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review articles

a guide to the perplexed ethnographer in an age of
sound bitas

JAMES W. FERNANDEZ—Universily of Chicago

Fieldnoles: The Making of Anthropoiogy. ROGER SANJEK, ed. Ithaca, NY: Cornell Uni-
versity Press, 1990. xviii + 429 pp., figures, photographs, notes, references, index.

fieldiexts

Of more significance than we might think in the continuity of cultural traditions in the duing
of anthropoiogy are the books—that small sheli—that we Lake with us to the ficld. These serve
variously as exemplars of the kind of ethnography we hope 1o achieve, as aides-mdémoires 10
the kinds of questions we should be asking, as detailed accounts of the historical ur ccological
conlexts in which we are working, or as simply entertainment or diversion—surcease from the
tensions of everyday life in the field. In my generation War and Peace was recommcended as
night-table reading under the pressure lamp. It or any other uf the Russian classics affered tran-
scendent perspectives on the smaller-scale comedies and tragedies that were our daily fare,
Perhaps a subsequent companion volume in a minor key 1o the major compendium we have
beflore us here would be tided Fieldtexts.

These fieldtext influences occur to me because | have just had the occasion Lo visit a student
working in the field in a village in the former Deutsche Demakralische Republik, Sanjek’s Fiofd-
notes, only a year out, already figured prominently among the 15 to 20 books she had upon
her shell. Conspicvously alisent, at least for an anthropologist of my field generation (mid-fiftics
lo mid-sixties), was Notes and Queries on Anthropology (Royal Anthropological Inslitute
1951), that British compendium of compleat inquiry useful to several generations of antlo-
pologists in reminding us of everything we had not inquired about—before it was too late to
ask,

Notes and Queries was {ull of praclical advice about the conduct of fieldwark too, although
ithad mainly colonial contexts in mind. One advisory | wish | hat not ignored concerned biring
native assistants from the coastal fleshpots and bringing them into the mose innocent inlerior.
Impressed by his savoir faire—he presented himself as cook, clerk, confidant, and general fac-
totum—TI hired such a man with, as predicted, much subsequent tribulation. Palricio certainly
taught me a thing or wo. But some of the lessons were there in Notes and Gueries. And, of
course, there were all those questions on the various aspects of culture and sociely that we
could review—despairingly at times—lo see how adequate our own inquiry had been. | found
Notes and Queries a useful (if stern and rather hectoring) field companion, and my frequent
consultation of it is evidenced by its many dog-eared pages.

American Ethnologist 2006:179-184. Copyright © 1993, Amesican Anthrapxalogical Assac

a guide to the perplexed ethnographer 179




No doubt, quile beside its colonialist air, the unrellective “fact-linding and fact-gathering”
nature of the inquiry proposed in Notes and Queries contrasts strikingly with what is afool in
Fieldnotes.! There is litlle of a prescriptive, cookbook relationship between the matlers dis-
cussed here and field research, and cerlainly no assumption that questions and answers have
a transparent relerence. As is lypical of the age, Whis is largely a collection—a very good one by
and large—of reflection and metacommentary on laking and using (ieldnotes. As its subititle
suggests, this is a compendium that deconstructs the “making of anthropology” and is not pri-
marily a handbouok to doing it. Wilh sume exceptions,? it is by indirections that the meditative
fieldwarker will, in reading this collection as a fieldtext, find direclions out.

This must be particularly the case if, as is [requently argued in this book, lieldnole work is an
art rather than a science—such that there can be few directions that will suit every lieldworker
and every field situation. Notes and Queries presumed that fieldnoles were or could be, in the
end, very public documents produced out of commonly understood questions answerabie in,
ultimately, a common idiom. Fieldnotes takes a more relativistic position and argues for the
maost part that, in fact, they have been private documents susceplible to diverse creative uses.
Notes and Queries pointed toward ethnographies with very similar formats. Fiekinotes es-
pouses greater “textual relativism’* and points the way to that creative diversification of eth-
nographic writing that is presently taking place.

fieldwords

If this collection is sparse in the guestions it offers to the lieldworker for the direct acquisition
of field materials—1the forte of Notes and Queries—it is, in contrast, rich in the words it offers
for the reconceptualization {at least more adequate conceplualization) of the whole process of
fieldnote-anchored fieldwork and the wriling up of fieldwork.? This semantic enrichment may
inevilably be a conseguence of the reflective mode and of the kind of meditative melacom-
mentary that is present here. In fact, we have long needed a more fine-grained and nuanced
vocabulary lor discussing the entire process.

Thus, for example, we are given the distinclions between “‘scralchnotes,” “‘fieldnotes
proper,” “headnotes,” and “filednotes.” The first are those hurried or surreptilious joltings in
shirtpocket notebooks that will be later expanded and composed in quieler and more removed
momenls, Many a slip is possible between the full cup of daily human interaction, which we
can but scratchily register, and our later articulation of it in the more measured pronounce-
menls of fieldnoles proper, An even greater and possibly more hazardous distance lies between
these fieldnoles and the filednotes we laler prepare upon return to the academy, where (using
David Plath’'s phrase) we ‘‘confer note’” upon Lhe events and create actors out of the persons of
the field. Anthropologists, by and large and in the end, spend much more time with filednotes
than with fieldnotes proper. And it is a virtue of this collection, David Plath’s chapter particu-
larly, to have brought 10 our allention that deconstructive and reconstructive aclivity, for filing
always involves the breaking down and recombining of notes. It is a virtue to have distinguished
between the “context of discovery,” in which fieldnoles are central, and the conlexts of “or-
ganization”” and of “’presentation,” in which they are not.

Mostinteresling is Lhe idea of “*headnotes” offered to us by Simon Gutenberg in his perceptive
“Thirly Years of Fieldnoles.” This idea helps clarify for us why it is so dilficult to make use of
another's fieldnotes. A great deal of what we know about the field, matters of register, emoational
tone, point of view, weighting, and many field facts as well, never gets wrillen down, These
things remain in the head in silent dialogue with what is actually wrilten or Lo be more directly
consulled laler al the time of wriling up. These headnotes come 1o have an authoritalive dom-
inance—a transforming power—aover Lhe fieldnoles proper of which we must iry to be aware
and to which we are accountable. There are two important chapters here, both treating the
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reworking of mid-1930s material, that point up the problem of interpolating all that is not pres.
ent {or is present only as headnotes) in olhers’ fieldnotes: Nancy Lutkehaus working with Cam-
illa Wedgewood's New Guinea notes; and Rabert Smith seeking to attune himself to al the
hidden veices in Elfa Lury Wiswell’s Japan notes used in the writing of The Wormen of Suye
Mura (Smith and Wiswell 1952).

Animportant part of realizing the shadow presence of headnotes in fieldnoles is recopnizing
that unlike lieldnotes, which have a cryographic nature—a “frozen in tlime"” quality—head-
nates are susceplible to the warm winds of ever-changing theorelical debate. Ficldnotes, as
Ottenberg, George Bond, and Rena Lederman tamong others) point out, are very much the
product of their times and of now-moribund theoretical and ethical debates. That seems 1o boe
why many people feel slightly discomfitied when returning o them, Headnotes, however, are
ever-changing and capable of giving new inlerprelations of past notes. For as headnotes are
finally brought fully to bear upon fieldnotes in the act of writing up, the original notes underyo
not anly a diminution of importance but also a sea change. This book makes rewarding ac:w-
mentary on these sublle transformative reworkings. ’

We carry away from this volume, then, a much belter grasp of the complex interactive dy-
namic of scratchnotes, fieldnotes, headnotes, and filednotes. And, ironically for a Louk osten-
sibly about fieldnoles alone, in this wider underslanding fieldnote 1aking and preserving is (as
James Clifford points out) decentered from its pride of place in anthropology. We come (o see
fieldnotes as just a part of a much longer and more camplex and subtie, multilayered process
of ethnography, in which “inscription,” “transcription,” and “*description” deliver us up 1o the
much larger contexts involved in engaging, knowing, and interpreting the other. Al moments
in such an argument fieldnotes shrink, virtually, to the stalus of “mnemonic artelacts,” or
“Proustian cups of tea,” evocative of complex associations and secondary elaborations found
however, not mainly in themselves but in the head. .

fieldpaths

The publication of this reflective collection certainly brings to an end the long prevailing
siluation in anthropology where, in George Stocking’s phrase, fieldwork was more “enacied
than analyzed.” For here we are given (most perceptively of all in the chapter by Lederman)
considerable insight into the cansiant, frequently contingent, negotiations that go on in this
enaciment, There is the negotiation, for example, between tocal colloguial speech and colfe-
gial discourse, between local voices and the once and future professional voices to whom we
must inevitably relate. Most of these negotiations come down in the end io questions about the
adequacy of categories: those brought to the field and those, tested by the field or fearnced in
il, 1o be brought back from it.

But while this collection is usefully forthcoming on these field problems and the anxiciies
and uncertainties attendant on them it also provides us with useful knowledge about the ficld
procedures and (ield commitments that comprise that forthcomingness. Sanjek in an important
final chapter* treats such field procedures and the resultant ethnographic commitments as pos-
sible salutions to the perennial problem of ethnographic validity. It might be more plausible 1o
treat them as responses to the problems of reliability and credibility in ethnography. For while
this coflection does not, in my reading, solve the problem of ethnographic validity (indeed, it
complicales itV—a problem, after all, bound up in a different discourse, that of experimenlal
science—it does force us to consider the nature of reliable fieldwork and credible ethnography,

Take, for example, the path metaphor as applied here 1o fieldwork. This collection first sug-
gests the variety of paths taken by various anthropologists in successful fieldwork—the range
of reliability and credibility—and, second, encourages credibility by calfing for the explicit dis-
cussion of the paths taken in compiling fieldnotes. For fieldwork, after all, is pathiinding, and

a guide 10 the perplexed ethnographer 181




fieldnotes are the product of that pathlinding. They are a product of the precincts and persons
to whase doars we have beaten a path and hence have relied upon. By being forthcoming and
explicit about this pathiinding, about this system of reliances, the “who™ and “what” and
where we have relied upon, we contribute ta ethnographic credibilily. Fieldnotes are refiable
and ethnography is credible to the degree that the elhnographer is aware of his or her lieldpaths,
which is 1o say system of reliances, and makes the reader aware of these fieldpaths as well.

It is not necessarily the case that tightly circumscribed fieldpaths and narrow consullations
which result in more narrowly locused work are 10 be disvalued. As much is 1o be said for the
method of intensity as for that of extensity. I is, rather, that the credible cthnographer, the one
entitled 1o our confidence, is forthcoming about the ficklpaths taken, the kind of situated lis-
tenings, observings, and guestionings that resulled, and the relation of those paths and situa-
tions to the ethnography itsell. This collection suggests other, accessory field lechnigues thal
will fructify dyis pathlinding—the genealogical method, significant “event,” and “linked event
attunement,” for example—but by highlighting the notion of the “paths” of fieldwork, itis a
valuable aid to achieving reliabitity and eventual credibility.

fieldframes

When focusing on fiekinotes themselves, or even upon fieldwork itself, we tend to give lo
them and to it an aulochthony they do not passess. | have spoken of reshaping and refining
fieldnotes into filednotes. The reduction can be drastic. “Sometimes you feel,” in Plaiy's telling
image, “like the Curies, boiling down tons of pitchblende, bucketful by buc ketiul, just to obtain
a splash of luminusity” {p. 374). This collection of anticles is particularly strong in pointing up
the subsequent Lransformations that fieldwork and fieldnotes undergo. Biut on the uther end of
this whole process, at its inception, is how fieldwork and fieldnote laking are framed (“pre-
“figured” or “pre-encoded” in Clifford’s lerms).

Much more is involved here than the hypotheses or propositions we Lake to the (ield 10 be
tested, for the hyputheses themselves are pre-encoded. They are first of all a matier of the pre-
vailing narrations, the framing stories about the vectors in cultural dynamics and intercultural
relations that have captured the imaginations of a particular generation of lieldworkers. Edwaid
Bruner argued that in Native American studies there had been a sea change irom the prevailing
nartative of assimilation to that of resistance.s The narratives prevalent in the academices from
which the fieldwork is planned are bound to influence the research planned and to frame what
is considered fieldnote-worthy in the research process itself.

This collection says much less about this ““other end” of fieldnotes, although, 1o be sure, it is
treated under the rubric of fieldwork framed from what Sanjek calls a “WMWM (or WMWF)”
(Western, middle-class, white male or lemale) perspective:

Flow different the history of anthropology would be if it were writien nat about the awakening of an-
thropological interest in other cullures by Western/middie-classfwhite/mates Lor females] . . . bul also
about the awakening of cultural awareness and ethnographic seli-reflection by people of color with the
stimulus and assistance of (but also appropriation by) WMWM anthropalogy. {p. 407|

Such an argument, besides calling, at the least, for a “radical widening” of anthropology’s
membership, also asks us to consider {despile the interpretive variety made evident here) some-
thing typical in the way that WMWM/F fieldworkers frame Lheir lieldwork and fieldnotes. The
chapter by Christine Obbo may be taken as an itlustration of this difference in framing. The
majority of the chapters here work (perceptively, to be sure) to figure out illuminating compar-
isons for fieldnote taking—what such a process of inscription and description can be under-
stood as similar to—ar lo figure out how f(ieldnotes relate to the whole ethnographic enter-
prise—what part of the whole they are. These efforts are conducted often enough in a centain
ironic register that is partially produced by the detachment of “the West from the Rest,” and

182 american ethnologist

partially from comparing the former blind acceptance in anthropology of fieldnotes as trans-
parent registers of fact with current ideas of their constrycled and partial nature.

Oblxy's chapler, “Adventures with Fieldnotes,” is a very diflerent essay. liis literal argument
very serious in tone and hardly suspect of irany. Obbo is concerned with the politics of ¢ih-
nographic knowledge and with the appropriation, not to say exploitation, of the (ieldndaes of
native ethnographers by WMWM/F ethnographers——the exploitation of the rest by the West,
For Qbbho this is apparently a subject o serious 1o be treated through double entendres or
other ironic “figurings out.”” The point is that she has lramed both her essay and fGeldnotes
themselves in a much different way than the WMWMMAWMWE contributors 10 this volune,

Sa fieldnotes are framed according to that pan of the universe one comes from and the bopes,
in this case of enlightenment or exploitation, that are central Lo one’s worldview. A (ull explo-
ralion of the tropes that prefigure and pre-encode fieldnotes may well be the next order of busi-
ness that follows upon this inferming and satisfying banquet of essays. But while this may be
an appropriale endnote 1o this review of Fieldnates, it is still, perhaps, 1o open-coded .
relativizing. For in the end, in the best essays here, there is a commitment Lo some endur
verilies of ethnography that go beyond the transitory figuring out of its nature and the atteradant
ironies of such refleclion. Before pushing away from the table we should recugnize a commil-
ment here lo a set of field values very like what Gillian Feeley-Hamik has called the “ermpuithy,
scrupulousness and concreteness” (1991:xx) that lie behind fair-minded and revelateny cth-
nography.©

The culinary metaphor for flieldwark and fieldnote taking is thematic in this collection: the
final ethnography as the glaze or “nappe” unilying the meaty diversity of the fickdnates 4. !
the fieldnoles as the uncooked, the elthnography as the cooked (p. 343)
making and the filednotes as the baking of anthropology (p. 375} As familiar as these fipurigg
out of the ethnographic process may be, in this media age what we should want to avaid is 1
superficial and lendentious compilation and use of fieldnotes—used not as lead-ins ta an ever
more profound understanding of the human condition in local terms but as “ethnobiles” culled
to feed other purpases. This collection is dedicated to the next generation of ethnopiaphers,
May they read it carefully whether in the field or out. For the “empathy, scrupulousiess and
concreteness” thal we sense at work here in the best of these chaplers, whatever the atiendam
ironies of the age, should go a long ways in forewarning and forearming them against the

P

sound-bite cannibalism—o frame fieldnote “1aking™ in another idiom—of the modern world.

liehlnalos as the

notes

'} don’t wanl to imply that the gencration of ficldworkers with whom | identify was simply naive and
mechanistic aboul “fact finding.” Indeed, Charles Frake's article “Notes on Queries in LI
{1904) became une of (he cove texts of that generalion.

%n such a large compendium these are, to be sure, chapiters, sections, and passapes interested i greater

Anthropological Institute 19513, which they, otherwise, recommend as a still valualdle fieldiext.

1 mean to suggest the predominant cryographic or cryucentric mode of preserving the multisensory liceld
experiences by “freezing” them inmo wrilten form. In this muilimedia day and age other, morne dine
anatogic forms of anchonng and preservieg these experiences, such as extonsive videolaping, ae surcly
possible. Indeed, as Plath implies, reflecting on fieldaotes in a media age Lrings into question and greatly
widens our nolions of what it is 10 “document” reality.

L oupht t he said that Sanjek is much more than an entreprencurial editor of the Kind who limits bis
robe o of stimulating and introducing the work of his colleagues. The pretace and Gyve imponang
chapkess, which bring each of the five parts 10 an enriching conclusion, make him a major and cential
counteibutor. This is very much his book.
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*tdward Bruner's “Ethnography as Narrative’ {1986} is among the most perceplive and pithy analyses
{among many) that appeared in the 19805 on the centrality of narrativity in anthropology and cognate social
and humaa sciences,

*Feeley-llarnik’s A Green Estate: Resturing independence in Madagascar (1991) is a recent instance of
that reliability and credibility in ethnography. . .
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