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Trym' to Make it Real, But Compared to What?1*

Michael Lambek

University of Toronto

A knowledge ofour own ignorance is what human wisdom is.
(Hans-Georg Gadamer, On the Origins of Philosophical Hermeneutics, 1977. In Gadamer 1985:185).

Reality does not happen "behind the back" oflanguage, it happens rather behind the backs of

those who live in the subjective opinion that they have understood "the world".
(Gadamer, On the Scope and Function of Hermeneutical Reflection. In Wachterhauser 1986:292).

1 complain, therefore 1 am.

(Michael Walzer, The Company of Critics. Basic Books: New York, 1988:3).

| explore how comparison might look from a hermeneutic
perspective. | use the discussion as a means to clarify some
of the positive attributes of hermeneutics and to respond to
some of the criticisms and misunderstandings to which
interpretive anthropology has been subject.

Lauteur expose comment la comparaison peut étre explorée dans
une perspective herméneutique. 1l se sert de la discussion com-
mme moyen de clarification de plusieurs attributs positifs de
I'herméneutique et comme réponse aux critiques et aux concep-
tions erronéesfaites au sujet de I'anthropologie interprétative.

CULTURE XI (1-2), 1991

This paper owes its origins to the dialogical
environment at Toronto. It was written as a response
both to a request by colleagues to participate in a
debate on the question of whether comparison is
possible; and to a colloquium présentation by Richard
Lee in which he argued that hermeneutics was, as he
put it, the first step on the slippery slope to the
nihilistic depths of postmodernism. Forthe debate on
the possibility of comparison my colleagues asked me
to take up the négative position. | suppose they
developed the topic and selected me to speak to it
under assumptions akin to those of Lee, namely that
interpretive anthropology présents somehow hermetic
pictures of separate worlds. However | found the
position | was expected to support untenable; an-
thropology without comparison would be the sound
of one hand clapping. Hence it seemed that address-
ing hermeneutics as a form of comparison was (in
addition to being my only option) a useful way to
clarify some of its positive attributes and réfuté some
of the criticisms and misunderstandings to which
interpretive anthropology has widely been subject.

The useful question is not whether comparison is
possible, but rather what sort of anthropology — and
therefore what sort of comparison—we envision. We
must consider the kinds of presuppositions, implica-
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tions, and entailments that various ways of making
comparisons bring with them. Then we can décidé
whether this baggage is useful for the particular
interests we have in mind, or whether we héave to
seek comparison in anotherway. As Holy (1987) has
recently pointed out, the shift from a positivistic to
an interprétative anthropology has meant a tuming
away from methodological concerns with compari-
son for a focus on description. Yet, as the contibutors
to his volume suggest, comparison can be used for
purposes other than the construction of generaliza-
tions. Habermas (1971) identifies three distinct
cognitive interests that underlie their respective forms
of inquiry: the interest in technical control over ob-
jectified processes gives rise to the empirico-analytical
sciences; the practical interest, by which Habermas
means the attainment of mutual understanding, gives
rise to the historical-hermeneutic sciences; and the
interest in émancipation, that is "release [of] the
subject from dependence on hypostatized powers"
(1971:310), gives rises to critical science, notably
psychoanalysis and the critique of ideology. In this
essay | put aside the most common use of compari-
son in anthropology, that s, as a method of empirico-
analytic science, and reconstruct instead its place in
hermeneutics. The constitution of critical social
science as a distinct entity, while it may be the most
interesting of Habermas' three categories, is also the
most problematic?, and will remain the "unsaid” in
my text, the space from which debate can continue
(and does elsewhere in this volume).

Comparison has always been a hallmark of
science and a feature underlined by the advocates of
a strongly 'scientific' paradigm for anthropology.
One thinks of the Comparative Method as developed
by Tylor and the other Nineteenth Century evolu-
tionists; in their different ways, of Radcliffe-Brown,
Murdock, and Steward; and of various unnamed
contemporary adhérents to a detached, objectivizing
scientific discourse. In contrast, | take anthropology
tobe constitutedby what Ricoeur has called a dialectic
of distanciation and appropriation (1976: 43-44). In
this view, distanciation is only one moment in a
dialectical process which cannot be wrenched from
the appropriative moment without grave distortion.
| address the question of how comparison might
look from such a perspective on our enterprise. Can
comparison be supported by (or, conversely, can it
support) a hermeneutic paradigm?

My concern is with understanding cultures,
that is, Systems of knowledge and action. The point
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is, as Ricoeur put it, that the discovery of the plurality
of cultures has meant the end of the "cultural mo-
nopoly " and the realization "that there are just others,
that we ourselves are an 'other' among others."3 [If
"cultures” (Clifford 1988) or the paradigm which
treats them as individual, bounded entities (cf
Handler 1988), are obsoléte, the terms "traditions" or
"discourses" will do in their stead for my argument,
although the lines of the plurality admittedlybecome
quite different.]

Surely, one of the first questions to ask about
comparison is: Compared to what? This is what
Catherine Lutz does in her article "Ethnopsychology
Compared to What?" (1985)4 where she argues that
the folk théories of the émotions of other societies
have been compared to what is supposed to be a
scientific theory of the West. But, she asks, has
academie psychology ever really examined the basis
of its conceptual apparatus, for example, terms such
as 'anger"' or 'love;' does it not make use of terms
which are no different in kind from the folk terms of
other cultures? Comparison is used here by the
anthropologist in order to demystify the monolithic,
monological, essentializing rhetoric of modem sci-
ence. This is a completely different use of compar-
ison from one that seeks to subsume the entities
compared in an encompassing, privileged, and
supposedly superior theoretical framework such as
that of evolutionism or "cognitive science."

The fact is, that the questions we ask and the
assumptions we make about the rationality of the
natives — why they say what they say and do what
they do — are integrally connected to the questions
of our own rationality as anthropologists and as
members of contemporary society. Questions about
the knowledge and practice of the Other cannot be
separated from questions of our own knowledge
and praxis. In understanding another culture we
must do it through the language of our own, but in
the process of working at translation we are forced to
think harder than we normally would about our own
language and ideas and thus to rework them, enlarge
them, or at least become more conscious of our
commitment to them.

The position | am describing (or attempting to
locate) is essentially anti-foundationalist (“turtles ail
the way down'),5 but not thereby properly relativist,
historicist, or nihilistic. Hermeneutics attempts, in
Bernstein's notable phrase (1983), to go "beyond
objectivism and relativism," to transcend these op-
positions so characteristic of modem philosophie



debate. The resuit is an approach (or approaches)
which mightbe described, in Rorty's terms (1980), as
edifying rather than systematic.

Some characteristics of this position are worthy
of note:

It is open. Contrary to common wisdom, one
can compare apples and oranges. Comparison is
immensely fruitful so long as it remains true to the
initial récognition of différence. Comparability is
not the same as commensurability;6 there is no sin-
gle, neutral or ultimate grid needed for making
comparisons. This applies both to discourses within
the same society and to those situated further apart.
Just as we reconceptualize cultures as fields of over-
lapping and juxtaposed discourses, not ail of which
may be commensurable with each other,7 so we
recognize that there are no epochs, cultures, or thé-
ories so different they cannot be compared (albeit
with considérable effort), even though there is no
single language with which to do so. Indeed, it is
precisely when discourses are incommensurable,
that is, when they are not "able to be brought under
asetof rules which will tell us how rational agreement
can be reached... where statements seem to conflict"
(Rorty 1980:316), that hermeneutics is needed
(ibid.:347).

It is pluralist. As Feyerabend argues, "it is
possible to compare... scientific théories in multiple
ways" (Bernstein 1983:73). Likewise, Kuhn asserts
that there is "no neutral algorithm for theory-choice,
no systematic decision procedure which, properly
applied, must lead each individual in the group to
the same decision” (Kuhn 1970: 200, cited in Bern-
stein 1983:53). Similarly, Bateson argues against the
sufficiency of any single analysis (Toulmin 1982).

Pluralism is fed by incommensurability. When
two discourses are incommensurable this does not
imply they are contradictory. Rather than having to
choose between them, it is more likely that you will
be able (or perhaps even need) to choose both. If
Rorty (1989) is correct that self-creation and justice
are incommensurable — that there is no theory ca-
pable of encompassing both— the implication is that
a field like anthropology is intrinsically unable to
produce totalizing synthetic visions. The human
sciences are not religions (or metaphysics). What
constitutes our discipline is our conversations (or
arguments) over and around the gaps in our expé-
rience. The human condition is riven with différence
and so must be the disciplines that attempt to de-
scribe and understand it.

Yet hermeneutics is not relativist in any strong
sense of the term; a récognition of incommensurability
attacks objectivism, not objectivity. We can distin-
guish better or worse (sometimes truer or falser)
artistic performances or textual readings or cultural
interprétations or sociological analyses or scientific
paradigms in various ways and for various ends.
What we cannot do is end by identifying a single,
total, or absolutely "correct” one.

Itis not subjective; hence its sources and prod-
ucts are available for inspection and contestation. In
Gadamer's words, "understanding is not to be
thought of so much as an action of one's subjectivity,
but as the placing of oneself within a process of
tradition..."(1975:258). To understand, says Gadamer,
means to "make [the other's] arguments even more
cogent" (1975:259-60), and this happens in public
conversation. The hermeneutic circle "is neither
subjective nor objective, but describes understand-
ing as the interplay of the movement of tradition and
the movement of the interpréter. The anticipation of
meaning that governs our understanding... is not an
act of subjectivity, but proceeds from the community
that binds us to the tradition” (1975:261). In other
words, intelligibility is grounded not "in the private
sphere of a pregiven... subject, but in the public
sphere of evolving, linguistically mediated practice"
(Wachterhauser 1986b:6). Geertz (1973) has been at
pains to make a similar point with regard to the
public nature of the symbolic System subject to the
ethnographer's interprétation. Hence interprétations
are open to évaluation, that is, to further interpréta-
tion. The fate of Geertz's paradigmatic essay on the
Balinese cockfight illustrates perfectly his own ar-
gument on this score; once inscribed in custom,
ritual, public language, or written text, any given
interprétation is open to constructive (as well,
sometimes, as irrelevant or misdirected) debate.

It is not alienating. Unlike objectivized
knowledge, understanding is not detached from the
observer but constitutive of being, of praxis. As
Toulmin remarks, "we can no longer regard the
World simply as a View" (1982:238); the reflective
thought of the spectator (‘spectator' being the ety-
mological origin of the word ‘theory") is insufficient;
indeed, "the scientistas spectator is dead™ (1982:252).
Gadamer daims:

hermeneutics teaches us...tosee through thedogma-
tism of asserting an opposition and séparation be-
tween the ongoing, natural ‘tradition' and the re-
flective appropriation ofit. Forbehind this assertion
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stands a dogmatic objectivism that distorts the very
concept of hermeneutical reflection itself. In this
objectivism the understander is seen ...not in rela-
tionship to...the constant operativeness ofhistory in
his own consciousness, but in such a wayas toimply
that his own understanding does not enter into the
event. But this is simply not the case (1986:286).

Hence understanding forms a kind of ethical
know-how (practical knowledge; Aristotle's phro-
nesis) rather than a detached scientific knowledge of
what is universal (episteme) or a technical know-
how (techne).8 We understand the Other not by
bracketing off our own historicity and language,
whether for a transcendental position or for empa-
thy, but by accepting and using them. While objec-
tivism daims for the observer adetached and "purely
theoretical attitude/' in fact: "'the possible objectivity
of expériences is endangered precisely to the degree
that the interpréter is seduced by the illusion of
objectivism into concealing from himself the meth-
odologically indissoluble bond to the hermeneutic
initial situation™ (Habermas 1986:253).

Most important, hermeneutics is dialogical.
Cultures are compared not to some superior standard,
but with each other, with our own (whichever these
are). Let me illustrate the point. Carol Delaney
(1986) argues that we can understand the Trobriand
or Australian théories of conception (the so-called
"virgin birth" debate), but only, and this is the crit-
ical point, when we understand our own. She daims
that Leach (1967), Spiro (1968), et. al. can be faulted
precisely for having failed to examine their own
notions of paternity. Had they done so, they would
have discovered not pure physiological and genetic
theory, but a perspective that is just as contingent,
just as cultural, just as biased, as the Trobriand one.
As a matter of fact, Delaney suggests that the Judaeo-
Christian-Islamic theory of conception is the inverse
of the Trobriand one, granting ail the créative power
to the man, planting his seed in the field of woman.
We can never gain a perspective on the Trobriand
point of view, or even gain a perspective on our
fascination with the Trobriand point of view, until
we gain a perspective on our own.

Although she does not say so, Delaney's paper
is an exemplification of the hermeneutic approach
described by Gadamer (1975). Gadamer advocates
dialogue; itis only by tacking back and forth between
the Other and ourselves that we corne to grips with
what he calls our préjudices, and what anthropolo-
gists have called our culture. "Dialogue" need not be
taken in its literal or most concréte meaning here, but
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rather in the opening of two or more traditions to one
another.9 Delaney cornes to her critical appréhension
of the Western model via the encounter with her field
data in a Turkish village, her reading of customs and
texts as well as her conversations with spécifie infor-
mants. Ratherthan Cartesian monological reflection,
it is only through "dialogical encounter with what is
at once alien to us, makes a claim upon us, and has an
affinity with what we are that we can open ourselves
to risking and testing our préjudices” (Bernstein
1983:128-9).

Contrary to the assumptions of people outside
hermeneutic anthropology, and even those, such as
Boon (1982), within it, this need not lead to an ex-
aggeration of cultural différences. What strikes
Delaney is the similarity between the Turkish view
and the Judaeo-Christian one. Attention to the
Turkish voice is what enables her to see that Western
anthropologists have confused their own folk théo-
ries of conception for scientific categories. Ail of this
is, in turn, contrasted with the Trobriand point of
view. Furthermore, Delaney does not omit her own
voice (which, if anything, appears rather too argu-
mentative), and surprises us by trying to rehabilitate
Malinowski.

In a sense, what an author like Delaney attempts
to do is to orchestrate a conversation. Female and
male Turkish villagers, Old Testament and anthro-
pological patriarchs, Trobrianders and Roman
Catholics, Delaney and her readers; ail contribute to
the clamour of voices. When it is well orchestrated
such a conversation can be lively and enriching.
However, we must be cautious not to mistake direct
dialogue for the inscribed and orchestrated product
that constitutes the ethnographie text.10 As Bakhtin
(1981) and others have shown, a single author can
take on many voices within a text. While the objec-
tivist error has been to represent dialogue mono-
logically, it is ail too easy fora skillfull writer, mindful
of changing intellectual fashion, to represent
monologue dialogically. Both are self-serving, pre-
emptive acts which serve ultimately to silence the
Other. Hence readers should not forgo their critical
appraisals of works just because they appear dia-
logical; on the contrary, ostensibly dialogical texts
demand close inspection of their representational
and rhetorical strategies.

Itispractical andperspectivist (Wachterhauser
1986b: 26). Delaneywould like to eradicate the sexist
metaphor she finds at the base of our théories of
genesis. Gadamer's point, however, is in a sense



more radical. He argues that while we must contin-
uously and publicly subject our théories to moral
évaluation (through phronesis), we can never escape
préjudice, in his sense of the word, itself.ll Every
position from which we look at the world is finite.
This is determined by our very being, as créatures of
language. Itisaview based on "the insistence on the
linguisticality of our access to the world.” So we
must attempt to replace blind orrestricting préjudices
with enabling ones.

Gadamer's view leads neither to relativism nor
to solipsism nor to nihilism. On the contrary because
the central feature of language for Gadamer is not the
arbitrariness of the sign but the engagement of
speakers in conversation. Language is not the closed
System of Saussurean langue, but open. Language
does not conceal the world from us, it opens it out for
us. And language does not seal our worlds off from
one another; on the contrary, it makes communica-
tion possible. Speakers of any pair of different lan-
guages can always find some small spot of common
ground from which to begin talking to each other.
This spot is enlarged as they converse.

So, no, we cannot stand outside our own dis-
course. But this is not a trap because discourse itself
is open, flexible, mobile, continually changing. As
Habermas says, "Only dialogue-free languages have
a complété order” (1986:250).

Now this doesn't mean that translation, con-
versation, or comparison are easy and it certainly
doesn't mean that translation can ever be perfect,
conversation fully satisfactory to ail parties, or
comparison conclusive. For Gadamer, conversations
never reach final conclusions. We never arrive at
complété consensus, at categorical answers. But nor
do we break off dialogue. The conversation remains
open, especially because history does. Our situation
changes and hence our point of view. Gadamer
captures this in his wonderful metaphor of horizons.
Just as when we walk across a landscape our horizon
shifts, so too in life, history, and thought. Moreover,
our horizons expand and contract. When we read
Delaney's analysis of conception theory we cannot,
as she acknowledges, immediately drop the terms
by which we have imagined the problem, leap to
other horizons. But we can broaden our horizons,
see our usage in a new way, conceive the opening of
a space in which an alternative might be put into
practice.

For comparison between cultures or historical
eras Gadamer speaks of the fusion of horizons. This

is very different from relativism. Rather than leav-
ing each party in its enclosed world, or ranking and
classifying them according to some absolute scale
against which any one of them will be relative, the
fusion of horizons puts the parties in the same or
overlappingworlds. But at the same time, it does not
put them in the same place within the world; each
person scans the horizon from his own position. The
fusion of horizons produces not agreement, but the
clearing of a common ground, the means and nec-
essary condition for mutual intelligibility and useful
argument; the différence in the discussants' positions
provides its motor.

Hermeneutics does not constrain the inquirer
from staking a position. Indeed, Bernstein (1986)
argues that it leads straight to praxis. But what it
does do is require researchers to take honest récog-
nition of our location. Our position is situated down
on the landscape along with everyone else's. Our
position may provide us with a broader or narrower
horizon, but a horizon, temporal, spatial, linguistic,
and conceptual, there always is. We are situated in
a delimited (though shifting) actual space; we do not
have the privilege of extinguishingour own horizon
in romantic abdication to the Other, nor of removing
ourselves to another world from which to gaze back
at this one in its entirety.

Gadamer says "totality is not an objectivity to
be determined” (1985:190). In the language of the
hermeneutic circle, each grasp of the whole makes us
see the parts differently, which in turn generates a
new view of the whole. Hence, there is no finality.
Perhaps this is what people of other theoretical
persuasions find hardest to take about hermeneutics.
(And yet surely the history of anthropology bears
this out!) But the fact that conversations never reach
definite conclusions does not mean that the partici-
pants are not be able to influence or enlighten each
other along the way, to shift from distorting to en-
abling préjudices and from narrower to wider hori-
zons. Moreover, no finality does not mean no reality.
Gadamer says, "a text is understood only if it is
understood each time in another way." But the
paragraph continues, "the task of a historical her-
meneutics was characterized precisely by the fact
that it reflects on the tension between the sameness
of the shared reality and the changing situation in
which it is supposed to be understood” (1975, cited
by Habermas 1986:263). As Wachterhauser puts it,
"Just because we always understand reality from
some perspective does not imply that what we un-
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derstand is really our own perspective and not real-
ity" (1986b:26); "language and reality are mutually
illuminating” (29). And Jackson (1989:182) para-
phrases Rorty: "The ivorld is out there, to be sure,
and deep within us too, but not the truth.”

I can summarize the issues in the following
way. When we write about society or culture we can
do so in at least three grammatical persons.

First person rhetoric is monological and does
not recognize différence. Hence it is noncomparative.
We can consider Descartes' cogito. However, first
person discourse can rapidly make the shift from
egoism to universalism. For example, academie
psychology makes assertions about human mental
processes on the basis of cultural and class spécifie
test populations (however strenuous the attempts at
"random" sampling). Likewise, there are plenty of
historiés of Western thought that purport to be uni-
versal ("philosophybeginswith the Greeks..."). First
person discourse may be reflexive, but it has no
Other against which to keep such reflection honest.
Hence it is ethnocentric and risks being non-critical.

Contemporary examples of monological argu-
ments can be found on the subject of altered states of
consciousness, among colleagues who naively take
up a subjectivist position attributing their personal
expérience as communion with the natives and as
identical to native expérience. Hence they jump to a
universalism and end up preachers of the New Age,
forgetting that this is a contingent product of con-
temporary Western society.l? The middle ground
has been lost.

Third person comparison implies a privileged,
detached observer, positioned at an Archimedean or
Laplacianl3 point. This is objectivism, "the basic
conviction that there is or must be some permanent,
ahistorical matrix or framework to which we can
ultimately appeal in determining the nature of ra-
tionality, knowledge, truth, reality, goodness or
rightness™ (Bernstein 1983:8). Method (with a capital
M) is the attempt to rationally secure this framework
or foundation. Gadamer criticizes this Enlighten-
ment view of the ahistorical autonomy of rational
activity: "Absolute reason is impossible for histori-
cal humanity. Reason exists for us only in concréte,
historical terms, i.e. it...remains constantly dépendent
on the given circumstances in which it opérates"
(1975:245).14

To continue with an illustration drawn from the
study of altered states of consciousness, third person
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comparisons attempt to abstract and categorize the
phenomena in order to develop a general theory, for
example, explaining 'spirit possession' as a product
of social or nutritional deprivation or by means of
some other équivalent general formula. Such com-
parisons ignore the fact that their sources lie in our
préoccupations and idéologies (with relative status,
materialist explanation, or whatever). Where the
monologists lose the distance between themselves
and the Other, third person comparativists are dis-
tant observers, untouched by their subject matter
and ostensibly even by the contingencies of their
own lives. Their feet do not appear to touch the
ground.

Third person comparison is objectivist,
"whereby the objectification of the other is premised
on the forgetting of oneself,"” while first person
rhetoric neglects "the tension of points of view " in its
claims for an "absolute knowledge " which could
articulate history within a single horizon. Butin fact,
"we exist neither in closed horizons, nor within a
horizon that is unique" (Ricoeur 1986:312).15

Second person comparison is dialogical.
Whether it takes the rhetorical form of complaint, it
replaces universal with practical reason, the search
for universal Truth with pragmatic truths relevant
for spécifie historical, moral, and political situations.
It begins with the récognition of obscurity, the ad-
mission of incompréhension, when the "naturalness"
of the object cornes no longer to be taken for granted.
It engages the Other, acknowledging individuality
and distance. It entails the interplay of our language
with that of the Other; it is concerned with trying to
find the resources in our language to understand
initially alien phenomena without applying distor-
tive préjudices. In the area of 'spirit possession' it
produces nuanced, holistic accounts which attempt
to understand how such practices are locally intel-
ligible and to address local perspectives with the
seriousness they deserve.l6 It implies that we can
only understand the Other if we understand our-
selves—and perhaps vice versa. Ail anthropology
worthy of the name is at least comparative in this
reflexive sense, but surely it can be much more, truly
polyphonie as we bring more and more voices into
the conversation.

Putting things in this way, of course, makes it ail
sound too easy. AsJackson notes, "just as impersonal
idioms create little more than an illusion of objectivity,
so too the adoption of a reflexive, first [or second] -
person, confessional idiom — what Adorno called a



'Jargon of authenticity' — créates little more than an
illusion of sincerity” (Jackson 1989:182). Simply
changing pronouns will not do.l7 Moreover, many
options remain: are the addressees and interlocutors
to be conceptualized as singular or plural (Fabian
1990); gendered or gender neutral; class spécifie or
class neutral; the reader or the ethnographie subject
(Paine 1989)? How can we achieve in ethnographie
writing an approximation of the heteroglossic nature
of oral speech and should we even be trying to do
S0?18

There are no correct (nor even any obviously
"politically correct) answers to these questions;
orchestrating voices is one of the moral and practical
obligations—and one of the pleasures — facing each
of us who wishes to practice ethnography.

Notes

*  With apologies to Les McCann and Eddie Harris.

1. Earlier drafts of this paper were presented at the
University College Anthropology Symposium on
comparison, University of Toronto, Oct. 27,1988 and
at the panel "Beyond Objectivism™" at the annual
meetingof the Canadian Anthropology Society, Otta-
wa, May 1989. | am indebted to both audiences for
their comments; from the first occasion especially to
Depankar Gupta and Bruce Kapferer, who acted as
official discussants, and to Alan Bewell. Joe Err-
ington, Jacqueline Solway, Ernst Tugendhat, Aram
Yengoyan, and two anonymous reviewers have also
provided helpful comments on the written version.
My appréciation also to Richard Lee for his good
sportmanship.

2. See the debate between Gadamer and Habermas on
this issue (Gadamer 1986, Habermas 1986, Ricoeur
1986). My own paper ignores the important différ-
ences between these authors. However, it is likely
that in practice the three forms of science are not
nearly as distinct entities as Habermas's classificato-
ry scheme would seem to imply.

3. From "Civilization and National Culture™ in History
and Truth, 1965, as cited by Craig Owens 1983: 57.
Lévi-Strauss makes a similar remark: "[by means of
ethnology, society] recognizes that it is not at ail a
privileged form, but only one of these 'other’ societies
which have succeeded each other throughout the
millenia, or whose precarious diversity still attests
that — in his collective being also — man must
recognize himself as a 'he’ before daring to lay claim
to also being a 'me™ (1976:39).

4. And more recently in her book Unnatural Emotions
(1988).

10.

It rejects the notion of "foundations,” self-justifying
starting points for human understanding, but unlike
some strands of postmodernism, not the aims of
understanding reality, grasping truths, or reaching
consensus themselves. (See Wachterhauser, 1986b).

Tambiah (1990, especially Chapter 6) provides an
extensive and insightful account of the debate over
rationality and the "translation" of cultures with
which | am in substantial agreement. However, it is
worthwhile pointing out that he uses commensura-
bility in a somewhat different and broader sense than
that presented here, namely as "base agreement™ (p.
125); hence for Tambiah "comparability... implies
some measureof commensurability™ (p. 125). But if
commensurability refers more specifically to a com-
mon measure, comparison can take place without it,
precisely by elaborate interprétation of part-whole
relations, a mode of comparison Tambiah refers to as
"proportioning” (p. 126). Where Tambiah daims that
""no comparison between two phenomena is possible
without establishing a 'base of agreement' between
them" (p. 131), I would argue that comparison in my
sense is precisely the process of discovering what the
agreeement is as well as the willingness to proceed
patiently in the hope that such discovery is possible.
Comparison of apples and oranges may never attain
the same order of précision as comparison of two
apples, but it may well be of greater interest.

The concept of 'discourse’ enables us to rethink our
assumption of 'cultures' as internally commensura-
ble. If there are cultures that could be analyzed as
fully cohérent structures built up logically from a few
core axioms they are likely to be spécial cases. This
more complex picture of culture forms the basis of my
current ethnographie work on the social organization
of explicit forms of knowledge in Mayotte.

Note the significant différence from Habermas' con-
ceptualization of the trilogy.

Inthe discussion in Ottawa, Dominique Legros raised
the telling question of how one moves from a binary
comparison to one with more comprehensive pre-
tensions. One possible answer is to point to the
history of anthropology itself. A field like kinship
studies grows and transforms itself precisely as it
incorporates greater numbers of societies. The terms
of a conversation shift as more parties join it.

Yet within a single work the distinction can only be
relative. To attempt to distinguish "authentic” from
inauthentic dialogue is to begin to slip back into an
objectivist mode. Moreover, a text like Delaney's is
never fully dialogical in that we do not (nor could not)
hear the direct, unmediated voices of the Turkish
villagers she studied. Academie discourse is con-
trolled by academies and it is foolish and self-decep-
tive to suggest that our informants h&ve equal voice
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inwhat, in the end are our productions, fueled by our
interests and ambitions.

11. Ricoeur (1986:313) clarifies Gadamer's notion of préj-
udice as "the horizon of the présent, the finitude of
what is new in its openness toward the remote.

12.  The fact that these people have arrived so far as to
have their organization recognized as a unit within
the American Anthropological Association is, in my
opinion, unfortunate.

13.  Pierre Simon, Marquis de Laplace, French astrono-
mer and mathematician, argued at the beginning of
the 19th Century that if a scientist could know ail the
physical details concerning the initial state of the
universe, he could then be able to calculate, accurately
and comprehensively, its entire subséquent history.
But this Omniscient Calculator must of course be able
to situate himself outside of the universe (Toulmin
1982:243).

14. Third person comparison is often realist and must
therefore respond to the argument concerning the
"failure of the whole visualist ideology of referential
discourse, with its rhetoric of 'describing," ‘compar-
ing," ‘classifying,’ and 'generalizing," and its pre-
sumption of representational signification. In eth-
nography there are no 'things' there to be the objects
of a description, the original appearance that the
language of description 'represents' as indexical ob-
jects for comparison, classification, and generaliza-
tion; there is rather a discourse, and that too, no thing,
despite the misguided daims of such translational
methods of ethnography as structuralism, ethno-
science, and dialogue, which attempt to represent
either native discourse or its unconscious patterns,
and thus commit the crime of natural history in the
mind." (Stephen Tylor, "Post-Modern Ethnography:
From Document of the Occult to Occult Document,"
in Clifford & Marcus, Writing Culture, p. 131, as cited
by Geertz 1988:136-7).

15.  Asrhetorical devices rather than epistemological po-
sitions, first and third person accounts may conceal
their dialogical underpinnings. Thus, the fact that a
work looks objectivist does not necessarily mean that
it is. This tension between the mode of understand-
ing and the textual devices used to authorize it
(Clifford 1988, Geertz. 1988) is doubtless characteris-
tic of many ethnographical and historical works.

16. Anexample isBoddy 1989. Fora general overviewof
approaches to spirit possession see Lambek 1989.

17. In his discussion of Rousseau Lévi-Strauss alludes to
something more complex than what is described here
whereby person is itself a dialectical product of the
ethnographie process. Thus:

To attain acceptance of oneself in others... one must
first deny the self in oneself. To Rousseau we owe the
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discovery of this principle, the only one on which to
base the sciences of man. Yet it was to remain inac-
cessible and incompréhensible as long as there reigned
a philosophy which, taking the Cogito as its point of
departure, was imprisoned by the hypothetical évi-
dences of the self; and which could aspire to founding
a physics only at the expense of founding a sociology
and even a biology. Descartes believes that he pro-
ceeds directly from man's interiority to the exteriority
of the world, without seeing that societies, civilizations
— in other words, worlds of men— place themselves
between these two extremes. Rousseau, by so elo-
quently speaking of himself in the third person...
anticipates the famous formula T is another." Ethno-
graphie expérience must establish this formulabefore
proceeding to its démonstration: that the other is an
1. (Lévi-Strauss 1976:36-7; cf. note 3 above).

The sophistication of Lévi-Strauss's account invites a
re-examination of structuralism which | cannot take
up here.

18. Clifford (1988, especially Chapter 1) provides the
already classic locus in which these issues are elabo-
rated.
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