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CULTURE XV(1), 1995

Commentaire / Review Article

Along the Empirical Road: An Extended Review of
Michael Jackson's Paths Toward a Clearing
Wayne Fife *

Normally, a book is reviewed within a few 
years of ifs appearance. In this case, I plan to offer 
an extended review of a book that has been around 
since 1989: Paths Toward a Clearing: Radical 
Empiricism and Ethnographie Inquiry, a study of the 
cattle-keeping Kuranko of Northeastern Sierra 
Leone. I am doing this because I believe this book 
has not received the attention that it deserves and 
that it would be useful to offer a serious considér
ation of where it might fit into contemporary 
issues in anthropological theory. Can it, for exam
ple, help lead us out of the impasse posed in the 
current debate over "objectivist" versus "subjec- 
tivist" forms of anthropology and help to develop 
a new kind of empiricism that does justice to both 
the particular and universal aspects of human life? 
This seems to be a question worth pondering.

I did not begin to think seriously about 
Jackson's book by accident. A longstanding inter
est in the pragmatism of William James and John 
Dewey had already led me to a point where I con- 
sidered it axiomatic that ethnographie truth 
always remains an artifact of the methodology of 
research construction (e.g. see James, 1940; Dewey, 
1982). Like Jackson, somewhere along the line I 
began to see the possibility of a form of empiricism 
that could be both non-positivistic and nonessen- 
tialistic (or at least, less essentialistic, see Carrier, 
1992 regarding this latter point). Another way to 
state that would be to say that we can use Jackson's 
book to begin a considération of how we can miti- 
gate against the "ocular" bias of positivistic social 
science within anthropology in a fruitful fashion 
(on the ocular bias, see Jackson, 1989: 6; Stoller, 
1992: 213).

When I was reading Jackson's book I began to 
flag passages of agreement, as well as those that 
seemed to take us down less useful paths, to steal 
a metaphor from the author. While finishing the 
concluding chapter, "On Ethnographie Truth," I 
realized that in some ways my reading had reca- 
pitulated the understandings that Jackson, folio w- 
ing the work of Michel Foucault, calls similitude, 
différence, and history. I would therefore like to 
présent some of the fruits of my rumination 
regarding Jackson's projections through a narra
tive that parallels the above forms of knowledge. 
In other words, I will begin by presenting areas of 
agreement, move on to areas of disagreement, and 
conclude with some considérations of where this 
book fits into the more recent history of anthropo
logical theory.

SIMILITUDE

I will start with some of the content of 
Jackson's writings with which I am in most sym- 
pathy and that I believe contain the most useful 
lessons for anthropology today. The first and prob- 
ably the foremost among these is Jackson's insis- 
tence on, as he puts it in the title of Chapter Nine, 
"Thinking Through the Body." Throughout this 
work, Jackson projects himself into the text 
through descriptions of his physical, emotional 
and intellectual encounters with individual 
Kuranko. I agréé with him when he says that "our 
task is to find common ground with others and 
explore our différences from there" (1989: 17). 
Doing ethnography in this mariner will allow us to 
remain committed to the laudable task of under- 
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standing and sorting what may be universal in 
human expériences from what remains particular 
and in ali likelihood only partially translatable. In 
a moving section of Chapter Five, Jackson explains 
how the expérience of his wife's death eventually 
led him to a fuller understanding of both the living 
and the dead.

In the weeks after my wife's death, so strong- 
ly did I feel her presence that I lived my life 
among phantoms and feared for my sanity. 
Gradually I learned that this reaction to loss 
was not unusual. I also began to see how my 
own expérience might be compared to the 
expérience of Kuranko people, who speak of 
the dead not as remote abstractions but as 
living expériences (1989: 67).

This is an excellent example of how a shared 
and in some sense universal human expérience 
(and perhaps more than human, see Zeller, 1991 on 
how primates deal with grief) can lead us to 
insight regarding such "exotic" traditions as div
ination, reinterment of the dead, the collection of 
skeletal relies, or any of the other activities sur- 
rounding death that researchers expérience among 
the various peoples with whom we work.

Not ail forms of "lived expérience," to use 
Jackson's favorite expression concerning this 
method of research, has to be this dramatic to be 
useful. Expériences do not even need to be immé
diate or singular events. A good example of this is 
found in Chapter Seven, entitled "The Man Who 
Could Tum into an Eléphant." He reports that 
"from the very first months of my fieldwork 
among the Kuranko I was enthralled by anecdotes 
and reports of human beings who were able to 
transform themselves into animais" (Jackson, 1989: 
102). Going on to explain that for years his image 
of shape-shifting was conditioned primarily by his 
own expériences of nights alone in the "dark 
forests of New Zealand," where unexplained nois
es or semi-perceived movements would bring to 
mind fearful childhood "taies of hobgoblins and 
genies." He partially "explained" shape-shifting to 
himself through the use of similar images regard
ing the descending darkness, suddenly moving 
figures, and "tricks of the light" in the forests and 
grasslands of Sierra Leone.

Then, in a fashion that reminds me of William 
James and his Varie ties of Religions Expérience 
(1958), Jackson shifts the ground of our under
standing so that we may embrace it in a radically 
different manner: "Rather than pursue the prob- 

lem of how these beliefs may be justified from our 
point of view, I want to examine the grounds on 
which Kuranko accept them as true" (Jackson, 
1989:103). Having established at least the possibil- 
ity of a common ground, a belief in the saliency of 
the transformation expérience however differently 
we might define it, he is then able to explore the 
particularity of this cultural theme among the 
Kuranko.

This is accomplished by moving back and 
forth between the personal story of Mohammed, a 
Kuranko man who daims to be a shape-shifter, 
and the cultural conventions that make such a 
claim plausible. This, Jackson tells us, does not nec- 
essarily dérivé from experiential reality alone.

So far we hâve seen how the belief in shape- 
shifting is grounded in Kuranko ontology 
and world view and does not dérivé its plau- 
sibility solely or directly from firsthand expé
rience or hearsay accounts. Kuranko children 
grow up with folktales in which shape-shift
ing is common and accept as true clan myths 
in which metamorphosis occurs. Such a 
grounding influences perception, makes 
hearsay reports of shape-shifting seem rea- 
sonable, and disposes a person to interpret 
certain altered states of consciousness in 
terms of shapeshifting (1989:108).

This does not mean that ail Kuranko expéri
ence or understand shape-shifting in the same way 
and Jackson does a masterful job of showing how 
Mohammed's personal history, social position, 
and vested political interests affect the présenta
tion of his ability to shape-shift. History, both per
sonal and social, is added to this inquiry when he 
describes the changes wrought in Mohammed's 
self-presentation between 1979 and 1985.

Rather than eventually reducing shape-shift
ing among the Kuranko people into psychological, 
social, or cultural "explanations" from academie 
traditions, Jackson continually plays these off 
against Kuranko traditions within the text itself. 
He steadfastly refuses to privilège any one over the 
others, creating a collage of understandings that 
combine to form a pleasing picture. There is réso
nance here, to my ears at least, with Claude Lévi- 
Strauss' notion of bricolage (1966) and Clifford 
Geertz's "thick description" (1973). Interestingly 
so, since Jackson takes such exception to Geertz's 
style of anthropology at a later point in his book. 
More will be said about this issue, but for now I 
want to remain within the common ground of 
similitude.
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A second idea that I find extremely fruitful in 
the work of Jackson is the forceful présentation of 
symbols as unprivileged objectifications of events. 
This of course strongly differentiates him from 
Lévi-Strauss, despite the stylistic similarity alluded 
to above. As Dan Sperber (1975) suggested in 
another context (his interest lying in the projection 
of a more cognitive anthropology), the meaning of 
symbols is to be found "up front" and not 
"behind" them. Jackson (1989: 136) objects to any 
interpretive scheme that "...ranks the idea over the 
event or object, while privileging the expert who 
deciphers the idea even though he or she may be 
quite unable to use the object or participate in the 
"symbolic" event. In short, I object to the notion 
that one aspect of a symbol is prior to or founda- 
tional to the other." I will give only one example 
below of how he utilizes this way of reading sym
bols within an ethnographie inquiry.

In a brilliant chapter entitled "How to Do 
Things with Stones," Jackson equates "reading" 
river pebbles or other objects in Kuranko divina
tion with certain forms of "inductive" and posi- 
tivistic social science. Although I disagree with 
him that inductive methods of research necessarily 
lead to positivistic results, I came away from this 
chapter with a new and better understanding of 
both divination and inductive science.

Jackson notes, as he did regarding shape- 
shifting, that divination is partly idiosyncratic and 
partly dépendent upon a corpus of knowledge that 
involves such diverse sources as the Quran and 
Personal dreams. He tells us that a common saying 
among Kuranko people regarding divinatory abil- 
ity is the remark: "it is in himself how he does it" 
(1989: 53). A remark that would seem to be equal- 
ly as applicable, if not as acceptable, in the more 
positivistic forms of inductive science. Too often 
we seem to want to think that the interprétation is 
"out there" or inherently "in the symbol" or "in the 
evidence" itself and find it difficult to recognize 
the créative or more artistic side of the (social) sci
ence of induction.

Another parallel can perhaps be drawn 
regarding the difficulty of challenging the "system 
of meaning" of both divination and positivism. As 
Jackson (1989: 54) states: "It is characteristic of 
Kuranko diviners that any incorrect prognosis is 
not regarded as a challenge to the veracity of the 
System; the fault is found with the diviner him
self." Ironically, although we slowly and only 

grudgingly accept individual "creativity" as a part 
of knowledge in anthropology, we remain quick to 
condemn the "poor technique" or "unimaginative 
interprétation" of individual practitioners. Maybe 
it is time to simply accept that ail research methods 
hâve built-in limitations in relation to the kinds of 
information that we can "make" them produce and 
proceed from that point forward.

Perhaps the increased concem among anthro- 
pologists about the authority of the author in 
anthropological products (Marcus and Fischer, 
1986; Clifford, 1988; Geertz,1988, for example) will 
lead toward a humbler but more pragmatic posi
tion regarding the rôle of individuals in the pro
duction of knowledge. As Jackson (1989: 55) puts it 
in relation to Kuranko diviners: "The Kuranko 
diviner clearly cornes to regard himself as a hum
ble transmitter of messages from the divinity to 
people." In effect, diviners do not so much choose 
their divinities as they are chosen by them. This is 
interesting to me as I know many anthropologists 
(however "scientific" some of their methods) who 
are willing to admit, at least in secret, that our 
"subjects" seem to choose us at least as much as we 
choose them. I would add my own endorsement to 
this, citing an ongoing préoccupation with formai 
éducation as a partial reflection of an earlier and 
problematic expérience within this social institu
tion (see Fife, 1992a; 1992b). In a similar manner, 
Jackson suggests that part of his préoccupation 
with divination had to do with his own "aleatory" 
concems. "My own consultations with Kuranko 
diviners were prompted by anxieties about my 
work, about troubling dreams, about my wife's 
health during her pregnancy" (Jackson, 1989: 63). 
This led him to a new and translatable under
standing that makes sense both in our context and 
in the Kuranko one.

On every occasion, despite the fact that I did 
not accept intellectually the assumptions 
underlying Kuranko divination, the consul
tations helped alleviate anxiety and I dili- 
gently made the sacrifices I was told were 
necessary. It is on the strength of such first- 
hand expériences of Kuranko divination that 
I argue that the psychological and existential 
changes effected by consulting a diviner are 
so immédiate and positive that the ultimate 
outcome of any prognostication of sacrifice does 
not necessarily inspire rétrospective interest in 
the truth orfalsity ofthe diviner’s original propo
sition (1989: 63, emphasis in original).
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The important point here is not that we get to 
"bare our soûls" or engage in "unfinished busi
ness" (as a Gestaltian psychologist might put it), 
but rather that moving back and forth from com- 
mon ground to particular expérience produces bet- 
ter ethnography than the alternatives of a more pos- 
itivistic social science. It allows us, for example, to 
understand both Kuranko divination and induc
tive social science to a far greater extent than we 
did before Jackson made his fortuitous comparison 
between these two forms of knowledge.

The final similitude that I wish to discuss, 
though certainly not the last area of agreement that 
I hâve with Jackson's text, concems the necessity of 
recognizing the importance of moral responsibility 
as a normal part of research products. Perhaps we 
should refer to this as the morality of the story- 
teller as some of the words Jackson offers us 
regarding storytelling among the Kuranko seems 
equally relevant to our ethnographie context. He 
suggests that the narratives as told by skilled 
Kuranko performers normally pose a moral dilem- 
ma, which anyone who happens to be in the audi
ence at the time participâtes in trying to solve.

What impressed me about Kurando story
telling was the way in which old and young 
alike participated actively in a search for 
moral meaning... each individual must arrive 
at his or her own solution to the quandary 
and refer to his or her own expérience in 
doing so. Although the unanimity reached 
by the end of the evening belies the variabil- 
ity of opinions brought forward, the most 
important point is that consensus is reached 
through participation rather than imposed 
by convention (1989: 168).

I am reminded here of the most successful 
anthropology seminars in which I hâve participat
ed as a student or a teacher. The most interesting 
ethnographie texts so often seem to be the ones 
that most directly challenge our sense of a correct 
moral order. They may seem exotic, as in Michelle 
Rosaldo's book Knowledge and Passion (1980), or 
familiar, as in Barbara Myerhoff's Nnmber Our 
Days (1978). The first challenges us to accept 
"headhunting" as a "rational" social practice 
among the Ilongot of the Philippines; the second 
forces us to examine why we allow older people to 
become invisible in North America through the 
spécifie example of elderly Jews in Venice, 
California. Both seriously question the moral 
orders we create for ourselves and strongly sug- 
gest that human life contains possibilities for expé

rience that we may not want to face or even 
acknowledge. In other words, they challenge our 
very sense of what it means to be human. The best 
ethnographies are about the issues of enlargement 
and diminishment; about how much growth some 
humans can achieve through their actions and how 
very small most of us remain because of our fears, 
préjudices, and self-imposed constraints.

DIFFERENCE

Jackson challenges us with a chapter he en- 
titles "The Witch as a Category and as a Person." I 
found this piece to be very unsettling. I oscillated 
between agreement and confusion regarding my 
own sense of morality and Jackson's answer to the 
dilemma within the story he provides regarding 
the killing of a witch among the Kuranko. This res
onates with what seems to be Jackson's own con
fusion regarding the event. He begins by telling us 
how upset he was upon finding out after an 
absence that, in the turmoil of an épidémie involv- 
ing insect-bom encephalitis, a male witch-hunting 
cuit had been called into a village. Having diag- 
nosed one man's illness as witchcraft, community 
members reacted to the distressed "confession" to 
his sister that she had practiced witchcraft upon 
him by binding her hands and feet, dragging her to 
the outskirts of the village and burying her alive in 
a shallow grave. "When Maare had finished his 
account I found it impossible not to accuse him of 
being accessory to a murder. My outrage aston- 
ished him, and he tried to help me understand" 
(Jackson 1989: 89).

This understanding hinges on the (Kuranko) 
acceptance that "A witch deserves no respect. A 
witch is not a person" (1989: 89). Jackson struggles 
to corne to terms with this understanding, at the 
same time offering the analogy that "...the pathol- 
ogy of conventional Kuranko thought, which 
déniés personhood to a woman who in extreme 
distress confesses herself a "witch," is uncannily 
like the pathology of much anthropological dis
course which buries the expérience of individual 
subject in the categories of totalizing explanation" 
(ibid.). He goes on to explain some of the contexts 
that give meaning to Kuranko assertions regarding 
witches, with an emphasis on why a woman might 
"confess" to being a witch. Then he concludes by 
stating that while on the surface it might seem that 
Kuranko women are so conditioned to bear 
responsibility for misfortune they even assent to 
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serve as men's scapegoats when pressures become 
unbearable, we hâve to move beyond this to:

...recognize that witchcraft confession is also 
a desperate stratagem for reclaiming autono- 
my in a hopeless situation.... Confession to 
witchcraft exemplifies what Victor Frankl 
calls "the last freedom" - that which remains 
to us when extemal circumstances rob us of 
the power to act: the choice of how we will 
continue our plight, the freedom to live it as 
though it were our own will....[The witch] 
dies deciding her own identity, sealing her 
own fate (1989: 101).

This is where Jackson and I part company, 
where similitude becomes différence for me. I find 
this to be just too close to blaming the victim to 
accept as a moral parameter for anthropology. At 
the same time, I do not feel comfortable in equat- 
ing a real woman's death with a type of anthropo- 
logical discourse. What works beautifully in the 
chapter on divination seems somewhat out of 
place, even a little obscene to me here. We must 
always remember that this particular woman did 
not die a metaphorical death, but a real and terrible 
one.

Perhaps another way to look at this question 
is to ask whether or not we as researchers (prag- 
matic or otherwise) are willing to accept this kind 
of an understanding regarding groups of people 
rather than individuals being killed. Would we be 
willing to "understand" génocide through refer- 
ence to similar words that Jackson speaks about 
the death of the Kuranko witch: "...she [does not] 
blindly recapitulate the stéréotypés men promul- 
gate; rather she actively uses them to give voice to 
long-suppressed grievances and to cope with her 
suffering by declaring herself the author of it" 
(1989: 101). It is probably true that there may be a 
small element of suicidai impulses in ail of us, and 
it may be true that many of us would embrace 
almost any possibility for asserting identity in the 
face of a totalizing situation, but it is not true that 
this alone is enough to "understand" the relation- 
ship between victim(s) and her, his, or their 
oppressor(s). I do not believe that most anthropol- 
ogists would ever accept this kind of an explana- 
tion for situations of génocide, so why accept it for 
individual scapegoating?

Jackson should be applauded for having the 
courage to confront this fieldwork expérience so 
that he might offer it to the rest of us as a moral 
dilemma for our considération. He obviously 

struggled long and hard with this problem and it is 
incumbent upon his readers/audience to struggle 
just as hard in their attempts at coming up with 
alternative moral solutions. My own alternative 
would suggest that we need to pay more attention 
to the critical aspects of the writings of such later 
"pragmatists" as Michel Foucault when consider- 
ing inéquitable power relations, as well as incorpo- 
rating the work of more critical anthropologists 
such as Jean and John Comaroff and Michael 
Taussig (e.g. Foucault 1965, 1979; Comaroff and 
Comaroff 1991, 1992; Taussig 1992,1993). This 
would allow us to move beyond simply under
standing the context that makes sense of witch 
hunts or other totalizing events and develop a 
more "critical pragmatism" than the pragmatism 
Jackson seems to offer us.

One of the weaknesses of an empiricism 
based on a pragmatic or phenomenological per
spective has always been that extreme relativism 
does not seem to offer us any firm basis for moral 
or critical understandings. If we reject the assertion 
that particular cultural traditions such as 
Christianity, Islam, Marxism, Democracy, and so 
forth can be privileged as a moral grounding, then 
we are left with the problem of exactly what 
grounding we can give ourselves. I would like to 
suggest the following solution to the moral dilem
ma of the death of the Kuranko witch. After think- 
ing about the story for some time, I realized that I 
did not disagree with Jackson so much as I was 
dissatisfied with what I saw as the non-resolution 
of the case. We know from his opening words that 
he was very upset with the situation, but he does 
not express these feelings as forcefully at the end of 
the essay. This suggests that we might add to what 
he said by insisting that however we leam to 
understand the situation, in the final analysis it 
remains as the enforced enactment of oppressors 
over victim. Or, as Michel Foucault might hâve 
suggested, who are those who become the victims 
of the particular institutional arrangements that 
the Kuranko set up and enforce among themselves 
and what does this tell us about power among 
these people (e.g. Foucault, 1980). In this kind of an 
analysis, the "confessed witch" remains a victim of 
these relations, whatever else we might corne to 
understand about her and other Kuranko lives 
through this dilemma. I hâve a feeling that Jackson 
may believe something similar to this himself, but 
in the struggle to write this piece his desire to 
understand his Kuranko friends may hâve gotten 
in the way of a final répudiation of their actions.
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Another différence that I hâve with Jackson's 
text hinges on the question of the proper relation- 
ship between anthropology and philosophy. He 
suggests that:

We are nowadays more confident about 
speaking of anthropology as a kind of phi- 
losophizing or writing and no longer need 
the trappings of the natural sciences to 
bestow legitimacy on what we do....We no 
longer assume that our texts hâve some kind 
of intrinsic epistemological superiority over 
theirs. Ail are, in the final considération, 
metaphors, more or less masked, for an exis- 
tential quest for meaning, and anthropology, 
like philosophy, is, in Nietzshe's famous 
phrase, "a species of involuntary and uncon- 
scious autobiography" [emphasis his] 
(Jackson, 1989:167,168).

I am in sympathy with Jackson as far as he 
goes, but again this seems somewhat incomplète. It 
is true that many ethnographers are presently try- 
ing to write less privileged texts (good examples 
include Borofsky, 1987; Taussig, 1987; Kondo, 
1990; Lindstrom, 1990; Gewertz and Errington, 
1991; Dening, 1992). In addition, as I noted above, 
I agréé that there are always éléments of autobiog
raphy within our anthropological products. 
However, I cannot accept reducing anthropology 
to only these goals, nor can I accept that our goals 
are somehow "like those of philosophy." For me, 
there has always been a fundamental différence 
between anthropological and philosophical writ- 
ings. The first are primarily focused upon the expé
riences of humans in existential situations, while 
the main referents of the second are to be found in 
the writings of other philosophers. Philosophy 
normally lacks our touchstone, the messy lives of 
actual human beings; and in tum we often lack the 
sophisticated understanding of philosophers 
regarding epistemological questions.

Jackson's concem to protect anthropology 
from the ravages of scientism has, I think, led him 
to neglect the laudable goals of a more rigorous 
empiricism. The latter remains crucial, however 
differently we might choose to define this from, or 
bring it together with, the natural sciences. 
Perhaps in his desire to help establish a more prag- 
matic anthropology he has over-determined the 
danger of scientism and functionalism, leading 
him to link these to "inductivism" and suggesting 
that ail inductive research is somehow anti-prag- 
matic. Speaking positively of the work of Gregory 
Bateson, as a model for linking both the natural sci

ences and interpretive anthropology, Jackson 
states: "Though his knowledge of natural science is 
greater than most anthropologists', there is no pre- 
tense of a 'strict' inductive method whereby gener- 
alizations and patterns emerge directly from the 
data" (1989: 185). These words resonate with oth- 
ers from his opening chapter, when he draws upon 
the work of John Dewey and Richard Rorty to 
déclare that a "...pragmatist regards open-ended, 
ongoing conversation with others as more 'edify- 
ing' than the task of completing a systematic expla- 
nation of others....In ethnography, this means 
abandoning induction and actively debating and 
exchanging points of view with our informants" 
(1989: 14).

While in general agreement, I do not see that 
it follows from this that we hâve to abandon induc
tive research in order to pursue these excellent 
goals. It may be that Jackson and I hâve very dif
ferent notions of what it means to do inductive 
research. I hâve always considered my work to be 
primarily inductive, yet hâve also often included 
myself, as observer and participant, as a normal 
and visible component of the research (e.g. Fife, 
1992a; forthcoming). Pursuing inductive research 
to me simply implies a shared assumption that the 
beginning point for interprétation and analysis is 
the information collected during the research expé
rience, rather than an abstract and extemally gen- 
erated theory. Théories may of course profitably be 
brought into the project later, as they prove to fit 
within it, rather than being used to generate exter- 
nal "hypothesis" or "propositions" for internai 
"testing." For me, the latter also remains a valid 
way for some anthropologists to conduct research. 
The problem only cornes if and when it is falsely 
claimed to be the only valid way to produce rigor
ous and useful results.

One of the reasons for our différences may be 
related to whom each of us regards as the histori- 
cal precursors of pragmatically informed anthro
pology. As the last (historical) form of knowledge 
I will apply to Jackson's work, I will make an effort 
to use this form to help combine our différences 
and similitudes toward a more effectively empiri- 
cal anthropology.

HISTORY

From the very beginning Jackson explicitly 
situâtes himself within certain philosophical and 
anthropological traditions. "My ancestors, the 
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Kuranko would say, hâve 'gone ahead': Adomo, 
Devereux, Dewey, Foucault, Heidegger, Merleau- 
Ponty, Sartre, Turner" (1989: 1). To this we should 
add the living presence in his work of Rorty, 
Herzfeld, Karp, Vonnegut, Lévi-Strauss, and per- 
haps the prime ancestor, Gregory Bateson.

This is a fine list, although I think that we 
must extend it to build a firmer foundation for a 
more adéquate anthropology. Notably absent, for 
example, are names associated with Marxist influ- 
enced trends of thought within our discipline over 
the last two décades. I am thinking here of such 
diverse researchers as Eric Wolf, Sidney Mintz, 
Jean and John Comaroff, and Michael Taussig (The 
Comaroffs and Taussig are cited above, also see 
Wolf, 1982; Mintz, 1985) . Although very different 
in their approaches, ail of these authors share a 
concem with the wider political economy that 
frames human expériences. An appréciation of the 
contribution that their work has for a newer form 
of empirical anthropology might help us to under- 
stand, for example, that while opposing the "ocu- 
lar" bias of positivistic social science with "think
ing through the body" may lead to better ethnog- 
raphy, it does not follow that the latter is any less 
artificial than the former. As Janice Boddy (1995: 
134) wamed in a recent review, we hâve to be care- 
ful with the recent trend toward "embodiment" of 
our subject matter not because we cannot see its 
benefits, but rather because we feel so at home 
with it. A perspective informed by political econo
my, for example, might suggest that we hâve 
tumed to the body not because there is anything 
more "natural" about it as a location for ethno
graphie inquiry, but rather because we find our- 
selves as researchers caught up in a moment of late 
capitalism in which the pressures for extreme 
atomism hâve never been so great. In such a situa
tion, the human body may seem to be the last irre- 
ducible social location for our research. This seems 
to be particularly true for younger academies, 
many who hâve experienced long periods of 
unemployment, underemployment, and pressures 
to leave their spouses, children, or other family 
and friends in order to become a "gypsy scholar" 
at the service of short term academie employment 
contracts. It would not be surprising if many of 
these same people (and I include myself here) feel 
more "naturally" at home with the body as a loca
tion of research than with the more institutionally 
stable ocular gaze of the past (for a similar influ
ence on the politics of "conservative" writing 
among graduate students, see Fife and Black, 
1988).

Marxist inspired researchers are not the only 
notable names missing from Jackson's list of 
important influences. I will concentrate here on 
only one, a name that in many ways can be used to 
summate a tradition of anthropological writings 
that I feel must be included for a properly rounded 
empiricism to proceed. I am referring here to the 
work of Clifford Geertz, a scholar who Jackson 
does not completely ignore but rather prefers to 
dismiss. "Replacing 'reason' with the notion of 
'meaning,' anthropologists such as Geertz invoke 
hermeneutics and rhetoric to blur the distinctions 
between science and art, a move which, in anthro
pology, risks encouraging the production of bad 
science and bad art" (1989: 177).

Perhaps Jackson's réluctance to call upon the 
work of Geertz and others of the "textual" tradi
tion stems from a desire to fight against the way 
"the word" (an adjunct of the gaze) has often been 
privileged in anthropological research. As he so 
clearly élucidâtes in his chapters "Knowledge of 
the Body," and "Thinking Through the Body," it is 
time to move toward an anthropology that 
includes ail bodily expériences, rather than one 
that relies too heavily upon the ocular language of 
the text-analog. Here too, however, we hâve some- 
thing to leam from Geertz and others of his tradi
tion. I will offer one small sample below.

In one of his more famous passages, Clifford 
Geertz (1973: 414-416) describes what happens to 
him and his wife in 1958 when the police arrive at 
an illégal cockfight in the Balinese village in which 
they are attempting to begin research.

Amid great screeching cries of "pulisi! 
pulisi!" from the crowd, the policemen 
jumped out, and, springing into the centre of 
the ring, began to swing their guns around 
like gangsters in a motion picture, though 
not going so far as to actually fire them. The 
superorganism came instantly apart and its 
components scattered in ail directions....On 
the established anthropological principle, 
"When in Rome," my wife and I decided, 
only slightly less instantaneously than every- 
one else, that the thing to do was to run 
too....The next moming the village was a 
completely different place for us....above ail, 
everyone was extremely pleased and even 
more surprised that we had not simply 
"pulled out our papers"...and simply assert- 
ed our Distinguished Visitor status, but had 
instead demonstrated our solidarity with 
what were now our covillagers.
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This seems to me to be an excellent example 
of "thinking through the body" rather than an 
exercise in decontextualized hermeneutics/semi- 
ology. It is also the place where the works of 
thinkers such as C. S. Peirce, Kenneth Burke, 
Clifford Geertz, Michel Foucault, Michael Taussig, 
and others who focus on the semiotic/ literary/ 
textual/ philosophical/ discourse side of research 
can be brought together with those of us (and there 
are many, see Martin, 1992) who are agitating for 
an anthropology firmly (re)grounded in bodily 
expériences.

When we are able to incorporate the above 
critical and textual traditions we will make far 
more progress in moving toward the kind of 
empirical research agenda that Jackson is calling 
for, without losing the rich and fruitful history of 
so many previous anthropological traditions. We 
will encompass these traditions, rather than dis
place or ignore them. If this should corne about, 
then surely Jackson will eventually take his place 
as one of the ancestors who helped to make it pos
sible.

BODDY, J.
1995 The Body Nearer the Self, American 

Anthropologist, 97 (1): 134-137.

BOROFSKY, R.
1987 Making History, Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press.

CARRIER, J.
1992 Introduction, History and Tradition in 

Melanesian Anthropology, Berkeley: University 
of California Press, pp. 1-37.

CLIFFORD, J.
1988 On Ethnographie Authority, The Predicament 

of Culture, Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard 
University Press, pp. 21-54.

COMAROFF, J. and J. COMAROFF
1991 Of Révélation and Révolution, Chicago: The 

University of Chicago Press.

1992 Ethnography and the Historical Imagination, 
Boulder: Westview Press.

DENING, G.
1992 Mr. Bligh's Bad Language, Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press.

DEWEY, J.
1982 The Pattern of Inquiry, Pragmatism: The 

Classic Writings, H.S.Thayer (ed.), Cambridge: 
Hackett Publishing Co., pp. 316-334.

FIFE, W.
1992a A Certain Kind of Education: Education, Culture, 

and Society in West New Britain, Ph.D.
Dissertation, McMaster University, Hamilton, 
Ontario, Canada.

1992b Crossing Boundaries: Dissolution as a 
Secondary Message of Education in Papua 
New Guinea, International Journal of 
Educational Development, 12(3): 213-221.

Forthcoming: The Importance of Fieldwork: Anthro
pology and Education in Papua New Guinea, 
Qualitative Research in Developing Countries: 
Educational Perspectives, M. Crossley and G. 
Vulliamy (eds.), New York: Garland 
Publishers.

FIFE, W. and D. BLACK 
1988 A Conservative Génération of Students?

Comments on "Anthropology's Other Press," 
Current Anthropology, 29 (3): 491-493.

FOUCAULT, M.
1965 Madness and Civilization, New York: Random 

House, Inc.

1979 Discipline and Punish, New York: Vintage 
Books.

1980 Power/Knowledge, Colin Gordon (ed.), New 
York: Panthéon Books.

GEERTZ, C.
1973 The Interprétation of Cultures, New York: Basic 

Books.

1988 Works and Lives: The Anthropologist as Author, 
Stanford: Stanford University Press.

GEWERTZ, D. B. and F. K. ERRINGTON
1991 Twisted Historiés, Altered Contexts, Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press.

JACKSON, M.
1989 Paths Toward a Clearing: Radical Empiricism and 

Ethnographie Inquiry, Bloomington and 
Indianapolis: University of Indiana Press.

JAMES, W.
1940 Pragmatism, New York: Longmans, Green and 

Co.

1958 The Varieties of Religions Expérience, Markham,
Ontario: Penguin Books Canada Ltd.

84 / Wayne Fife



KONDO, D. K.
1990 Crafting Selves: Power, Gender, and Discourses 

of identity in a Japanese Workplace, Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press.

LÉVI-STRAUSS, C.
1966 The Savage Mind, Chicago: The University of 

Chicago Press.

LINDSTROM, L.
1990 Knoivledge and Power in a South Pacifie Society, 

Washington, Smithsonian Institution Press.

MARCUS, G. E. and M. M .J. FISCHER
1986 Anthropology as Cultural Critique, Chicago: The 

University of Chicago Press.

MARTIN, E.
1992 The End of the Body?, American Ethnologist, 

19(1) 121-140.

MINTZ, S.
1985 Sweetness and Power, New York: Viking 

Penguin.

MYERHOFF, B.
1978 Number Our Days, New York: Simon and 

Schuster.

ROSALDO, M.
1980 Knowledge and Passio,n. Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press.

SPERBER, D.
1975 Rethinking Symbolism, Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press.

STOLLER, P.
1992 The Cinematic Griot: The Ethnography of Jean 

Rouch, Chicago: The University of Chicago 
Press.

TAUSSIG, M.
1987 Shamanism, Colonialism, and the Wild Man, 

Chicago: The University of Chicago Press.

1992 The Nervous System, New York: Routledge.

1993 Mimesis and Alterity, New York: Routledge.

WOLF, E.
1982 Europe and the People Without History, 

Berkeley: University of California Press.

ZELLER, A.
1991 The Grieving Process in Non-Human 

Primates, Coping with the Final Tragedy, D. R. 
Counts and D. A. Counts (eds.), Amityville, 
New York: Baywood Publishing Company, 
Ltd., pp. 5-26.

An Extended Review of Michael Jackson's Paths Toward a Clearing / 85


