
"Native" Anthropologists

Emiko Ohnuki-Tierney

American Ethnologist, Vol. 11, No. 3. (Aug., 1984), pp. 584-586.

Stable URL:

http://links.jstor.org/sici?sici=0094-0496%28198408%2911%3A3%3C584%3A%22A%3E2.0.CO%3B2-F

American Ethnologist is currently published by American Anthropological Association.

Your use of the JSTOR archive indicates your acceptance of JSTOR's Terms and Conditions of Use, available at
http://www.jstor.org/about/terms.html. JSTOR's Terms and Conditions of Use provides, in part, that unless you have obtained
prior permission, you may not download an entire issue of a journal or multiple copies of articles, and you may use content in
the JSTOR archive only for your personal, non-commercial use.

Please contact the publisher regarding any further use of this work. Publisher contact information may be obtained at
http://www.jstor.org/journals/anthro.html.

Each copy of any part of a JSTOR transmission must contain the same copyright notice that appears on the screen or printed
page of such transmission.

The JSTOR Archive is a trusted digital repository providing for long-term preservation and access to leading academic
journals and scholarly literature from around the world. The Archive is supported by libraries, scholarly societies, publishers,
and foundations. It is an initiative of JSTOR, a not-for-profit organization with a mission to help the scholarly community take
advantage of advances in technology. For more information regarding JSTOR, please contact support@jstor.org.

http://www.jstor.org
Sun Mar 9 15:19:01 2008

http://links.jstor.org/sici?sici=0094-0496%28198408%2911%3A3%3C584%3A%22A%3E2.0.CO%3B2-F
http://www.jstor.org/about/terms.html
http://www.jstor.org/journals/anthro.html


critical commentary 


"native" anthropologists 

One of the hallmarks of anthropology used to 
be, and still is to a large degree, that ~t is a study 
of other cultures. Those of us, including Edmund 
Leach and Margaret Mead, who have engaged in 
research in our own societies usually have done 
so after studying another culture. This emphasis 
on other cultures has distinguished anthropology 
from sociology, which in the main studies its own 
culture and society. Lately, however, sociology. 
history, political science, geography, and several 
other disciplines have begun to engage in studles 
of other societies. Conversely, an increasing 
number of anthropologists, including both so-
called Third World and Western anthropologists. 
have chosen their own culture as their first 
culture of research. Studying one's own culture is 
indeed very different from studying a foreign 
culture, and theoretical and even epistemologi- 
cal implications of such study are profound. 

Early on, anthropologists such as Whorf (1952. 
5) pointed out that we do not "objectively" col-
lect and interpret ethnographic data, and that 
even the process of basic data collection 1s heavi- 
ly influenced by the native culture of the anthro- 
pologist: "The categories and types that we 
isolate from the world of phenomena we do not 
find there because they stare every observer In 
the face; on the contrary, the world is presented 
in a kaleidoscopic flux of impressions which is to 
be organized by our mind." We organize these 
impressions primarily according to the frame-
work of our own cultural categories and mean- 
ings. Needham (1963) illustrates this point with an 
analogy between the person born blind and an- 
thropologists who are culturally blind in the soci- 
eties they attempt to understand. 

Now that the objectivity of even the natural 
sciences has been increasingly questioned (Kuhn 
1962), anthropologists are even more eager to 
reexamine basic assumptions about fieldwork 
and anthropological research in general One 
very recent direction in the reexamination of 
research comes from those interested in the no- 
tions of "self" and "reflexivity," Their main 
premise is that by studying another culture we 
become reflexive about our own collective self. 
our own culture, through a study of the Other, 
another culture. To be reflexive, rather than sim- 
ply reflective about the collective self, one rnust 
achieve "the sense of distancing from self" (Fer- 
nandez 1980.28. 36). Reflexivity, then, is the 
capacity of the self "to become an object to  
itself," that is, to objectify the self (Babcock 
1980.2). Whereas reflectiveness simply involves 
"isolated attentiveness toward oneself," reflex-
iveness "pulls one toward the Other" and away 

from oneself (Myerhoff and Ruby 1982:5). In the 
phraseology of semiotics, the self becomes a sign 
in the reflexive process (Babcock 1980.1). 

If studying cultures other than our own repre- 
sents a journey out from and back to our collec- 
tive self, as embodied In our own culture, and if 
"distancing" is critical for this endeavor, then it 
follows that natlve anthropolog~sts face an even 
more difficult task in creating enough distance 
between themselves and their own cultures. I ex- 
perlenced this difficulty of distancing myself 
from Japanese culture although I had been away 
from Japanese society, both physically and psy- 
chologically, for two decades. Not only had I 
been living in the United States since 1958, but 
because of my research I had been absorbed in 
Ainu culture for many years. I went back to 
Japan frequently, but I went directly to  the Ainu 
people in Hokkaldo and did not pay serious at- 
tention to the Japanese. When I returned to 
Japan In 1979 to undertake anthropological re-
search (Ohnuki-Tierney 1984) among my own 
people in Kobe, they seemed strange, with in- 
triguing behavioral patterns and thought pro-
cesses. Everywhere I went I observed incessantly 
and took copious notes. Astonishingly, however. 
my vivid reactions became increasingly mllder 
after only a month and a half, and I found myself 
becomlng more and more like "them " Their 
behavior patterns no longer seemed as pro-
nounced, and after about four months I felt the 
need to pull back from them to regain a sense of 
reflexive perspective. M y  return to the United 
States turned out to be a good strategy; I was 
able to regain my perspective and reflne the 
focus on my research before I resumed fieldwork 
in 1980. Distancing is required not only in our 
endeavor for abstraction of models or patterns of 
and for behavior, which relles on our intellectual 
capacity; i t  is also required in abstracting the pat- 
terns of and for emotions. The task for this en- 
deavor is complex. 

On the one hand, native anthropologists are in 
a far more advantageous position in understand- 
ing the emotive dimensions of behavior-psy-
chological dimensions of behavior are hard for 
outsiders to understand. However, the intensity 
with which native anthropologists recognize and 
even identify the emotive dimension can be an 
obstacle for discerning patterns of emotion As 
an endeavor to arrive at abstractions for "the 
native's point of view," if nonnative anthropol- 
ogists have difficulty in avoiding the superimpo- 
sition of their own cultural categories and mean- 
ings, native anthropologists have the task of 
somehow "distancing" themselves, both intellec- 
tually and emotively. On the other hand, there 
are enormous advantages in studying one's own 
culture. Native anthropologists have intimate 
knowledge of daily routines that are exceedingly 
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difficult for outsiders to observe. Details such as 
when people wash their hands, how they treat 
and feel about the body and its physiological 
functions, and how they cook everyday food. 
rather than special food cooked only on fest~ve 
occasions, are not read~ly evident to outsiders. 

Native anthropologists have easy access to  not 
only the intellectual dimension but also to  the 
emotive and the sensory dimensions of these 
behaviors. Perhaps one of the weakest areas of 
anthropological endeavor is the study of the 
emotive dimensions of our behavlor and their 
relationship to culture Durkhelm and Mauss 
(1963[1903]:86) claimed that i t  is the "emotional 
value" of the collect~ve representations that 
plays "the preponderant part In the manner in 
which Ideas are connected and separated " They 
saw the affective elements as "the dominant 
characteristic In classif~cation." Unfortunately, 
they viewed emotion to  be something "essen-
tially f luid and inconsistent" (1963:87) and left i t  
out of their other cons~derations. 

A frequent diatribe against Levl-Strauss has 
been h ~ s  focus on the Intellect or cognition. 
Ceertz (1973:356-358) sees Levi-Strauss as the 
direct descendant of the French Enlightenment, 
epitomized in Rousseau Ceertz (1973:127) em- 
phasizes the complementarity of world view. 
which makes ethos intellectually reasonable, and 
ethos, which renders world view emotionally ac- 
ceptable. The emphasis on the equal Importance 
of cogn~tive and emotive dimensions of our 
behavior is also expressed in Turner's (1967) con- 
cept of evocative symbols and his recognition of 
the emotional resonance of symbols (for further 
discussion of this topic, see Ohnuki-Tierney 1981: 
8-9, 147-149). The sensory d~mension is of equal 
importance. We react to external stimuli first 
with our senses. I t  is the smell or the sight of food 
to  which we react with our emotion. For the Ainu, 
i t  IS the smell of menstrual blood which is seen to  
be most offensive to their deities. Native anthro- 
pologists are in a posit~on to offer intimate 
knowledge of these dimensions of human behav- 
ior and to make a great contribution not simply 
to our ethnographic knowledge but to  theoretical 
treatments of human behavior. 

There is another significant theoret~cal point 
which has important methodological implica- 
tions. Crapanzano (1980) cautions against a tacit 
assumption by anthropologists that we do get to 
know our informants and their culture He ques- 
tions the nature of our ethnographic descriptlon, 
which he views not as the reality of another 
culture but as "the negotiated reality" created 
during the ethnographic encounter between the 
anthropologist and the informantb). This reality 
IS neither that of an anthropologist nor that of the 
informants, slnce the presence of the anthropol- 
ogist and his or her interest in their culture en- 
courage the informants to  be reflexive about 
their culture (Schechner 1982:80; see also Du-
mont 1978; Rabinow 1977). The anthropologist's 
presence encourages the informants to "per-
form." to  tell thelr own stories about themselves. 

The effect of the presence of an anthropologist 

differs greatly between native and nonnatlve an- 
thropologists. For fieldwork in Japan, forelgn an- 
thropologists initially have a tremendous advan- 
tage. All foreigners, especially Westerners, usual- 
ly receive the red-carpet treatment from the 
Japanese, who go out of their way to accommo- 
date their visitors. To some extent, this happens 
(or used to happen) for Western anthropologists 
in many Third World countries Unfortunately, 
the drawback of this favorable treatment 1s that 
the host people "perform" for them; the anthro- 
polog~st's presence becomes an important factor 
In the way the host people act and react The 
ethnographic observat~on tends to become the 
"negotiated reality" between the informants and 
the anthropologist, at least until the anthropol- 
og~st's presence becomes less conspicuous. 

Natlve anthropologists have a def~ni te advan- 
tage in being part of the society from the start, 
unless they are working in a segment of society 
radically different from their own. When I vlsited 
doctors with relatives and friends, or when I ob-
served at clinlcs and hospitals, I f i t  in well 
enough that people seldom reacted strongly. 
even though I explained the reason for my pres- 
ence. Seen from this perspective, ~t is unfortunate 
that "participant observation." the traditional 
and much-heralded field method of anthropol-
og~sts, implies an illusion that the anthropologist 
either becomes a member of the society or im-
mediately gains the inside "feel" of the culture 
Stories about being adopted by the host people 
do convey the anthropologists' enthusiasm and 
success in establishing rapport with the people 
Such stories, however, are akin to  those told by 
"man, the hunter" to women and children after a 
glorious expedition of big-game hunting. I think it 
is presumptuous, or even condescending, to think 
that the "natives" consider anthropologists, who 
may stay only a year or two, as members of their 
own society. In fact, my Ainu friends del~ghted in 
discussing how their way differed from both the 
Japanese and American way. 

If natlve anthropolog~sts can gain enough d~s-  
tance between thelr personal selves and thelr col- 
lectlve selves-thelr cultures-they can make an 
Important contrlbutlon to anthropology because 
of thelr access to knowledge of ~ n t ~ m a t e  the~r 
own culture The task IS not an automat~c or even 
easy one however, and there are d e f ~ n ~ t e  advan-
tages for nonnatlve anthropologlsts The two can 
Indeed perform complementary roles In studylng 
a culture 
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agricultural and political change 
in the Ugandan economic crisis 

In a recent Issue of this journal (AE 10:749-769, 
1983) 1 predicted that the export-promotion and 
economic rehabilitation programs which the 
present Uganda government establshed in 1980 
would create conditions for effective demands 
for a return to local control of crop marketing. 
Subsequent fieldwork in Uganda has revealed 
that the intervention of international aid and 

credit agencies in the Ugandan economy has so 
diminished the polltical space open to peasant 
organization that effective local challenges to 
central state market control are still largely inef- 
fective. In this commentary I show how the 
state's dependency on external agencies has al- 
lowed ~t to ignore peasant demands and how the 
peasant members of one ethnic group, the 
Bagisu, have responded. 

The Bagisu had effectively combatted central 
state market control until 1970 by threatening to 
withdraw from commercial agriculture when the 
state imposed unpopular programs. The state re- 
duced the formal powers of local leaders and of- 
fice holders whenever their local autonomy 
began to threaten its ability to approprlate 
revenues from cash cropping, but it was so 
dependent on the valuable coffee which the 
Bagisu produced that locally based organizations 
won effective decentralization of both political 
and economic control. Strong new pressures 
under a single-party state were reducing local 
autonomy by the end of the 1960s, and Amin's 
repressive regime made local organization im-
possible after 1971. The Bagisu did, however, 
largely withdraw from controlled commercial 
markets durlng the 1970s. 

I initially believed that the second Obote 
reglrne's programs to resuscitate coffee exports 
would require the state to make significant new 
concessions to  the peasants, and that peasant 
organizations would be able to  renew their 
earller bargaining strategies against the state. 
When I returned to Uganda In 1983, however, I 
found that the economic damages inflicted by 
Amin's rule, and by the war which ended it, left 
the new Obote regime highly dependent on inter- 
national lending agencies and therefore subordi- 
nate to  their exigencies. This new form of depen- 
dency offsets the state's dependency on peasant 
production and therefore reduces its sensitivity 
to the economic and political demands of locally 
based peasant organizations 

Until 1971, Uganda maintained consistently 
favorable trade balances, based primarily on its 
exports of peasant-produced coffee and cotton. 
The Amin regime exhausted forelgn currency 
reserves and allowed extensive deterioration of 
crop-processing and transport infrastructure. 
Looting and rampant inflation after the 1979 war 
aggravated the general economic decline. 

Obote's economic rehabilitation programs 
have been predicated on foreign credits. To at- 
tract the foreign currency it required, his regime 
has acquiesced to and publicly acknowledges its 
subordination to and dependence on the IMF and 
the World Bank. These organizations, together 
with a number of bilateral agencies such as the 
EEC and USAID, exercise considerable control 
over policies which affect crop prices, capital in- 
vestment, and rural extension programs 
Although still dependent in the long run on peas- 
ant crop production, the Ugandan state is more 
concerned with maintaining the flow of interna- 
tional credits. At the same time, it justifies low 
prlces to  farmers and its own appropriation of 
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