word meaning “friend” and 
kyokai is a Japanese word meaning “association.” At different times, there have been de-
bates over changing the name. When the organization started in 1946 it was actually called 
the Hokkaidō Ainu Kyokai, but there was a decision to change the name at the organiza-
tion’s general meeting in 1960 because some members felt uncomfortable with the use of 
the term Ainu because it carried such strong discrimination in Japan; the constitution mod-
ified the name change in 1961 (Creighton 1995c, 78, note 7). Since that time, some Ainu 
have been encouraging re-embracing the name “Ainu” in the title, but at the time of my in-
volvement here, the organization went by the name of Utari Kyokai.

6. In a recent book, Merry White suggests the pressures that have existed in Japan for 
people to conform to some kind of expectations of normalcy in social roles, in her cho-
sen title, Perfectly Japanese: Making Families in an Era of Upheaval. The book deals with 
examples of “normal” Japanese today, showing that many individuals and families ac-
tually live lives—often like the women in this story that depend on circumstances rather 
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than choice—that are somehow at variance with continually recreated assertions of what 
is “normal” in Japan.

7. This theme also runs through talks and sermons presented by Gomez as the Plummer 
Professor of Theology at Harvard University.

8. Wolcott points out that some have posited anthropology as the “science of leftovers” 
(1999, 10).

9. Umberto Eco makes the analogy between art and cultural anthropology when he says 
that both efficiently take on the role of imperialism’s guilty conscious: “And so the last beach 
ideology develops its thirst for preservation of art from an imperialistic efficiency, but at the 
same time it is the bad conscience of this imperialistic efficiency, just as cultural anthropol-
ogy is the bad conscience of the white man who thus pays his debt to the destroyed prim-
itive cultures” (Eco 1986, 39).
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