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INTRODUCTION

Pulling back the curtain

Bonnie L. Hewlett

“People and their cultures are messy”, an anthropologist once said to me, “and the
work of trying to understand them is even messier” (Calvert, 2018). The work of
anthropology is indeed “messy”, at once unfamiliar, exciting, and generally unlike
what most researchers expect — perhaps in part because so much ethnographic
research occurs as we sit “around the fire” living with, observing, and listening to
the life stories of people throughout the world. Their stories matter. As novelist
Chimamanda Adichie (2010) expresses, “Stories have been used to dispossess and
to malign. But stories can also be used to empower, and to humanize. Stories can
break the dignity of a people. But stories can also repair that broken dignity.” The
story of sow the telling of these stories came to be surely matters as well. As
“participators” and “observers” of human behaviour, inexperienced researchers

are often unprepared for the complexities of getting into the field, and, once there,

the intricacies of living locally while living across cultures. Courses covering

anthropological research educate in the ways of theory and methods, but generally

lack insight into the many mundane, life-changing, challenging, and unspoken

topics of fieldwork.

Whether conducting research with hunter-gatherers, pastoralists, street chil-
dren, or southern California sorority students, the authors in this book “pull back
the curtain”, providing a glimpse into the everyday experiences of seasoned
researchers and those they live and work with in the field. (“Pulling back the
curtain” alludes to a line from the movie, The Wizard of Oz, imploring Dorothy
and her friends to “pay no attention to the man behind the curtain” [Langley et al.,
1939].) Their stories draw attention to and capture the often hidden, intimate
details of the work of anthropologists, their personal and professional struggles,
Successes, and failures. Each chapter highlights the methodological and theoret-
1cal frameworks used (or tossed aside) and, ultimately, lessons learned. The
“secret” stories of anthropologists in the field.
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“It is”, lamented one contributor during the early stages of this book, “very dif-
ficult to write like this and about these things.” This was a sentiment shared by
several of the authors. As researchers, we are used to writing in an “academic”
style about «“academic” things. It is hard to step aside and write to reveal: not only
who we are and what we do, but to incorporate this within the contexts of the
research we conduct, the methods and theoretical frameworks we use, and the
ethical and social implications of working with and living amongst those who
generously let us into their homes, hearts, and lives. Even as multitudes of schol-
arly journal articles, book chapters, and books are generated from field research,
most of the preparation and work involved in the published (and therefore public)
production occurs behind the curtain. This includes, but is never limited to, the
complexities of coming up with interesting (and fundable) research questions,
grant writing, obtaining IRB and ethics committee approvals, and the fits and starts
(by default or design) of getting to the field.

And, once in the field the challenges of seemingly mundane, simple things can
be incredibly taxing, if not overwhelming. Depending upon the site, the work of
fieldwork often begins with simply figuring out what water and food are safe to
consume, where to live, bathe, and use the toilet. Then add to the mix the struggles
involved in learning the local language(s), learning who to trust, who to be wary
of, how to act appropriately, how to give back to the community, and how to deal
with illnesses, culture shock, homesickness, and loneliness. Fieldworkers must
also navigate local and/or national politics, wrestle with various ethical and moral
dilemmas, grapple the challenges of gendered relations, issues of safety, and main-
tenance of mental and physical wellbeing (of ourselves and our research particip-
ants). And given these challenges, what keeps us coming back to the field? A
heady addiction? A quiet joy? Adventure? Academic questions? Requirements to
publish for university promotion? What sets us on the path in the first place may
be something quite different from that which keeps drawing us back.

Each of the chapters demonstrates the variety of ways individual researchers
find their own path into and ways of being within the field. While the themes
running through these essays may be similar, the stories are as unique as the writers
telling them. I have tried to keep the “voices” of cach contributor as close to their
own as is possible, given for many English is a second, third, or fourth language.
A few capitalized West/Westerners, others specifically asked the terms be left in
the lower case “western”. Several also conducted research in the same areas, with
the same or similar groups of people but had very different experiences, stories to
tell, and ways of representing themselves and their research participants, (€.g.
Bombjakové and Moise with the BaYaka; Fiirniss, Le Bomin, and Verdu with the
Bongo; Takada and Howell with the San).

Anthropologists venture into the field as individuals, with their personalities,
cultural worldviews, and biases firmly intact. Readers of these essays may find
they disagree, strongly, with the sentiments expressed by the authors, the choices
they made in the field, the terms they chose to use, or the advice they give. Well,
good. That is partly the point of this book. But also by pulling back the curtain of
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part the research questions we choose to ask, the theoretical frameworks and
methods we use, how we represent the data, and, importantly, how we represent
the research participants themselves.

[ was taught many things in the classroom, but it was from the field I learned
what it means to “participate” and “observe”. I wished I’d known becoming an
anthropologist involves not only engaging all our senses, but also being open to
the many experiences of stumblings and failures, sorrows and delights. And as we
venture far afield (or conduct fieldwork nearby), it is when we can find humour in
all of this, when we can navigate our way through unfamiliar spaces in culturally
appropriate ways, when we can feel comfortable and find comfort in a far-away
home, that we know we’ve set out on the right journey.

This text is designed to bridge critical gaps in the understanding of the daily
lives, methodological challenges, experiences, and journeys of anthropologists
conducting research in diverse cultures around the world (but see Chagnon, 1968;
Cassell, 1987; Mulder, 1996; Shostack, 2000; Davis and Konner, 2011). While
many texts may provide vivid accounts of the experiences faced by researchers in
different locales and from different disciplines, they often present as travelogues
or field stories with no underlying theme, little mention of methodology or theory,
and no take away in terms of the need for adaptability and how to use this informa-
tion to conduct better quantitative and qualitative ethnographic research in diverse

settings.

Most theoretical and empirical field method texts, on the other hand, focus on
specific methods and provide a limited number of examples of what “it’s really
like” in the field (e.g. Bernard, 2017). They do not “pull back the curtain” and
detail the daily challenges, dangers, and delights of fieldwork, or the underlying
feelings, thoughts, and experiences of the fieldworker. This lack of attention to
adaptability in methods, theories, and personal wellbeing is enigmatic, given
that by studying these accounts it is possible to gain an understanding of how
anthropological research unfolds. The Secret Lives of Anthropologists provides
not only richly detailed stories from seasoned fieldworkers, but each author also
includes a description of their theoretical approach, methods used, practical
advice and tips, and the individual ways they adapted to the risks and uncertain-
ties of fieldwork.

Conceptually this book is organized into parts of related field experiences,
methods, and themes. Contributors briefly introduce themselves, the topic of their
field research, field site, and participants, methods, and theoretical approaches.
Each contributor was asked to provide a narrative of a difficult, dangerous, humor-
ous, or unpredictable field circumstance leading to modifications and adaptations
in their methodology, approach, or in securing their own personal wellbeing or the
wellbeing of the people they work with. The authors demonstrate how their field

stories relate to the key concept(s) of each section, provide insight into how they
altered their behaviours or methods to respond to local research circumstances,
and then offer what they learned about the unspoken realities of being in the field.
Each chapter ends with a series of reflection/discussion questions for readers.
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with a song, or rather Tuvan throat singing. Given his intense curiosity about (or
bewilderment of) moral behaviour, traditional religion, shamanism, and “the
sacred”, it was a serendipitous calling. Anthropological research often carries us
to places we may not have chosen or even been aware of, and just as often leaves
us questioning our work, our impact upon the people who “host” us, our intent, the
ethics of what we do, and how we go about doing it. We are left unsatisfied with
the incomplete understandings we carry away. Our self-confidence is worn down.
But if that elicits from us a humility and further zest for understanding, then we
can begin to learn from the field. Perhaps finding as Purzycki did, that the broader
cultural “truth” (if there is indeed such a thing), is not revealed when we rely only
upon ourselves and a few “key” informants. Purzycki’s humorous chapter high-
lights how, as we participate together with our transnational, transgenerational
human family in the “fumbling comedy” of “Trying to Figure It Out”, the com-
plexity and wonder of lives lived and shared across cultural borders are revealed.

After the first year of my own “fumbling comedy” in the field, in spite of ants,
goat turd coffee, and caterpillar meals, or perhaps because of all these things, I knew
I had to go back, to experience again the tranquillity and haunting beauty of the rain-
forest, the hot, dusty business of the village, and the kindness and generosity of the
people I had come to know. I began my research in Africa by working with Aka and
Ngandu youths. They readily shared their experiences of life in and at the edge of the
forest, detailing their social-emotional development, family and friend relations,
issues of gender, male and female adolescents’ views of their lives.

Working with the adolescents, I noticed how very often they spoke of death —
those of their parents, relatives, siblings, and friends. My next field study arose
from their tragic accounts of loss, and I began a comparative research study exam-
ining responses to death and loss among these two culturally distinct adolescent
groups.

[ remember one young boy in particular who had lost both his father and mother
within one week (four years before the interview). He said his mother’s younger
brother provided for him, “He is like a father, he gives me food and I live with him
and we go fishing.” I then asked if he had someone who was “like a mother”. With
tears welling up in his eyes, he began sobbing and said to me, “No one is like a
mother to me. I miss my mother.” This was the last interview 1 conducted on the
topic of loss. I am a mother who just happens to be an anthropologist. The deaths,
the losses, the tragedies these kids were relating to me became overwhelming,.
These young people deepened my academic and personal understanding of the
nature of loss, grief, and healing but I was devastated by their experiences and
saddened because the questions 1’d asked often prompted their tears. Adapting in
the field can mean stopping what you’re doing and moving on. At times this is

necessary and ok (Hewlett, 2012). Taking care of one’s mental, emotional, and
physical health (both in and out of the field) should be a priority, as there can be
serious consequences for not doing so (see for example, chapters by Bombjakova,
Howell, and Kovats-Bernat). The field finds (or eludes) us, teaches us, and some-

times breaks our hearts.
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expertise and experience as scholars, our very bodies? And when do we make use
of those same systems allowing us special privilege and access (see also Le Bomin,
Chapter 5 and Moise, Chapter 7)? As anthropologist Scott Calvert commented
after reading her chapter, “It is clearly invaluable for young female scholars just
starting out, but also for male researchers, as it gives some needed perspective into
what their colleagues face in the field and in academia.” Indeed, an important
lesson from the field even for experienced fieldworkers is learning to, as Fiirniss
eloquently writes, “find the right balance between demanding and following,
knowing and learning”.

Often “learning and knowing” in “the field”, entails negotiating our particular
sense of self, our “own” social identity with an identity reflected back to us from
the “foreign culture” we find ourselves in. It is, frequently, not what we’d expect.
Like an antelope, for example.

Sylvie Le Bomin, a French ethnomusicologist working in Gabon was given
various nicknames (being as she describes, “dragged from one gender to
another”), including: Ninzona, the female creative entity; Mr. Sylvie, a female
who has entered the secret bwete brotherhood of men; an antelope (referring to
a woman who behaves well and pays attention to others); and a wanderer, a
“too much woman” (due to her tenacity, desire to learn, one who “transcends
her status as a woman”). And, finally, in the language of Fang, Mienda, a

guardian of the village, of the family. Being named means becoming part of a
social relationship, with all the rights, privileges, (and sometimes over-
whelming) responsibilities such titles confer embedded as they are within kin
and age categories. Le Bomin is not simply “an antelope” or woman—man, but
a daughter, mother, grandmother, sister, a member of the community and
family. Le Bomin’s chapter explores the transitions her field identity has under-
gone over the course of twenty-five years of working in Central Africa and
clucidates how the people she works with see her and her way of being within
their cultural world.

Our gendered selves, our sense of self as a woman or man (or third ot fourth
gendered person), how others view us, and the ways in which we navigate the
gendered relations in our lives in the field arise from the cultural framework we are
born into; a culture transmitted by our parents and peers, speaking of lifeways
within a broad social history, symbolic, and integrated into the very fabric of our
lives. Culture influences our perception and classification of reality; what being a
man and/or woman means, what the roles and rules “assigned” to gender are, how
men and women interact. And, as we see in the chapters by Quinlan, Bombjakova,
Le Bomin, Fiirniss, and several other contributors, we do not merely feel differ-
ently, or do things differently from others, but we feel strongly about our cultural
ideas, ideals, beliefs, behaviours, classifications, and worldviews. It is no wonder
we so often encounter challenges in the field.

Daga Bombjakova shares a list she compiled of some of these “Challenges in
the Field”, harvested from the ethnographies of more than fifteen anthropologists,
covering a span of fifty-seven years. Ranging from “avoidance of unwanted
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fieldworker, both observed and observing, one has to adapt, often on the spot, to

uncertain circumstances.

Armed with a degree, a travelling fellowship award, and an anthropolo
toolkit, Robert Moise set out for the “learning fields” of Africa. His journey took
him from the CAR, studying forest-oriented BaYaka pygmies, to sheltering in a
friend’s kitchen in the middle of a coup d’état in Bangui, capital of the CAR
(prompting a change of venue). Demonstrating the variable paths to the field, from
there he next began consultancy work in the American private sector and as of
now is working with international non-governmental organizations (NGOs) advo-
cating for land rights of local forest populations in the Congo Basin. Oh yes, and
not to be forgotten, a few side meanderings including becoming a social media
sensation, with a video of him dancing at a Cameroonian wedding having gone
viral (over two million hits), and of course his acting and filming career as Le Blanc
Camerounais, a comedy co-produced with a Cameroonian filmmaker.

Moise’s chapter illustrates how the field teaches us, mentors us, haunts us with
unanswered and unanswerable questions, points the way to new analytic enquir-
ies, and even, at times, causes us to ponder our place in an unsettled world. The
field, as Moise describes, elicits feelings of alienation, bewilderment, frustration,
humour, and pain, as we are both observers of human behaviour and objects of
scrutiny, continually negotiating and reinterpreting our research, our subjects, and
ourselves. Ever the “school of hard knocks”, the field sometimes spits us out and
demands we begin again. For Moise, the “field”, the fumbling comedy/tragedy
that is ethnographic research, not only found him, but transformed him from a
young, novitiate anthropologist into a “white Cameroonian”, advocating for local
land management and forest conservation in the Congo Basin. In the “learning
fields”, research interests, topics, methods, theoretical frameworks, and the eth-
nographer him/herself are all subject to metamorphosis; we can find ourselves
identified as and even transformed into /e blanc Camerounais, an antelope, or, as
Quinlan writes, a Spap€min.

“[1]if aliens are here”, Carl Sagan once wrote, “I want to know about them” (1996:
p. 73). Sagan would have been delighted to know aliens are here and, according to
Robert J. Quinlan, anthropologists are them. Or, at least, they are Spa€min. Using an
alien metaphor, Quinlan reflects on the transformation of methods, research, and the
researcher, as well as the hazards of ethnographic research, the odd questions research-
ers often lob at research participants, the “observing and being observed” taking place
in the field, and asks, “Why would anyone want me to study them?” Quinlan’s instruc-
tive and engaging chapter describes his own path into the field(s), and the multiple
challenges one can face. Sound advice is woven throughout his essay: keep goals
simple, failure/crash landings are inevitable, be open to experience, don’t fully trust
your “own cultural perception(s)”, and remember we may be aliens to others even just

a neighbourhood away.

Quinlan also explains (in part) why ethnographers do what they do. Fieldwork
is compelling. Fieldwork “puts everything into new perspective”. Fieldwork is

addictive. And, there are, he goes on to say, “many approaches to feeding a

gical
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the field (and inspired by observing her own children) prompted her investigation
into the acquisition of cultural knowledge — how, when, and through whom does
transmission occur? Continuing this line of inquiry, Reyes-Garcia now supervises
graduate students in India and Africa, who’ve provided “further evidence of the
importance of child to child (horizontal) transmission of cultural knowledge”.
Anyone wanting to learn how to be a good field researcher should spend time
watching little kids explore and interact with the world. As the field teaches and
guides us, so too do our children.
Chronicling the metamorphosis of his research interests and methods, Akira
Takada tells a fascinating story of how, with detailed observations, he endeavoured to
understand the “subtlety of the interactions” through which the San children living in

the central part of the Kalahari Desert, derive meaning from, and construct reality

through, their interactions within the immediate socio-cultural and natural environ-

ment. Shifting from individualistic theorizing to an analytical approach he refers to as
the “anthropology of interaction”, he investigates the developmental process of

socialization among San children. Providing examples of this approach, Takada
interaction between indi-

demonstrates how paying attention to the minute details of
viduals reveals how San children learn to navigate, and “(re) generate” culturally
specific activities and patterns within the social, and natural, environment.

Over the course of many years of field studies in the Kalahari, Takada has
observed the rapid changes occurring within San society, but writes of his new
appreciation for the creative adaptiveness of the San and their “evolving”, rela-
tionship with the natural environment. He ends his chapter with advice to young
researchers, whose career paths “have become far narrower”, with “high expecta-
tions for achievement” (see also Moise, Chapter 7). His counsel is for graduate
students to be themselves, like the San, adaptive and creative. Facing the adversi-

ties of (academic) life, as Takada writes, requires a willingness to be open to the

“occasional deviations” from the research plan, to new experiences, to the many

challenges, and quiet joy, of fieldwork.

Dangerous fields

Fieldwork, as Nancy Howell clearly demonstrates, can be not only joyous, but also
risky. Howell’s chapter details the “story behind the story” leading to her important
study of the hazards of fieldwork contained in her 1990 American Anthropology
Association (AAA) report, Surviving F ieldwork (1 highly recommend it for anyone
heading into the field). In bravely sharing her tragic, and very personal experience,
she raises the consciousness of inexperienced researchers entering the field

unaware and unprepared. Nancy Howell’s chapter provides essential knowledge
about the many and varied threats to personal safety new fieldworkers (or their
research participants, see Crittenden, Chapter 15) may face, even in “safe” settings

(Williams et al., 1992).
The perils confronted during fieldwork may include, but certainly are not

limited to: infectious and parasitic disease, violence, shootings, car and plane
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In an Ethiopian orphanage where 1 have been conducting research, 1 found
most of the children there had mothers and fathers, and/or extended families. They
were social orphans. Many of those same mothers and fathers expressed extreme
sadness in having felt that the best choice they could make for their child’s sur-
vival was to give them away.

Promised by “baby brokers” and/or adoption agencies and owners of the

orphanages that not only would their child be given a better life abroad, but the

parents were assured of being able to see their children again, and they’d be given
money so they could provide a better life for their remaining children. One young
de into town to visit her one-month-old baby

unwed mother saved up for a bus ri
girl she’d relinquished to the orphanage. She was certain her child would someday

to visit her. Should I have told her the chances weren’t so great? Many of
the parents I spoke to believed they were giving their children to a family, which
they, as the child’s biological parents, would remain a part of forever. The grief
they experienced was raw and hard as time passed and they discovered the reality:
the ties to their children were forever severed. Many of the parents asked if I could
find information about their child, or asked if I knew how to get in touch with the
adoptive parents, or if I could somehow get a photo of their child. Do I question
those adoptive parents and agencies making promises that aren’t kept? Do I try in
some way to hold accountable, to question, and to make public their actions?
Other babies in the orphanage had been abandoned, often alongside a busy road
where they’d be sure to be seen and rescued. I'd heard about a few babies who’d
been killed: do 1 also speak to those mothers and fathers? I learned I had to be very
careful in the questions I asked about these sensitive topics. I was also given the
opportunity to interview people known to be involved in child trafficking. It was
dangerous, I turned it down. I learned I had to be flexible, honest, respectful, and
had to choose my battles. I think it is important to know what you can and cannot
do, to know your own limits. Contributing author Kovats-Bernat once said some-
times the best we can do is write what we experience, what we observe, and let
others hear the stories we’ve been told.

Thomas N. Headland, along with his wife Janet, share a few of their stories of
the experiences they had raising a family in the remote Philippine rainforest. They
lived on and off for forty-eight years in an Agta village, learning the language,
developing an orthography, creating and publishing a bilingual dictionary, and,
while working for the Summer Institute of Linguistics, translating the Bible into
the Agta language. The Headlands tell of the difficulties of “embracing” new per-
spectives and culture: including sleeping practices and customs of sharing of food.
It is often adapting to the most basic of living practices that become the most frus-
trating, daily challenges to the ethnographer — sharing or not sharing, eating foods
outside ones’ own food categories (e.g. caterpillars, snakes), sleeping, bathing,
using the toilet ... (see also Bombjakova, Chapter 6). It is remarkably easy, though
unintended, as ethnographers to blunder at times in the new social milieu we find

ourselves in: we often make huge “goofs”. We learn new meanings (e.g. “honour/
shame™), we learn new ways of being, new ways of understanding. In his delightful

return
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clothing, pots? “Shoats™? Advocacy? How much and to whom? And do we “give
back” so we can leave feeling better about what we’ve taken?

Alyssa N. Crittenden, a behavioural ecologist, writes of similar issues
encountered in Tanzania. During an interview with a long-time informant, a
Hadza woman poignantly recounted she was “tired of giving parts of her body
to strangers”. Not knowing the research team the elderly Hadza woman was
referring to, or their “collection process”, Crittenden was unsure how to respond.
Asking if there was anything she could do, the woman replied, “No. Just keep
coming back.” Soon others gathered around and asked for her guidance and
assistance as well. Many of the issues the Hadza women brought up centred
around “compensation, communication and approval of research projects by the
Hadza themselves”.

The interaction was pivotal for Crittenden, who began questioning the

“collection and commercialization of nutritional and biomedical data from
the world’s few remaining foraging populations”. Her work took on a different
consideration: are there ethical ways to involve and include the host community
in the research practice and process? How can informed consent be ethically
articulated and obtained? Especially when, as Verdu also noted, the benefits of
volunteering as researched subjects are at best limited, and at worst potentially
risky. Are we forever debtors then, taking more than we will ever be able to
give? Should one form of “giving back” be advocacy? Where does our respons-
ibility towards others begin? Should anthropologists be guided by personal
morals, and/or professional ethics, by “a sense of reciprocal obligation to and
solidarity with those other human beings of different culture”, those whose
«differences anthropologists have made the subjects of their scientific careers”
(Turner, 2006)? For Crittenden, the answer was simple: she is now a part of a
“small group of researchers and human rights activists” working with the Hadza
community to help them obtain funding for “capacity building and the creation
of their own code of research ethics”. In Crittenden’s chapter, we see how stand-
ing to combat abuses of human rights can be taken on as an ethical responsib-
ility, an obligation based upon our “theoretical convictions” (and, of course,
individual convictions, as not all researchers feel comfortable in the role of
advocate), we also see demonstrated the courage we sometimes must find in the
field (Turner, 2006).

But what if the “field” is a mother-baby behavioural sleep laboratory in the
US? And the rights you are courageously fighting for are safe sleeping arrange-
ments and practices for millions of parents and their infants? James J. McKenna
writes about the controversial area of research he has conducted within the
world of paediatric sleep medicine and the struggles involved in fighting SIDS
(sudden infant death syndrome) and infant sleep position subcommittee, spon-
sored by the American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP) (a “powerful, ideologic-
ally driven medical committee”) and the National Institutes of Child Health and
Human Development (NICHD). Much of McKenna’s last twenty-eight-plus
years has been spent championing the benefits and importance of breastmilk,
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here, my hope is that the work I do, that we all do, will, paraphrasing Ruth Benedict,
“make the world a better place, a safer place for all”. It is up to each of us to pursue
that opportunity (Fessler, 201 1: p. 12). And this, I believe, is the most important
secret of all.
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LEARNING FIELDS

Vishvajit Pandya

In 1983, soon after I defended my research proposal, the Department’s Chair-
person handed me an envelope containing a letter that looked like an old colonial
decree. It was on the official departmental letterhead, with a golden embossed seal
at the top, typed neatly and presented ceremonially with a small trimmed ribbon.
That moment was probably a degree less in excitement than the actual moment in
the future when the doctoral degree would be conferred on me. The content of the
letter declared I was a doctoral candidate on fieldwork among the Andaman Island-
ers (Ongees) in the Bay of Bengal and that any help extended for my study would
be much appreciated. As the letter was ceremoniously handed over at the depart-
mental seminar room, faculty members reminded me of the cardinal rules of doing
fieldwork. The first of these was never to get politically involved with any one
group or individual in the context of conflict and, second, never ever get emotion-
ally entangled with any member of the community at the field site. And, last but
not least, was to keep in mind that one had to return from field and write up a
thesis. This marked my “rites de passage” (van Gennep, 1960), I was now to be
separated from my cloistered existence in a world class academic department and
enter the space of a community of hunter-gatherers, on an island tucked away in
the Bay of Bengal, several thousand kilometres away from the Indian mainland. I
was, in brief, about to meet the ninety-eight odd Ongees who were confined to a
protected Tribal Reserve on the island of Little Andaman.

The long walk into the field

In September of 1983 1 landed at a small sleepy port town called Hut Bay in Little
Andaman. The town used to have electricity provided by a gasoline generator for
ﬁye hours after sunrise and two hours after sunset. Around the eight-square
kilometre town was a government-owned red oil plantation and a thick forest
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providing wood for the matchstick industry on mainland India. Little Andaman
island’s circular coastline was surrounded by a ribbon-like sand beach intersected
by cliffs and small streams. From Hut Bay the local policeman guided me to a
stream of the river Chetamaley where a dugout canoe with an outrigger was
arranged for me to ride upstream toa trail to Dugong Creek, the Ongee settlement.
The tehsildar, or the local district official, Mr Neel Ratna, had come to Ram-
akrishnapuram, a settlement on the fringes of forest, to see me off. Wearing his
Khaki pith helmet and escorted by an armed local policeman, he introduced me to
two Ongee men who would be my companions on the trek to Dugong Creek. It felt
like a brief postcolonial ceremonial occasion. I was introduced to Totanagey and
Teelai as an “outsider”, known to the senior-most administrators, who had come
to learn all about them. Totanagey, who was then a strong young man of about
thirty years' immediately asked, “so should we bring him back in two days?” The
tehsildar explained that T would be staying longer and would be not only living
with them but like them! He reminded Totanagey that it would be just like it had
been when he came to survey their reserve for making maps. Totanagey’s next
question was, if he was alone, where would my supplies come from and who
would make my food? Neel Ratna, who had been convinced that I would manage
without any assistance by non-tribal orderlies, reassured Totanagey that I would
fend for myself in exactly the same way as the Ongees did. “After all he is here to
learn your ways, help him to learn well!”

My sealed university letter was apparently of no help and my zeal to be a
counter-colonialist had compelled me not to take any field assistants. Totanagey,
the strong fellow, was associated with the local Medical Department of the
Andaman and Nicobar tribal welfare administration. He had learned a smattering
of Hindi from his interactions with the local welfare officers. His job was to bring
Ongees out of the forestto a local medical facility and offer them first-aid material
in case of small injuries or seek out a government doctor to organize medical
check-ups. Totanagey always had a smiling face and his deep-set eyes reassured
that “all was well”. Teelai, in contrast, was eldest among the ninety-eight or so
Ongees at Dugong Creek. The pepper curls on his head had turned white and he
had a few strands of hair on his face, a rarity among Ongee men. On the day I was
introduced to these men, Teelai was returning to Dugong Creek after getting
stiches removed from his forehead at the Hut Bay government hospital. Hence-
forth both he and Totanagey were going to be my “Eneyobey” my teachers, guides,
and points of contact for all matters pertaining to my new life in the forest. I now
knew only two out of the ninety-eight Ongees, thanks to the local tehsildar, Mr
Neel Ratna. My introduction to the ninety-six other members of the community

and the unknown depths of the forest still awaited, dependent on the goodwill of
Teelai and Totanagey.

All of a sudden I felt as though my mind and body were overwhelmed by feel-
ings of foreboding and anxiety and bombarded with a welter of sensorial experi-
ences I hadn’t felt before. Was the flimsy dugout canoe safe? Was I sure that I
wanted to leave the last point of the known world behind me and venture into a
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of water into the dugout canoe. My fellow traveller Teelai did his best to keep
bailing out the water as it trickled in.

As we glided through the forest I heard small creatures constantly moving
around and making sounds. I had no idea of what I was being bitten or stung by all
this while. There were little red humps all over my arms. My fear lingered on the
crocodiles that swam along the canoe, ergonomically designed for the Ongee, who
never grow taller than five-and-a-half feet, and into which I could barely fit my
legs. My mind conjured strange images of a smoked ham leg next to a slicer at a
butcher’s counter every time the crocodiles splashed water nearby. The apprehen-
sions were far too many and combined with thoughts of both present dangers and
those that might befall in the coming days. I started thinking how 1 would be
moved out if I fell ill. What if it was a debilitating illness that could strike me for
life? Why did I come to do fieldwork here after so many mild (and stern) warnings
from friends and well-wishers? But I felt T was giving up too soon. The first steps

into the field are difficult for all anthropologists and it would only be a matter of
time before things would begin to look less terrifying. I resolved not to fall ill, to
complete my work, and to walk back into the room where I had defended my pro-
posal to finally present my thesis.

After two hours in the canoe and still only halfway to our destination, my com-

panions suddenly got into an intense argument and we slowed to a stop. At the end

of this debate, Totanagey informed me that due to the low tide the canoe could not

be pushed further and we would now have to walk. I had no option but to abide by
my initiators/teachers. I had imagined that much like Malinowski among the Tro-
briand Islanders (Malinowski, 1922, 193 5), I would just land at Dugong Creek and
enter into instant “ethnographic relations” with the Ongees. But once again my
romantic preconception was rudely shattered. I was completely dependent on my
two new friends to at least reach Dugong Creek, and then of course would have to
further surrender to their will to survive in the forest.

Before we started walking towards the settlement, Totanagey asked me if T knew
how to cut up a wild boar, then if I knew where to locate potatoes in the forest. He
winced at my hesitant responses and soon switched into a commandeering tone and
said — “Tomorrow at sunrise we will start walking back. You can return to your
home, you cannot be with us if you are of no use.” I gasped at this sudden hint of
rejection but realized that Totanagey was telling me that T had to have arole to play,
some way of “participating” as a member of their community or else I couldn’t stay
with them. He was merely confirming what was an essential component of my ethno-
graphic training. Mere “observation” would be a very colonial hegemonic practice.
To paraphrase Malinowski (1935) and Urry (1996); 1 could not just sit in “my tent
and watch the natives go to garden”. I wondered if Malinowski ever went out to do

gardening. Did Radcliffe-Brown venture beyond his “verandah” and go hunting
pigs? I had no idea how or where to dig potatoes in the Ongee forest. I loved my pork
but always bought my favourite portion from the array of meats in my neighbour-
hood supermarket. How would I know how to hunt, kill, and butcher a wild boar? I
realized that nothing really prepares you in terms of field methods and probably
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I tried to cheer myself by remembering that this was no punishment but an
ethnographic pilgrimage. This was the same landscape in which E.H. Man (1882),
M.V. Portman (1899), and Radcliffe-Brown (1922) had learned about the
Andamanese. Now, though, there was so much more to learn. Theory had changed
a great deal since Radcliffe-Brown, and so had the Andamanese themselves, now
displaced from their original homes in the open forest into a reserve. There were
new questions to ask and I felt hopeful I would learn something completely new,
but I knew I could learn nothing until T reached the settlement at Dugong Creek.

One thing 1 realized was that throughout this exercise of walking through the

forest, my new Ongee guides and teachers were kidding me by telling me con-
stantly that the final destination was nearby. Perhaps it was really not that nearby
and they were merely goading me to keep me moving. I began to feel that all the
maps were wrong and the government official who had probably never left his
office had been having fun with me. I'kept repeating all this, muttering and cursing
all along. My new shoes were aggravating the pain I had begun to feel in my feet
and the discomfort of walking through the forest without a break was compounded
by tiny lice and fine needle-like leeches that began to stick on to my body, seem-
ingly with glee.

Why was I the only one disturbed? The Ongees were attacked by the leeches

too, but they seemed unperturbed. I couldn’t even feel victimized. I kept trying to
remind myself that I wasn’t the only one who ever had to endure the discomfort of
being drenched in sweat and blood in the hot humid forest, and that things would
get better once I started doing the actual ethnographic fieldwork. After walking for
about three hours, Teelai and Totanagey decided to stop and rest under the shade
of a coconut grove close to the coastline now glowing in bright sunlight. Just
beyond the grove was the deep green of the thick forest, out of which flowed a
stream of water about a foot deep, gurgling and gushing into the calm stretch of the
sea. Was this the stream we had been negotiating by canoe, or another? 1 had no
clear understanding and was too tired to look at my maps and compass. Neither did
I have sufficient command of the Ongee language to ask where we were and/or
how far Dugong Creek was. By that time, I knew their answer would be “lichuney”,
or simply “it’s just there”. The dark blue hues of the water and the deep green
foliage were soothing to the eyes, but my body was unbearably hot. Teelai took
out an old dried crab claw from his cloth bag, cleaned it, stuffed it with local
tobacco (tukwegalako, a form of wild mint), and went in search of a fire to light it.
He disappeared into the foliage and returned after about twenty minutes with a
small piece of smouldering wood. I yearned to light my own rolled cigarette, but
unfortunately the tobacco in my shirt pocket was too damp to light and I had to
content myself with some green coconut water.

My entrance into the field was less a rite of passage than one of pushing. I had
to push relentlessly, just to keep walking. The Ongees kept on saying the camp
was close by, and it felt more and more like they were playing a game, dangling a
carrot. As we passed four hours with no camp in sight I kept muttering to myself
that something was wrong. Either I was misinformed or my Ongee colleagues
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themselves in Ongee and perhaps curse me for tagging

would talk loudly among
d break out into bursts of

along with them for no reason. At times, they woul

laughter mimicking my sOTTy state.
Soon darkness began to creep into the forest as the sun disappeared into the

western horizon. 1 saw Teelai coming with a message from Totanagey he had to
lose my bearings in the

translate for me. I felt a bit worried, as I was beginning to

darkness. But Teelai came to offer me advice that would prove valuable for all my
time in the forest. Teelai told me with the utmost patience, I must know and learn

to walk like an Ongee, and not like an Outsider. He said:

held high, like a tall tree looking up all the
ble and fall! It is always all dark around you
in the forest. We learn to walk looking down on the forest floor and to
avoid the hollow buttress of the tall and weak trees. We look around us all
the time as what we see tells us what is about to come or to be experi-
enced. Every part and place in the forest is filled with something. Our
forest is like a honeycomb found on the strong branches of the short trees.
Going around from place to place in the forest space means you need to
know like us what each part of the comb contains or is filled [aloogey]
with — these could be wax, eggs, OF honey all of which are valued by us in
the forest. To be knowledgeable [eneyobey] is also to allow oneself to be
like a honeycomb. Go around the forest in circles and get yourself filled
with what is contained in each part. One should not aspire to be a tall tree
[talucheye), as it stands arrogantly away from ground and could fall easily
in the face of a storm. No honeycombs will ever be found on such trees!
Always look down as you walk the ground for that’s the right way to
know the forest and become knowledgeable. By walking with your eyes
on the tall trees you can only know what is above you and not what is
around you. One becomes an eneyobe not by looking upwards in the

forest, but by immersing oneself in it.

If you walk with your head
time — you are bound to stum

this in 1983 I did not realize it was indeed the first step in
the world of the Ongees. It took me over five months
h and every Ongee word I heard to truly make sense
ught at the time was a mere instruc-

When Teelai told me all
my learning from the field in

of compiling meanings of eac
of Teelai’s lesson about the forest. What I tho
tion on how to walk in the forest was an insight into the knowledge of the forest

through the metaphor of honeycombs (tanja) — what Ongees regard as knowledge,
what being knowledgeable means for them, and above all the process and practice
of building knowledge that allows one to become an eneyobe, a knowledgeable
person. | wondered about possibilities for exploring the Ongee processes of gath-
ering and transforming information into knowledge — an ethnomethodology of
Ongee knowledge-making practice. It seemed to me that knowledge for the Ongees
had implications not only for everyday survival in the forest, but as articulations
of structures in practice and practices of structure.
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FIGURE 1.1 October 1983, first day on reaching Dugong Creek.
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a plan to make me walk around and around the forest in order to tire me out so that
I would give up the idea of living with them for several days. He said that he
believed then that I was like most officials from the Andaman and Nicobar admin-
istration, who would visit them very briefly, do their study or survey, ask them if
they required any provisions, and then quickly move out of the forest. Rarely did
anyone wish to come and spend a long period of time with them. It clearly suited
them well. When they were told that this time they would be visited by someone
who would spend weeks and months with them, they were completely taken aback.
He told me that their concerns deepened when they observed my awkward walk
through the forest and heard that I wouldn’t be able to cut up a pig or dig up pota-
toes! Totanagey continued, “We wanted to know if you could really be with us and
would learn our ways and not just see and go away.”

I'was touched by Totanagey’s candour and, despite the humiliation of being
the object of jokes in the camp on my very first day, I suddenly felt that I would
be accepted within the community. I let go of any desire to express my irritation
or even anger at being duped into an ordeal I could have avoided. My persever-
ance throughout the day’s ordeal was rewarded. I now was able to look forward
to fifteen months with the community during which I could learn from them not
just about their “culture”, but their basic modes of survival. I knew this was
going to be difficult given the fact I had to learn to navigate the forest and parti-
cipate in hunting gathering activities, challenges compounded by my inability to
speak the language. I would have to rely on the methodological tools of field
linguistics.

Teelai, a respected elder, instructed the community to treat me like a child,
but an older one. I would be entrusted with responsibility. 1 was told that I
would have to look after the young Ongees who couldn’t accompany their
parents on their daily hunting and gathering trips. I was not only surprised, but
also deeply grateful. This baby-sitting role was not only an honour but, practi-
cally speaking, an excellent opportunity for participant observation among the
Ongees (see Pandya, 1991).

After about six or seven months of becoming connected to the community through
my interactions with the Ongee children, 1 gradually learned to cut up a hunted boar,
locate edible tubers, and walk through the forest without tripping. Early in 1985,
left my field of learning to return to the university and transform the ethnographic
scribbles I had made in my pocket notebook into fully fledged field notes, which I
eventually compiled together in what would become my thesis and then a book
(Pandya, 1993). By the time the book was published I received news that Teelai had
passed away. I could never forget how he and Totanagey had taught me to be patient,
to observe, and to learn. I would also come to realize the value of what one learns
from the field does not diminish even after you’ve left it.

My thoughts turned back to Dugong Creek in January 2005 as the devastating
Pact of the earthquake and tsunami that hit the coasts of South and Southeast
Asia came across the news. Massive destruction was reported for the Andaman
and Nicobar Islands, including significant geomorphological changes, large-scale

im
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destruction of property, erosion of vast swathes of the coastline, and entire habitats
and communities swept away. A friend of mine from the US called me while I was
watching reports of the tsunami on BBC television and tried to prepare me for
what looked like at that moment to be a real possibility. He warned me that I might
have to be ready to “get re-trained as marine archaeologist or anthropologist as my
‘field’ may have disappeared into the seas!” I was, of course, furious at the sugges-
tion and at the fact that a disaster such as this could generate humour. But I also
felt a chill down my spine when I wondered if at all and how indeed a small group
of ninety-eight Ongee men, women, and children could have survived. The bits of
news that came from the Island were horrific. Several non-tribal settlers in Little
Andaman had just been swept away by nearly twenty feet high waves that lashed
on its coasts that morning.

After a week of little news from the Islands since the waves struck Dugong
Creek in the wee hours of Boxing Day, 1 finally received some encouraging reports.
The local administration indicated in all probability all the Ongees were safe. It
was reported they had moved away from their camps at the shoreline and taken
shelter on higher ground. I felt an enormous Sense of relief.

Part anxiety and part affection for Totanagey and his community compelled me
to visit Dugong Creek a couple of weeks later. I thought of the children and hoped
and prayed they were with their parents. I recalled my times as baby-sitter in the
forest and wonderful moments I spent with the children while their parents were
away. In the course of a few weeks I had become their eneyobey (teacher), but they
had also become mine.

I held on to these thoughts as I prepared for the journey back to Dugong Creek,
now reportedly damaged and vulnerable. The tsunami had destroyed many of the
creeks in the forest and brackish water rushed into the forest floors. Much of the
humus on the forest floor had turned into sludge. On reaching the hilly area about
seven kilometres away from the old Dugong Creek settlement 1 found the Ongees
huddled together under a blue plastic covered camp waiting for relief supplies.
Totanagey rushed out to greet me and I asked him if anybody was killed when
“their land became water”. Totanagey smiled wanly and reiterated what Teelai
had told me on my first visit to the field, «“walk with your eyes on the ground and
you will know what your next step will yield. Don’t be like a tree!”

Unlike the enen (outsiders), Totanagey and a few others had observed some-
thing unusual after the earthquake. While walking along the coast they saw that
the water had suddenly receded way beyond the distance that marked the water-
line at low tide a few minutes after the ground shook. He said they knew that
the sea had gone that far only to return and with full fury take over the land that
had shaken and pushed it away. They decided then to get together and move
deeper into the forest to higher ground! He told me that was how they “all are
safe and alive!” (see Pandya, 2005). The practice of walking and observing the
tide and water levels every day had formed an observed knowledge baseline for
the Ongees (Figure 1.2). They knew the pattern well and therefore how to inter-
pret the anomaly.
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FIGURE 1.2
January 2005, Ongee camp set up after the tsunami of December 2004
Concluding remarks
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STUMBLING AROUND THE SACRED

Some personal observations

Benjamin Grant Purzycki

Introduction

One who studies religion must anticipate and learn to accept a few minor occupa-
tional hazards. For starters, you have to come to terms with the fact that everyone
else is already an expert in what you do. Everyone has an opinion, some story,
some experience, or some insight into the sacred. In the field, this remains true for
Just about everyone except for the laity whom you wish to understand a bit better.
While interviewees regularly offer more shrugs than data, everyone else is an
endless font of insight and wisdom. Moreover, if you study anything remotely
resembling “shamanism” then you’re signing yourself up for getting branded as an
expert in it even if you deny that you study it. You also might get the distinct
pleasure of bumping into people from Western countries who claim they are
shamans. Finally, you might have to grapple with the pressure to show more
respect to the sacred than most devout traditional religious people ever would. In
what follows, I detail some examples of the aforementioned hazards in hopes of
demonstrating that they make this bizarre line of work wonderful, fascinating, and
often quite funny, at least in hindsight.

Why | might study religion

There’s something about us — as a species — that seems to compel us to do all sorts
of bizarre things in the hopes that some ethereal agent out there cares and does
something about it. There are also innumerable debates and empirical projects
seeking to unravel what it is about us that fosters commitment to gods (e.g.
Bulbulia, 2008: Frey, 2010; Voland and Schiefenhovel, 2009; Watts and Turner,
2014). Neurological and cognitive approaches focus on the mental architecture
making religious concepts possible but focus too little on content and behaviour.




