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FOREWORD 

ABOUT THE SERIES 

Anthropology has been, since the turn of the century, a significant influ
ence shaping Western thought. It has brought into proper perspective the posicion 
of our culture as one of many and has chaHenged universalistic and absolutistic 
assumptions and beliefs about the proper condition of man. Anthropology has 
been able to make chis contribution mainly through its descriptive analyses of non
Western ways of life. Only in the last decades of its comparatively short existence 
as a science have anthropologists developed systematic theories about human be
havior in its transcultural dimensions, and only very recently have anthropological 
techniques of data collection and analysis become explicit and in some instances 
replicable. 

Teachers of anthropology have been handicapped by the lack of clear, au
thoritative statements of how anthropologists collect and analyze relevant data. 
The results of fieldwork are available in the ethnographies and they can be used to 
demonstrate cultural diversity and integration, social control, religious behavior, 
marriage customs, and the like, but clear, systematic statements about how the faces 
are gathered and interpreted are rare in the literature readily available to students. 
Without this information the alert reader of anthropological literature is left un
informed about the process of our science, knowing only of the results. This is an 
unsatisfying state of affairs for both the student and the instructor. 

This series is designed to help solve this problem. Each study in the series 
focuses upon manageable dimensions of modern anthropological methodology. 
Each one demonstrates significant aspects of the. proc~sses of gathering, ordering, 
and interpreting data. Some are highly selected d1menswns of methodology. Others 
are concerned with the whole range of experience involved in studying a total 
society. These studies are written by professional anthropologists who have done 
fieldwork and have made significant contributions to the science of man and his 
works. In them the authors explain how they go about this work and co what end. 
We chink they will be helpful co students who wa~t to know what processes of 
inquiry and ordering stand behind the formal, published results of anthropology. 

vii 
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ABOUT THE AUTHORS 

FRANCES HENRY is an associate professor of anthropology at McGill University. 
She has done extensive research in the Caribbean on religious organization and 
political development and is currently doing research in Nova Scotia. 

SATISH SABERWAL was at McGill University when this volume was edited and is 
now a Fellow at the Indian Institute of Advanced Study, Simla. He has conducted 
fieldwork on problems of ethnohistory and culture change among the Embu in 
Kenya and is currently doing research in India. 

PETER C. W. GUTKIND is a professor of anthropology at McGill University. He is 
interested in urbanization and migration and has conducted extensive fieldwork 
in East and West Africa. 

HANS BUECHLER is an associate professor of Anthropology at Syracuse University. 
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ABOUT THE BOOK 

Stress and Response in Fieldwork is a most timely addition to the series. 
The relationship of the anthropologist to the people he studies, to the political 
authorities and power figures of his host community and country, and to himself 
as observer, participant, and interpreter of behavior have always been matters of 
deep concern to the profession, though this concern has found written expression 
l~ss often than one might think. The importance of these matters has been empha
Sized by the recent changes in access to field situations, in the freedom of inquiry 
and the uses of social science data created by the transformation of colonies ro 
independent stares, and rhe many ramifications of the cold war. Gaining access ro 
the field, maintaining security for the research, and retaining confidence in the 
potential contribution of the research results to the benefit of mankind have be
co~e more difficult. The increasing difficulties are in part due to political and 
SOCial barriers created by new and self-conscious governments and to the operation 
of coven agencies that may use social science data as intelligence data. They are 
al~o the concomitant of a growing awareness that the very concept of social 
sct~nce, and especially of anthropology, is a product of the West and the his
tone ~elationship of the Western powers with the technologically undeveloped 
and lmherro politically powerless world populations. These themes run strongly 
throughout the papers in this symposium. A thoughtful consideration of the prob
lems created by the new milieu of anthropological research should help students 
to anticipate some of their own problems in the field and the future problems of 
their discipline. 
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The ego-cencered adjustmenc of the ant!uopologist co fieldwork is also a 
very significant pare of the larger complex of problems. For some students the first 
field experience may serve as a form of therapy. The self-image and social projec
tion of self undergo significant alteration. For others the effects are not so dramatic. 
In a few cases they may be negative, resulting in loss of self-confidence or the 
development of suspicious or hostile attitudes coward others. However, for all 
students of human behavior, fieldwork requires personal adaptation co threatening, 
if exhilarating, incerpersonal situations. The anthropologist as fieldworker is a 
stranger who, if successful, becomes, if not a friend, at least someone recognized 
and responded to as parr of the social landscape. The anthropologist, however, un
like the immigranc taking up residence in a new community, leaves shortly after 
having made the adjustment and found acceptance. Amhropologists who have 
worked in several field situations in depth find themselves accumulating separate 
social reference systems. Sometimes they even develop more than one social per
sonality. The theme of personal adjustmenc co the field runs through these papers, 
sometimes implicitly, often explicitly, and finds culmination in the last chapter, 
written by a psychiatrist. Again, the student of anthropology can anticipate some 
of the problems he is likely to encouncer in fieldwork by a thoughtful reading of 
this small volume. 

None of the papers of this collection deal with the classical role of the 
anthropologist in the remote tribal community. This should not be taken as an 
indication that such experience is unimportant. Many of the themes developed in 
the present papers, especially those concerning personal social-emotional adapta
tion, might find particularly full expression in the analysis of such a situation. This 
role is, and will remain for some time, an ideal model for the anthropologist as 
fieldworker. However, ideal models, by definition, do not represent reality. The 
vast majority of the students who will read this booklet will not work in even 
comparatively unacculturated tribal communities-unless interplanetary explora
tion unexpectedly makes new tribes available. For anthropologists of the coming 
generations primitive societies, so recently the forte of the discipline, will be as 
remote as the societies of the paleolithic men who painted in the caves of Lascaux 
and Altamira--except for the accounts written by their earlier colleagues. The 
papers in this volume represent a sample-incomplete to be sure, as it must be
of stress and response in contemporary field situations. They are written by young 
social scientists of diversified background whose experiences reflect the conditions 
imposed upon anthropological fieldwork by our times. 

GEORGE AND LOUISE SPINDLER 

Ge11eral Editors 
Sta11/ord, Calif., May 1969 
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Introduction 

SATISH SABERW AL and FRANCES HENRY 

FIELDWORK IS central to the discipline of anthropology. The research 
strategies and techniques employed have varied, depending in each case 
upon the researcher's personality, the nature of the sociocultural system 

studied, and the specific problem for enquiry-if one has been defined before going 
to the field. In every case, however, the anthropologist has had to face the implica
tions of his role as a stranger, arriving in a community usually unknown previously, 
intent on establishing extensive information channels rapidly (Nash 1963). This 
has entailed inevitable difficulties reflected, for example, in Malinowski's diaries 
(1967) and Evans-Pritchard's famous confrontation with the young Nuer man 
( 1940: 12), but we have only recently begun to shed our modesty to discuss the 
intimate details of our relations with the informants and with the communities 
we have studied: Bowen ( 1954), Berreman ( 1962), Powdermaker ( 1966), Read 
(1965), Williams (1967), and the contributors to Casagrande (1960) and tO 

Jongmans and Gutkind ( 1967) constitute predecessors for the present effort. 
Recognizing that the conduct of fieldwork inevitably generates stresses of 

various sorts, the first four contributors to this volume assess their own responses 
during fieldwork in diverse circumstances: a Bolivian Amhara community 
(Buechler), unemployed Nigerian men in Lagos (Gutkind), three different field 
situations in Trinidad (Henry), and the post-Mau Mau Embu in Kenya (Saber
wal). Wintrob contributes a psychiatrist's view of the varied stresses to which the 
ethnographer is subject in his alien milieu and some of his response patterns in 
this context.1 This introduction attempts to summarize their arguments, to high
light their emphases and concerns, and to relate the whole to some of the literature 

in the field. 

1 The diversity in this volume is manifold. Our contributors are from five nations: Canada, 
England, India, Switzerland, and the United States. Both sexes are represented. Research 
sponsorship is spread over various North American agencies. 

1 



2 INTRODUCTION 

The peasants of Campi studied by Buechler live in self-governing com
munities with an institutional continuity with their own past. This continuity, 
manifest despite the profound changes resulting from land reform, invites the 
ethnographer to look for their social structure in fiestas, community meetings, and 
other relatively traditional settings whose structure has incorporated new content. 
Assessing his own and his wife's attempts at establishing rapport with the 
Compefios, Buechler analyzes the manner in which the ethnographer's status in 
this community is "assimilated" into that of his interpreter; the interpreter's 
communication channels in some measure define the ethnographer's. Social, politi
cal, and economic ties berween migrants and their home community provided 
Buechler with further channels for inquiry in the city of La Paz, where many 
Compefios go in search of work. 

Though Saberwal's interpreters rank much lower in their community than 
Buechler's, they do provide access to settings where he is not invited; thus he 
~earns about the political party's nominating procedures from an interpreter who 
ts a candidate for nomination. In addition, he tells us that the community prob
ably used the interpreters for information to make its own assessment of the 
ethnographer. Here we are reminded of Berreman's report ( 1962) from a highly 
stratified society: The interpreter's status determines the ethnographer's communi
cation channels. High-caste informants feel comfortable with a high-caste Hindu 
interpreter but not with a Muslim· the reverse is the case with the low-caste 
informants.2 ' 

Agrarian reform and migration have produced orderly change in Buechler's 
community. The Mau Mau uprising, a bloody insurrection in Kenya, was much 
more ~isruptive of the Embu social order, and its memory was an important 
determmant of Embu relationships with each other and with outsiders, including 
the ethnographer. Saberwal describes a series of situations of varying measures of 
~wkwardness, and his efforrs at maintaining his relationships in good repair. It is 
m the political party, however that he faced the most determined opposition, 
:eflect~ng the suspicion and h;stility continuing from the Mau Mau days. The 
~ntensay of feelings was such that he chose to withdraw from further enquiry 
mto the COntemporary political process. To press or not to press: The necessary 
feel for judgment comes only through disciplined observation of the pattern of 
the others' . . responses to one s own acttons. 

Examining the nature of the Embu society elsewhere, Saberwal ( 1969) 
shows th h . at t e contemporary Embu cannot be understood without the use of 
Wtder perspe . . . . . k" ctives m time and space· attention to contemporary deCisiOn-rna mg 
cent ' 
h. ers: at least at the national level, is vital. This theme of the inadequacy of 

a tstoncal an 1 f · 1 · · d G k" a yses o tso ates finds expressiOn m the papers of both Henry an 
ut md as well. 

r Aware of the intimate and extensive interaction berween the political 
ehtte and the masses in the island of Trinidad Frances Henry seeks to understand 
t e poli · · ' tical process m unorthodox ways. Following a study of the Shango cult, ----
B 2 !~eill~ ( 1965), working without an interpreter established close relations with the 
b r_a f Inds In a south Indian village; this entailed that 'his contacts with the lowest castes be 

ne an furtive. 
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she returned to her familar island and used surveys to probe the nature of the 
political commitment among the voters, and intensive interviews to determine 
political orientations in the Trinidadian elite. In the context of her own inquiries, 
she gives a fieldworker's-eye view of the hazards of governmental scrutiny, of 
picking a sample, of training the interviewers, and of doing research in the halls 
of power. Anthropologists are new to rhis domain of inquiry, and Henry's interests 
shade gently into those of rhe political scientists. 

This resistance to the lowering of disciplinary barriers is manifest in Guckind's 
reflections roo. As he gets to know the unemployed men of Lagos, he is impressed 
with the "multiplexity" of his observations: The social organization of the unem
ployed was "rooted in far more complex matters of macroeconomic and political 
change, and ... many aspects of modernization and national development would 
have to be considered." Finding rhar the familiar research procedures may nor fit 
the research situation inevitably creates stress for rhe fieldworker. The stress is 
manifold, however, and Guckind's paper encapsulates its varieties. 

There is, first, the primary stress of involvement which confronts the field
worker seeking ro establish rapport with strangers: Between them is a situation of 
complementarity, wirh rhe fieldworker wishing ro learn and ro get rhe data, and the 
people among whom he works having the capacity-and sometimes the wish-to 
reach and to provide rhe data. Gurkind examines his own shock and bewilderment 
during the first encounter with rhe "universe" of his research. Often the fieldworker 
seeks ro convert the situation into a relationship of participation and reciprocity; 
this is illustrated in rhe papers of Buechler and Saberwal. The beginner in his first 
field experience, or an old hand entering unfamiliar territory, often feels threatened 
by the uncertainties of the situation. Wintrob analyzes some characteristic re
sponses with the psychiatrist's concepts-and sensitivity-and we can do no better 
than ask the reader to turn to Wintrob's contribution, a paper without precedent in 
our discipline. 

Second, both Guckind and Wintrob invite our attention to what might be 
called the secotzdary stress of commitme11t. They suggest that one's relations with 
the people studied lead to an intense involvement with "my people," "my tribe," or 
"the people of my village." This may not be quite as patronizing as some non
professionals believe, but Winrrob provides cases to illustrate Gutkind's view that 
it may produce conflicts in the performance of one's professional tasks. While the 
anthropologist-host community relationship spans the entire range from copious
rears-at-parting to mutual detestation, we may suggest, following Roe ( 1952) and 
Nash (1963), that an anthropologist is likely to be productive if he has developed 
enough of an "autonomous personality" to be able to keep his affects and his 
cognitions separate. 

Third, an anthropologist going into rhe field often finds his research desigtz 
tt1lder stress. Given the diversity of rhe peoples of rhe world, the range of anthro
pological interests, and the small number of anthropologists, one rarely has infor
mation about a society adequate for preparing a reliable research design before 
going ro the field; more often, research designs prepared with loving care five- or 
ten-thousand miles away turn out to have no relevance to the contemporary scene. 
Needless to say, the situation can generate acute anxieties concerning one's chang-
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ing role identity in relation to one's professional career; Wintrob, Gutkind, and 

Henry discuss the issues at some length. 
Finally, there is a cluster of factors which can be designated the stress of 

politicization, difficult to escape in the 1960s. In moving from the certainties of 
the colonial period to new indigenous equilibriums, societies round the world are 
engaged in important political changes. Henry and Saberwal choose deliberately to 
focus on these processes, but Gutkind, whose primary concern is elsewhere, also 
has to attend to the politics of his society. Politics are about power, and however 
fascinating its workings, those who have it are best approached with care, especi
ally if a precarious and uncertain hold makes them nervous. Where the adminis
trative structure is weak, with weakly established rules subject to unpredictable 
interpretation, the researcher's level of anxiety can often rise abruptly. Excitable 
dispositions are unhelpful in such events. 

It is also true, however, as Saberwal points out, that social science results 
have been used by the government of the United States (and, indeed, some other 
governments) for purposes anthropologists may not approve of or even know 
about. The anthropologist, "the man in the middle," and his discipline anthro
pology thus come under extraordinary stress, emanating from the shifting content 
of international political attitudes and relations, especially as these pertain to field 
research.3 During his fieldwork the ethnographer, seeking relations of reciprocity 
with his community, is necessarily solicitous of its welfare. Furthermore, it is only 
human for him to foster the impression that his inquiries will contribute to its 
future welfare too; but, in fact, however marginal to his own society, the ethnog
rapher's primary commitments, his primary expectations in life, are integral to 
the affluent West-the third world does not count. It is easy for him to begin to 
judge his own interest in the non-Western world in adverse terms. Saberwal con
cludes his paper with a query as to his own trustworthiness; many other anthro
pologists find their situations equally distressing. 

One of the elements in this impasse is the fact that overwhelming numbers 
of anthropologists come from North America and western Europe, define their 
problems in terms more relevant to the state of their discipline in their home 
countries than to any concerns of the host country, and publish their work in their 
home country. One way of escaping this is by working through institutions in the 
host country, on problems defined in its context, training local research workers, 
and so forth. This method can, of course, generate its own stresses, and Henry dis
cusses briefly the problems of research design and the use of local interviewers. 

In sum, then, five young social scientists present here their view of their 
?wn field experience during the 1960s. We are passing through a period of historic 
~mportance for anthropology. International research on the scale we have witnessed 
10 recent years is something new for the human family. If it turns out that the 
financial support for this research has been politically motivated, or if the peoples 
who are the frequent subjects of research decide on their own that this is so, the 
recent bounty is likely to end abruptly. We have no prescience of the course history 

a These shifts have in recent years been expressed sharply: The host country may deny 
permission for research or, having given it, withdraw it and expel the researcher in short 
order. 
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will take, but in the hope that fieldwork will continue along honorable lines, bene
ficial to all who make it possible, we would like to conclude with three comments. 

First, as Buechler points out, retrospective analysis of one's own field rela
tions improves one's understanding of the manner in which one's research devel
oped; it is important that fieldworkers should include in their notes detailed records 
concerning their relationships with their informants. How a society receives and 
relates to the "stranger" says much about its values; it is worthy of disciplined 
attention. 

Second, Wintrob's concluding query is intriguing: 

If it is true that psychological stress reactions arc as common and as important 
to the performance and reporting of field research as this report would suggest, 
then what practical means could be utilized to extend the ficldworkcr's under
standing of his own psychological needs and responses, and to broaden his 
understanding of the psychological significance of the reactions of the people he 
sets out to study? 

In a way the present volume, and the others we mentioned at the beginning, belong 
to the "practical means" needed for the purpose; here and there it may also be 
possible to develop courses in research methods which enable a psychiatrist to 
convey his insights into the handling of stress to students in anthropology. 

Third, the essays which follow have tended tO emphasize the element of 
stress in fieldwork. A volume could be produced, with equal ease, focusing on the 
pleasures of fieldwork. Establishing warm, personal relationships with members of 
the host society-informants, interpreters, assistants, friends-is one of the most 
gratifying experiences open to an anthropologist. 





The Social Position 
of an Etl1nographer 

in the F ieldl 
HANS C. BUECHLER 

I T IS DIFFICULT if not impossible for an ethnographer to make a rigorously 
scientific assessment of his position within the social organization of an alien 
society. It may be argued that only another investigator, preferably one from 

a culture different from that of the ethnographer, would be sufficiently removed 
from the situation to successfully accomplish this task. However, such an experi
ment would be difficult to undertake. I have yet to meet an anthropologist who 
would be willing to submit to such a test. Nevertheless, an assessment of his posi
tion in the field is of utmost importance for any anthropologist, both in measuring 
his effectiveness as a researcher and as a tool for interpreting social relations them
selves. At some time or other, probably every anthropologist is compelled to analyze 
his place in the society he studies because his position determines to a large extent 
what channels of information are open to him. The channels of information in turn 
are a crucial factor in defining the information itself. Therefore, if an anthropolo
gist examines his social position in the field for heuristic purposes rather than for 
formal analysis, such a venture would appear to be legitimate. It is in this sense 
that this chapter is conceived. I do not pretend that my analysis of my position 
vis-a-vis my informants is strictly scientific. I merely hope to provide some insight 
into the means by which an anthropologist elicits response, the difficulties he incurs 
in his task, and the ways in which this approach may give him valuable clues about 
the society itself. 

1 Research on which this chapter is based was supported by a Columbia Traveling Fellow
ship, by the Bolivia project of the Research Institute for the Study of Man, by Peace Corps 
Grant 397, and by the Canada Council. Thanks also go to my wife Judith-Maria Buechler 
for editorial help in writing this paper and for permitting me to use examples from her own 
experience. 

7 
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This chapter will focus on two field trips to Bolivia. During the first trip I 
spent sixteen months working with peasants from Campi, a Titicaca lake-shore 
community, and with migrants from the same community to La Paz, Bolivia's 
government seat. On the second trip, which had a duration of three months, I con
centrated on feasts and migrant organizations in La Paz. I shall analyze my position 
with respect to Campi villagers and migrants in the following manner. First, I 
shall present some details of my own background which may shed some light on 
the subject. This will be followed by a short description of Campi. Then I shall 
examine the ways in which contacts were established and how these contacts 
affected my social position in Compi. Beginning with the preliminary contact in 
the community and with the choice of an interpreter, I shall describe the persons 
involved in these contacts as intermediaries between the community and myself. 
Next I shall study the means by which I was able to penetrate personally into the 
mainstream of Compi life by participating actively in some important activities. 
Finally, I shall analyze the ways in which the position I succeeded in establishing 
was endangered and how my contacts with Campi residents and migrants facilitated 
the study of La Paz feasts and migrant organizations. At every step I shall compare 
my own experience with that of my wife. She was studying child-rearing patterns 
and market relations. Her position in the community differed from my own because 
her informants were primarily women and children, while mine were for the most 
part men. This provides a comparison of male and female channels of communi
cation. In conclusion I present the importance of this method. 

I 

I was not a complete stranger to Bolivian culture when I conducted my 
first fieldwork there. Born of Swiss parents, I grew up in La Paz, Bolivia, went to 

a Bolivian school until the fifth grade, and spent most of my vacations in a peasant 
community near Campi. So I was familiar with the Bolivian national culture in 
w~ich Aymara migrants participate to a large extent. I had also had some contact 
With Aymara peasant culture. However, I was always looked upon as a foreigner 
b B 1· · Y 0 1v1ans and accepted this role myself. 

My first field experience came in 1961 when I was working as a field assist
ant to an American anthropologist in an Aymara community. In the summer of 
1963 I carried our a survey of former landed estates which had been expropriated 
and d' 'd 

IV! ed among the peasants by the agrarian reform of 1953. In November 
1_964 I returned to one of the former estates visited during the survey for an inten
Sive study on land reform and migration. Finally, in the summer of 1967 I 
concentrated on fiestas and migrant groups in La Paz. 

f Before analyzing my social position in Compi I shall present a brief sketch 
~ th~ community. Compi is a small, dispersed agricultural community of 1230 
mha~ltams situated on the Panamerican Highway, some fifty miles northwest of 
the City of La Paz. Previous to 1953 it was a large landholding, or hacienda, where 
each peasam family provided the owner with twelve man-labor days per week plus 
other services in return for the use of one to four acres of land. After the promulga-



AN ETHNOGRAPHER IN THE FIELD 9 

cion of the land reform decree of 1953 most of the land was turned over tO the 
former hacienda peasants. The land which the former owner had been allowed to 
retain was also purchased bit by bit by individual peasants. 

Compi peasants do not form a single cohesive unit. The community is 
divided into five sections, each with its own government, which act independently 
in most matters. Only education and larger fiestas are matters concerning the entire 
community. Sectional leadership positions are held in rotation. They include the 
secretary-general, who acts as chairman at assemblies and as section representative 
in feasts and matters concerning the whole community, the jilakattt, who replaces 
him in his absence and who is in charge of agricultural ritual, a sectional repre
sentative to the community school, and the like. The criteria for section leadership 
and prestige in general are married status, age, official positions held previously, 
and the number of feasts sponsored by an individual. Bachelors may attend assem
blies but do not voice their opinions. Similarly, the opinions of those who have not 
sponsored village feasts and who have not yet held official positions generally do 
not carry much weight. However, in recent years knowledge of Spanish and per
sonal connections with officials in the capital have gained in importance as criteria 
for leadership. Especially in the years immediately following the agrarian reform, 
one's ability ro "pull strings" in the La Paz bureaucracy was important in accelerat
ing land expropriation. Therefore, young Spanish speakers were often preferred to 
older unilingual Aymara speakers for leadership positions. Bilingual persons con
tinue to retain essential functions, a fact which pr?ves crucial ~n establishing 
rapport. However, at present section heads are nommated accordmg to the old 
prestige system again. The addition of a new criterion ro the prestige system there
fore did not reduce the weight of the traditional one permanently. Fiestas, for 
insrance are as important as ever. Every man is expected to undertake a number of 
C(trgos, or sponsorships, during his lifetime. Shortly befo_re or after marriage, a 
man (and in Campi even some unwed women) orgamzes a dance group fo 
Carnival. He asks his peers ro dance in his group and hires a band (either with hir 
own money or with contributions collected from the dancers), and is always the fi s . rst 
to serve alcohol dunng the feast. In his lifetime, he assumes progressively m 
onerous cm·gos _unci! he has exhausted most of the possi~ilities _op:n to him. O~;e 
chen is he cons1dered an elder whose opinion in communay affa1rs IS honored f 1 Y 
The status achieved by a person through sponsorship of fiestas is recognized bu ly. 

. I . . I . f y all rhe sections. T 1e ennre commumty participates in t 1e maJOr easts, but the 
· d . I b . F. · I I fl y are Orgamze on a secnona asts. 1estas therefore s1mu taneous Y re ect the u . 

• ' ' ntty f 
rhe community and its fragmentation into sections. 0 

A final criterion of leadership is magic. Each section has one or 
magicians who officiate in public fertility rituals whose purpose it is to alllore 

Th . f ttract rain, to disperse hailstorms, or to assure a good harvest. e votce o the mag· . 
therefore does not remain unheeded in section assemblies. lCtans 

In spite of the importance of section and community activities, lllo 
Campi life revolves around the family and kinsmen. Even community life . St of 
rermined to a large extent by kinship ties. Most of the persons who aid a C ts de
in sponsoring a feast are relatives. Moreover, marriage creates the .main 1?~Peno 
rween sections and between Campi and Llamacachi. Kinship also regul10 s be. 

ares 
IQ. 
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heritance of land and tO a large extent defines the group of people with whom one 
interacts most frequently. Kin ties have also become avenues for contact with the 
city. Many Compefios migrated to La Paz as a result of harsh conditions on the 
hacienda and later as a result of land pressure. Family ties with these migrants have 
become an integral part of marketing onions, Campi's cash crop. Onions are usually 
sold by the producer himself. Migrants provide lodgings for their relatives from 
the country and those migrants who sell on the markets themselves are instrumental 
in disposing of the produce their country kin were not able to sell. Conversely, 
migrants frequently continue to have access to land in their home community. 
Some even reestablish the~selves in Campi after having lived in La Paz for some 
time. These contacts between the Compefios and persons whose way of life had 
been considerably changed by the city contributed in defining my role in the field. 

In spite of the villagers' contacts with returned migrants and their own ex
periences in La Paz, they do not have a generally open attitude toward strangers. 
Like most Aymara, Compefios remain quite reserved even toward members of 
neighboring communities. This attitude is instilled in them from childhood. Pre
school-age children usually hide when a stranger approaches the house. Even 
Aymara folktales warn against socializing with strangers: A lover, whose back
ground is unknown may turn out to be a snake, a lizard, or a skunk in human 
disguise. A Compefio may have a handful of friends or acquaintances in other 
communities, but most contacts are confined to the community. Thus, an outsider 
must first prove his good intentions before he becomes generally accepted, and 
even after his acceptance his status is never taken entirely for granted. 

II 

I first visited Campi in the summer of 1963, when I was conducting a 
s~rvey of former haciendas. I discovered that the simplest way to obtain informa
tion quickly was to interview the secretaries-general. Therefore I called on Rufino, 
the secretary-general of one of the sections of Campi. I was dir~cted to his house by 
~evero, a teen-ager who spoke very little Spanish but was eager to help me. Rufino 
Immediately showed me the legal titles to his plots, probably convinced, in spite of 
m~ denial, that I was an official from the National Council for Agrarian Reform. 
His son, on the other hand, provided me with the information I wanted. He spoke 
som~ Spanish and had been to La Paz frequently. Intrigued by the complex com
~unity structure of this ex-hacienda, I decided to return to Campi for prolonged 
reldwork in November 1964. Prevailing on the COntact with Severo I had estab-
Ished the b f . . d h . 1 . . h h. . year e ore, I vislte t e secretanes-genera of all the secuons wit 1m 

as Inter 'd b . preter and guide. Although everyone sa1 that the matter would have to 

e discussed in a section meeting, all except for one seemed positive about my 
study Th · f · e secretary-general who d1d not avor my study would probably also have 
app_roved had we not been joined by an older influential man who spoke strongly 
agamsr it. I hoped, however, that there would be enough persons in my favor once 
the section meeting was held. This hope proved to be illusory. I found out soon 
enough that even if only one or two elders persistently oppose a proposal in an 
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assembly, this can be sufficient ro force the assembly to drop the matter or to 

postpone irs discussion to some future meeting when that person is absent. In 
effect, when I happened to chance upon a meeting held a few days later, rwo per
sons' dissent was sufficient to bar me from the section, at least officially. 

In the meantime, however, I had also established contact with other persons. 
Severo insisted that I meet Paz, whom he considered the real leader of the com
munity. Paz turned our to be a returned migrant who had lived in the cities of 
La Paz and Cochabamba for a number of years. \'<!hen I was introduced to him, 
he was planting cherry trees (which are practically unknown on the altiplano) 
beside a pool he had made himself and which he intended to stock with fish from 
Cochabamba. He wore a Cochabamba-type straw hat and a strikingly patterned 
pullover sweater which he had knitted himself. He spoke excellent Spanish without 
any Aymara accent. Paz expressed strong interest in the study and promised me 
that his "brother" Pedro (actually a distant relative) would help to introduce me 
to the community. Such an opportunity presented itself a few days later at a 
festival to celebrate the end of the school year, which was attended by the school 
authorities of every section and by some other community officials. With Paz at 
his side Pedro translated my research plans into Aymara, urging all present to sup
port me. A few persons nodded their heads in approval. One or rwo others com
mented that they had seen me in a fiesta in nearby Tiquina playing the panpipes 
with a group of peasants. I was therefore not a complete stranger, an important 
fact, especially for the more rradirional elements in the community. Only one 
younger man suggested that section meetings be called first before reaching a 
decision. On this occasion Aymara decision-making seemed to run in my favor for 
Pedro replied quickly that recourse to section meetings was unnecessary. Since the 
young man did nor pursue the matter any further, my immediate acceptance was 
considered approved. Later I discovered that Pedro was the community's principal 
school authority in charge of coordinating school construction and maintenance. 
He had lived in La Paz for a long rime, had married a Pazeiia, and had recently 
settled in the community. He was one of the few politically active persons in the 
area. In fact he continued to travel frequently to La Paz in connection with his 
function as parry campaigner. The contacts he had established in La Paz became 
useful as means of obtaining financial support for community projects. Thanks to 

his unique capacities as a returned migrant, Pedro was held in high esteem by 
Compeiios. He was accepted in the circle of the elders in spite of the fact that he 
was young and had nor sponsored a single fiesta. I discovered later that he, Paz, 
and a few other returned migrants handled most matters concerning officials and 
visirors from La Paz. My case was therefore within his sphere of influence. He and 
Paz were interested in my coming in order co establish further links with the our
side world. Even though I had no technical assistance to offer, it was possible that 
my "connections" (whatever their nature might be) could benefit the community 
and perhaps even themselves. In the case of Paz, there was also the desire to share 
experience acquired outside the somewhat restricting world of Compi. 

I did not consider the approval of the school authorities a sufficient entree 
inro the community. From previous experience I knew that decisions on most 
matters were made in meetings where the secretary-general and a good proportion 
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of the family heads were present. Since there were no community meetings apart 
from school authority meetings, I attended sectional ones. This was important 
since Pedro, in spite of his prestige, could not represent the elders in the community 
fully. Without the all-out support of the elders I risked remaining marginal to the 
mainstream of community life. 

For a month I worked without an Aymara interpreter, using only inform
ants who spoke Spanish. Then I decided to employ Paz. He was one of the few 
persons who could read and write as well as speak Spanish fluently. He was not 
only respected by the community but he also seemed genuinely interested in my 
work. He had enjoyed a position of authority for many years and had acquired 
enough prestige to sit with the elders, although he had sponsored only minor 
fiestas. As I have already mentioned, he acted as a "culture broker" with officials 
and institutions in the capital. As a result, he was able to provide entree into the 
powerful circles in the community. Moreover, he was always well informed about 
important happenings concerning the community as a whole and his section in 
particular. Working with a person specifically associated with one section had 
some drawbacks, however; it became increasingly difficult not to be associated with 
Paz' section of the community alone and to be left our of events in the other sec
tions. For instance, Paz always knew when there would be a meeting in his own 
~ec.tio~, but I missed many a meeting in other sections because I did not hear about 
It 10 ttme. My identification with Paz' section was most apparent during the large 
fiestas in which the entire community participated. I was expected to sit with the 
elders of Paz' section and, as we shall see later, I danced only in "my" section. 

. . My identification with a particular section did nor prevent me from esrab-
ltshm~ numerous contacts in other sections. Apart from connections I had 
e~tabltshed before I hired Paz, some channels were opened through Paz himself. 
s.mce .the endogamic unit1 is the community and nor the section a person has rela
tives 10 a number of sections. Paz had close relatives in all sections but one and 
~lso in Llamacachi, a neighboring community. Most of these relatives became good 
mfo.rmanrs. Paz' kinship ties even gave me access to informants in Cawaya, a 
secuon where my study had been officially rejected. Furthermore, Paz knew many 
~f t?e younger men because they had played soccer together. The fact that I ~as 
mvned to sit with the elders during sectional fiestas of any of the sections to whtch 
I had ffi · 1 o cta access reflects these connections. 

. Paz' family ties also permitted me to gather good family histories and 
mmure data on family structure. The closer the relatives, rhe more intimate the 
derails ~hat became known to me. Through the use of an interpreter I was thus 
pla~e~ m a particular position with respect to the community. I was, in a sense, 
asst~tlated with his place in Campi social organization. To a certain extent obli
gations to Paz were due to me also and vice versa. The consequences of the use of 
an interpreter, therefore, were more extensive than the mere surmounting of 
language barriers. 

The importance of channels of communication opened through interpreters 
became even more apparent to me when my wife, herself an anthropologist, joined 

1 The group of persons from which a Compeiio may select a spouse. 
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me in the field after our marriage seven months after the beginning of fieldwork. 
She took an interpreter from Llamacachi and in so doing expanded comprehension 
of chat community. 

My wife was also able to gain access to significant channels of communica
tion in another way. As a man I had not been able co talk to many women; in fact 
the female view of society was practically closed to me, for except for relatives, 
Aymara men do not interact with women frequently. The fact that I was known 
in the community greatly facilitated my wife's acceptance. Moreover, the fact chat 
she was herself doing anthropological work probably did not surprise anyone since 
Campi women, in addition co working in their households or in their fields, also 
work independently by selling onions in La Paz. However, gaining rapport with 
the women was far from automatic. Women attend community meetings only 
when the male household head is absent, and it is imperative for the household 
co be represented at the meeting, or when a complaint is lodged against them; 
and they do not hold separate meetings. Therefore, it was impossible for my wife 
co explain the nature of her study co the women as a group. So she had to rely 
initially on the already established relationships between her informants' husbands 
and me. The second difficulty arose from che face chat few women were qualified 
co ace as interpreters. The cwo mestizo women in the community seemed too 
marginal co the mainstream of Compi life co be considered. Furthermore, mestizo 
prejudice coward Aymara peasants was apt co harm the study. However, most of 
the women who had migrated co La Paz and as a result had some knowledge 
of Spanish were either not fluent enough or were married. It is not surprising that 
our first choice of an interpreter curned out to be disastrous. We hired a nineteen
year-old sister of one of my best Llamacachi informants who had worked in 
La Paz as a market vendor. We found very soon that her Spanish left much co be 
desired. The face chat my wife did not speak fluent Spanish at the beginning of 
fieldwork compounded chis problem. Furthermore, this girl had lose most of her 
connections with her home community. Worst of all, however, she was embar
rassed co ask many of the questions which my wife asked her co translate, such 
as questions regarding concepcion. This embarrassment awoke the suspicion of 
some of her informants. We soon found that informal means of communicating 
informacion through relatives and school children were an effective substitute 
for che lack of formal means. Nasty rumors circulated about my wife's study, with 
the effect chat one potential informant even ran away when she saw my wife 
approaching. After a week of suffering we ended the experiment by giving the 
interpreter leave, much co her own relief, for she had actively cried to bring about 

her dismissal. 
My wife met Sofia, her second interpreter, during a community feast, where 

Sofia interpreted conversations and prayers for her without even having been asked 
co do so. Sofia was a nineteen-year-old girl from Llamacachi. She had grown up in 
La Paz and had been educated there. Later she had returned to Llamacachi with 
her mother, who had found that business was better there than in La Paz. Since 
Sofia was very outgoing, she was soon accepted as a member of the community 
and, because of her experience in La Paz, was frequently consulted by Llamacachi 
girls on subjects ranging from marriage to fiesta clothes. Her mother's store, which 
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she helped manage, became an "information center" where all the community 
gossip was aired. So Sofia's role resembled that of the official male "culture brokers." 
She acted as an assistant to the priest who says Mass and a dentist who treated 
patients once a week in the neighboring community. In view of this position it 
was not surprising that she should have sought to establish contaCt with my wife. 
Sofia turned out to be an excellent interpreter. Through her "information center" 
most members of Llamacachi learned what the study was all about. Thus Llama
cachi informants were already personally prepared before my wife interviewed 
them. As in the case of Paz, however, relatives and kin became the main informants. 
Through Sofia I also began to understand the concerns of her community. 

III 

Dissociating myself from certain preconceived roles usually ascribed to 
strangers and placing myself in positions with respect to the social organization of 
the villagers which would permit access to information through the intermediary 
of certain community members was but the first step in gaining rapport. A cri
terion which may have been even more important was my willingness and ability 
to participate in community life. From previous experience I knew that it was 
important never to refuse food or alcohol when it was offered. In Compi only 
Protestants do not drink and even they are usually forced to do so on occasion. 
Abstinence is considered a refusal to maintain social relations with the host and 
as a result Protestants are not only in an awkward and marginal position during 
fiestas but frequently even abstain from attending community meetings. My full 
participation in fiestas ranging from the ceremony that accompanies a child's first 
haircut to funerals and saint's day's celebrations further enhanced rapport. How
ever, my contribution to community life did not necessarily have to be orthodox. 
Frequently I was called upon to perform tasks which only I could carry out since 
my potential as a foreigner could be combined with my ability to imitate Aymara 
customs. Thus, during fiestas I not only sat with the elders drinking and chewing 
coca but served as a chauffeur to transport a bridal pair to a wedding or a sponsor 
from his home to the location of a fiesta. I could also be called upon to drive sick 
persons to a nearby mission clinic, and I rarely traveled alone to La Paz. I also 
se~ved as a photographer. Similarly, my wife was granted considerable flexibility 
With respect to etiquette and custom in general. During fiestas women are supposed 
to accompany their husbands and sit on the ground apart from the men. Although 
my wife did accompany me to fiestas, she did not do so invariably. On one occasion 
she was asked who would lead me home when I became intoxicated. She answered 
that I had to write down my observations while at the fiesta and drive the car 
home afterwards; therefore, I would not drink too much. This explanation was 
accepted. 

My best connections, however, came through my interest in Aymara music. 
The emancipation of the peasant brought about by the agrarian reform awoke 
national interest in folklore. Groups of Aymara and Quechua musicians are fre-
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quently invited to play traditional instruments in La Paz and elsewhere. This in 
turn has resulted in a kind of renaissance of music played with traditional instru
ments in the peasant communities themselves. Many of the instruments had 
fallen into disuse as they were replaced by brass bands, but now old instruments 
were being unearthed once more, and new ones were ordered from artisans in a 
distant community. Since I had learned how to play the panpipes, I was invited 
to perform with a group of players from my interpreter's section who planned ro 
play at a festival in La Paz. My recordings of the music were brought to a radio 
station on the high plateau for broadcasting. Since almost every peasant home 
has a transistor radio, the prestige of coming on the air was considerable. In fact, 
since the inception of the Aymara music program, dozens of ensembles arrived 
at the radio station ro have their music recorded. Although the group with whom 
I performed finally did not go to the festival, I was soon flooded with requests to 
record music of most of the community's sections and later of sections of ather 
communities. Thus I was able to make an almost complete collection of traditional 
and new music played in the area with ideal conditions. At this time, an educated 
migrant to La Paz working for the tourist bureau decided to organize a folklore 
festival in Campi itself. Dance groups from the entire area were invited to par
ticipate. Tourists and high government officials arrived by earfuls and busloads. 
Since that time, the festival has been held annually, attracting increasingly larger 
crowds. The success of the festival also induced two sections of the community to 
reintroduce panpipes which had not been in use for over a decade in one of their 
minor feasts. I was invited co participate in this feast, this time to head a dance 
group. Thus I gained information on the preparation of fiestas, the obligations of 
each participant, and the meaning of ritual, which would have been extremely 
difficult to obtain otherwise. 

For instance, my participation in ritual turned my attention to the adapta
tion of rules of ritual and etiquette to different situations. During everyday inter
action I was not expected to conform to all Aymara forms of politeness. It was 
sufficient if I observed the most obvious ones such as never failing to greer a person 
even if I had met him only a short time before. It was also easy to avoid breaches of 
etiquette by imitating the behavior of my interpreter. However, as a participant in 
a fiesta, where failure to conform to etiquette and ritual frequently results in 
drunken brawls, it would have been considered an affront if I had not at lease tried 
tO abide by the rules of the game as best as I could. In my position as a dance 
group leader I was supposed to act as a representative of "my" section just like all 
che ocher dancers. I was no longer considered a stranger. 

Descriptions of ritual sometimes strike one as improbable because they 
only take their ideal or official form into consideration. Trying to follow ritual 
rules personally made it possible for me to understand what conforming to them 
really entailed. It led me to analyze roles such as chat of older persons who ac
company and advise fiesta sponsors. I began to understand which rules were 
obligatory and which ones could be altered or circumvented, as well as how this 
could be accomplished. Since a community member's prestige, on the one hand, 
and harmony in the community, on the other, depend to a large extent on his 
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ability to interpret the applicability and the margins of liberty of ritual rules in 
any given situation, the actual practice of ritual is probably as important, if indeed 
not more so, than the rituals themselves. 

I became a part of such calculations of priorities and of the margin of 
liberty of ritual rules myself when I participated in the dance group of my inter
preter's section. The fact that I had been chosen by the sponsor of the dance group 
to lead the dancers was in itself significant in this respect. The sponsor was gen
erally considered to be tight-fisted. This conclusion had been arrived at because he 
was often seen drinking at home accompanied by his wife, a thing unheard of in a 
society where drinking is a social act par excellence. It was rumored that he had 
decided to sponsor the feast c..liy because he could expect a number of persons 
whom he had helped sponsor fiestas to reciprocate on this occasion. As a person 
who was not completely integrated into the community, I could be expected to 

demand little alcohol and food for the dancers, a function incumbent upon the 
dance group leader. Actually the rumors about the sponsor's motives achieved 
some credibility when, on the last day of the feast, the dancers were offered less 
than the customary gift of meat, bread, and fruit which must be provided as a 
token of gratitude for having participated in the dance group. The second dance 
leader was indignant enough to refuse the gift in spite of repeated prodding on 
the part of the sponsor to accept it. 

In spite of my rather special place in this fiesta, my image was enhanced. 
As we shall see later, my ability to play the panpipes aided me in re-establishing 
cordial relations after I had temporarily lost much of the villagers' sympathy due 
to unfortunate circumstances. 

Maintaining rapport in Compi was not accomplished without setbacks. 
Once I felt obliged to discharge two persons whom I had hired to take a census 
of the community. Since one of the persons held an important position in the 
community, he tried for a time to have me expelled. This was unsuccessful since 
Aymara peasants dislike an open showdown except when under the influence of 
alc~hol. Moreover, it is against Aymara custom to take sides openly in a quarrel 
WhiCh is of no direct concern to oneself. A meeting was called to discuss the 
matter, but few persons appeared and I was not informed when it took place. I 
was finally able to explain my reasons for dismissing my assistants to the secretary
general of the section concerned; after that work continued normally. 

Another difficult situation was created through circumstances beyond our 
control. In the middle of fieldwork we were joined by a medical student with no 
!:evi~us fieldwork experience. Since he w~s interested in native pharmacopoeia, 
. Y ":1fe asked her assistant to draw up a list of persons who were knowledgeable 
10 this matter. She accomplished this with the help of her mother, who is a curer 
herself. Although the student was warned not to show the list to his informants, 
he did not heed my wife's advice. The resulting uproar could have terminated our 
research in Llamacachi. It turned out that most of the curers were also magicians. 
There is considerable ambivalence about magicians among the Aymara because 
every magician is also a potential sorcerer. The practice of sorcery is kept secret 
even among the magicians themselves. So the list could be interpreted as a possi
ble means of investigating sorcery, which is considered an extremely serious offense. 
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The rumor soon spread that the medical smdent would rake the names of the 
magicians to the United States from whence orders would be issued to arrest and 
punish them. This rumor worried my wife's interpreter because someone had 
recognized her handwriting, and her mother, of course, was distraught. The medical 
student was forced ro accelerate his study in Llamacachi, terminating it in the 
next three days before public opinion became roo negative. Fortunately my wife 
was not suspected. A few days later she was able to explain the matter to the most 
important magician in the community, whose family had always been very friendly 
to her. He accepted her explanation that she had had the list drawn up because of 
the project's interest in gathering medical lore, and so the problem was clarified 
and considered closed. 

IV 

Serious difficulties which did affect my fieldwork arose when I returned 
to Campi for a month in the summer of 1967 to complete my material on fiestas. 
Paradoxically, I was greeted as a long-lost friend by the very elders of the section 
who had previously barred my study. As a matter of fact, when I attended a fiesta 
there, I was honored as an elder of the community, the highest compliment that 
could be bestowed upon me. However, an alarming number of persons from the 
section I knew best refused to talk to me. I discovered that all :he community 
members interviewed in a follow-up survey conducted by the prOJeCt I had been 
associated with had received cash payments for their contribution. I personally 
kept to the policy of remunerating only those persons who worked for me full
time. I was convinced that indiscriminate awards would be considered as bribes 
and would create jealousy among them. Others expected me to pay them this time. 
Worst of all, however, some persons seemed to feel that they could not talk to me 
because they might be accused of "selling information" to me. At the end of th 
month I ret~r~ed ~o La Paz (where I planned to study fiestas and migrant groups~ 
somewhat d1sdlus10ned and a bit hurt. Even though there were always persons 
who would talk ro me, the prospect of being snubbed by Compenos with who I 
formerly had enjoyed excellent rapport lowered my morale. In fact, I often m 

d k . . h d pre-
ferre to wor with my mterpreter's close kin who had not c ange their art· d 

' 1tu e 
coward me. 

I returned to Campi only three times in the subsequent three months h 
k d . . d 1 . d t at 

I wor e 111 La Paz. Th1s was sufficient however to men t 1e strame relar1·0 h' . . , ' . ns 1p 
Tlungs began to 1mprove when I was asked to dance 10 the annual folklore f . · 

. . . . . ' est1val 
in Comp1. I declmed the mv1tat1on since I was not able to attend the pr . 

· b f I · actJce sessiOns, utI did play the panpipes with a dance group a ter t 1e mam present . 
. 1 . h' atJon 

When. I returned to Campi a few days later for a sp~CI~ r~te w .!Ch took place . · 
the m1ddle of the night, the persons who rook part 10 It, mcludmg a youn In 
who had avoided me a few weeks earlier, were as cordial to me as they h ~man 
been. Two months later I was asked to dance again with the Compeiios tl ~ ever 

f . . . d f , lis ti 
in a est1val in L"l Paz. A day after the festival I 10v1te some o the d me . . . ancer 
play at my brother's wedding. Thus I had attained a posmon 111 the com s to 

In unity 
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which was not very different from that of a Campi migrant to La Paz. This position 
was invaluable for my study in La Paz. Since I had only three months to do field
work there, I needed channels which would permit me to gain the confidence of 
informants rapidly. This was especially important for my study on fiestas where 
participants scatter in no time after the event and therefore are difficult to inter
view once the fiesta is over. Since Compefio migrants live dispersed over many 
neighborhoods of La Paz, it was not rare for one or more of them to be dancing 
in any given neighborhood fiesta. Where this was the case, I had easy access to 

information both by interviewing these migrants themselves and by having them 
introduce me to the organizers of dance groups. Much of my most derailed infor
mation was gathered in this way. My wife, who was studying market women, 
profited considerably from migrant channels as well, all the more so since her 
assistant, the same one she had had in Llamacachi, was herself a part-time market 
vendor and minor union leader. 

The importance of our Campi contacts with respect to our work in La Paz 
can best be appreciated when contrasted with other means of gathering information 
which we tried. Generally contact with complete strangers seemed somewhat 
simpler when they were approached through our assistants, despite their embar
rassment at talking to strangers. However, these interviews rarely had much depth. 
Interviewing the same persons repeatedly and slowly gaining rapport in this way 
was impractical because of the short duration of the study and because of their 
erratic schedules. Moreover, informants have vague addresses which made it diffi
cult to locate them. The only other means of establishing new fruitful contacts was 
by attending meetings of market unions. However, close individual ties with union 
members would have taken longer to establish than the three months which were 
available to us. 

Conclusions 

The kinds of information an anthropologist is able to gather in the field 
depend on his access to channels of information. These in turn depend on the 
command he has over persons who are in strategic positions within the social 
or~anization of the group studied and who are thus in the nexus of the communi
cation network. In order to attain this command, the anthropologist must establish 
multiple relationships within the group. He may establish these through informal 
and formal contacts with persons representing different institutions and by his 
own participation in the activities of the group. The relationships which he has 
been able to establish in this manner define his position within the social orga
nization of the group. 

Therefore, by retracing the steps he has taken to establish his social position, 
an anthropologist can assess the directions his research has taken, locate possible 
overem~hasis or underemphasis of his data, and even attempt to define the social 
system Itself. This in turn can help him supplement his research by adding new 
channels of infor . matt on. 
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The utility of this procedure becomes apparent when one attempts to pre
dict the ways in which the research situation could have developed if other 
alternatives in establishing rapport had been adopted. Had I introduced myself 
into the community through the teachers, I would probably not have gotten very 
far since most of them are strangers with few ties with communiry members. Had 
I employed Pedro instead of Paz as an interpreter, my insight into sectional divi
sions might have been reduced but I might have attained deeper understanding of 
the life of migrants, not only because Pedro himself continued to travel to La Paz 
constantly but also because his wife was born in the ciry. Finally, had I not 
actively participated in fiestas, rapport might not have been re-established at the 
end of my second visit to Campi. 

To be sure, channels of communication can often be tapped through mere 
trial and error. However, insight into the mechanisms involved enable the re
searcher to provide more direction to his efforts. Moreover, the analysis of the 
progression of his field research may in itself become a part of his collected data. 
In this way method and results become more closely aligned as integrated parts of 
ethnography. 



The Social Researcher 
in the Context of 

African National Development: 
Reflections on an Encounter 

PETER C. W. GUTKIND 

A few years back the European anthropologist may have been able on the 
West Coast [of Africa] to glean some information about customs and beliefs; 
at all events he had as good a chance of doing so as in any other region of the 
world. Nowadays the African has a very shrewd idea of what the anthropologist 
would like him to say; and the information is in consequence becoming less and 
less authentic. The African's power of self-organization is manifesting itself partly 
in political movements of one kind and another, and partly in his increasing 
facility of keeping the European guessing. (Le Gros Clark 1953:153-54) 

I 

I think it is fair to suggest that most anthropologists believe it is possible 
to do fieldwork anywhere, providing that they have been trained in methodologi
cal skills and show a ready understanding of the importance of a people's cultural 
and social milieu. They are proud of the fact that they are not culture bound, at 
least no more than some people and certainly far less than most people, and that 
they have the techniques and empathy and a remarkable adaptability which helps 
them to blend fairly easily into almost any cultural landscape. In short they be
lieve that they can combine the methodology of science, the introspection of the 
artist, and the concerns of the humanist. They also believe that their respect for 
the people among whom they live and work gives them a unique insight into 
cultures very different from their own (Levi-Strauss 1966). If they show res?ect, 
and elect to participate as far as possible in local affairs, they can shed the sugma 

20 
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and suspiCIOns attached to an intruding stranger which can so badly mar the 
relations between a guest and his hosts. Of course, anthropologists accept the fact 
that they are not free from subtle prejudices, stereotypical attitudes, narrowly cir
cumscribed social customs, an ethnocentric view of the "good life," or inflexible 
political opinions, and that idiosyncratic features of their personalities sometimes 
get in the way of relations with their equally varied informants. A number of 
anthropologists ( Gutkind, Jongmans, Jonker and Serpenti, 1967), but far too few, 
have candidly discussed the implications of these more negative features but have 
stressed the efforts they have made to overcome them (Bowen 1954; Malinowski 
1967; Powdermaker 1966) . 

We also know that anthropologists, particularly those who have worked in 
Africa, have generally worked in a colonial milieu (Colson 1967; Gough 1968). 
Indeed, most of us who worked in Africa in the years before independence realized 
that our research was carried out under the protective umbrella of colonial admin
istrations and their officers (Maquet 1964); anthropologists were, Maquet writes, 
"nor assimilated into the African layer of the [colonial} society. They were mem
bers of the white minority" (p. 48). Upon arrival in an African country, the 
anthropologist was well advised to clear his credentials and objectives first with the 
local European administrative officer, who then introduced him to the local chief, 
elders, council members, or other community leaders. While few anthropologists 
considered this an ideal introduction to a community about which they knew little 
as yet, they had little choice but to accept the authority of the colonial adminis
tration. It was this authority which, initially at least, structured the relationship be
tween the anthropologist and his informants and created the social distance 
between the "white" anthropologist and his "African" informants-particularly if 
the latter had been drawn into the preindependence anticolonial political struggle. 
Race, in many African countries, became the sole determinant of relationship be
tween black and white. Diamond ( 1964: 143), reflecting on exactly such a 
situation, writes: 

Still I shuddered at being stereotyped and forced to share a guilt that I felt 
had been personally expunged by training, insight, and sympathy. My mode of 
life, my opportunities, the very clothes I wore were an insult to these disinherited. 
From a social distance, ~nthropologist, colonial administrator, business m;~n seemed 
alike. From a greater d1stance, only the color of the skin was visible, and beyond 
that any man on the social horizon might be an enemy. 

Colonizing civilization had created these distances; good intentions were mere! 
precious and sentiments cheap. The Africans who called out to me in town wery 
no better than I. But on~e burna~ hat~~d find~ ~~ a~ecti~e. o~casion and a piau~ 
sible excuse in the repressiOn and mequ1t1es of CIVIlizatiOn, 1t IS •mplacable. 

Diamond ( 1964:144-145) goes on to point out how race, conquest, and 
trade are intimately interwoven: 

Cultures have been ruined for the sake of modern mercantilism, and societ" 
conquer so as to secure unimpeded trade. Millions of people, stimulated to prod •es 

· · 1 1 · uce for the Europeans m little ots that conv~ged to-·-eoormous s upments, bou h 

back, in towns like Jos, some sm6,n ~~~v:~;,~~~~z~:~:~ boc,u,•0 : 

) IIC :! 

' l>:'t ~ 2. ~-~ ·7·1l ... ) ~ Jl 
\\ \._ '/..;.· . - _,/~ " 
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its size or inferior quality. Tiny individual measures of production and consump
tion, but they commanded all the surplus sinew and strength of British \X'est 
Africa. No wonder Europeans were uneasy around Jos. The "white man bastard·· 
was the unseen presence, the invisible master. He rarely materialized; his goods 
stood up for him. Conquest by trade was indirect conquest; indirect conquest 
was best served by indirect rule. 

Levi-Strauss ( 1966: 126) too puts the matter unequivocally: 

Anthropology is not a dispassionate science like astronomy, which springs from 
the contemplation of things at a distance. It is the outcome of a historical process 
wh~ch has made the larger part of mankind subservient to the other, and during 
wh•ch millions of human beings have had their resources plundered and their 
institutions and beliefs destroyed, whilst they themselves were ruthlessly killed, 
thrown into bondage, and contaminated by diseases they were unable to resist. 
A~thropology is daughter to this era of violence: its capacity to assess more 
objectively the facts pertaining to the human condition reflects, on the epistomo
logical level, a state of affairs in which one part of mankind treated the other 
as an object. 

This context then, as to a large extent now, strongly influenced the attitudes 
of both African informants, colonial administrators, and nowadays, African gov
ernments toward the anthropologist and his professional activities. Diamond 

0964:153) summarizes the anthropologist's dilemma: 

. L~gically enough, anthropologists arc frequent!y taken as s_rie~ because of the 
mqu•sitive nature of their work, their concern w1th local alfa1rs m remote places 
t? .which they go, their tendency to fade into the background of local custom in 
l~v·~g up to the canons of participant observation. They have, also, a certain 
l•m•tcd academic immunity; they travel freely, and what better cover could a 
secret agent desire. A logical case can be constructed, and often h~s been, against 
a~y anthropologist in the field almost anywhere in this era of act•.ve and rc.a~tivc 
cnses that echo to the uttermost ends of the earth. Of course, m the spmtual 
sense anthropologists arc Kierkegaardian double agents. !hat is, engaged i~ a 
~earch for the varieties of human experience, they arc margmal to the commercial. 
mdustrial society that created them; and they arc transient, if eager, participants 
elsewhere. Anthropology is a scholarly discipline, but it is also a kind of secretly 
strucrurcd revolt a search for human possibilities. Police agents, who arc known 
for their theologi~al sensitivity, instinctually suspect that sort of thing. 

d Then, as now, anthropologists were torn by many conflicts, both personal 

~~ lo professional (Gough 1968). They have, however, always felt a strong sen~e 
h yalty to the people and their institutions to which they attached themselves tn 

t e cours f I · "11 i . e o their fieldwork. While few contemporary anthropo og•sts w1 expose 
n thetr . . . . "d I" . 

of the , w~n~n.g a sense of paternalism or po~ses~tv~ness, or a romantiC • ea •zat1on 
to .. Pt•mltive," in the course of conversauon 1t 1s not unusual to hear referen~es 
s hmy People," "my tribe" or "the people in my village." To most anthropologists 
uc exp · ' · h f · 1 d ress•ons are devoid of the negative connotations wh1c many A ncan 
ea ers a d . h 

. n IOtellectuals attribute to them (Gutkind 1967). Rather t ey see these 
senttment . . . f d 

s as evidence of their personal Joyalues to thetr m ormants an also, as 
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Diamond pointed om, "a search for human possibilities." These sentiments and 
arritudes not infrequently produce conflicts in the professional realm, such as those 
concerning the contents, the scope, orientation, purpose, and function of anthro
pology and its subdisciplines. 

Clearly, today, anthropology is in the eye of a major storm which rotates 
around both the theoretical and practical contribution which it can make to a 
broadly based social science. Furthermore, the subject marrer of anthropology, 
reasonably small-scale and relatively homogeneous prditerate and non-Western 
societies, is rapidly being transformed into modern nation states of their compo
nents. To some observers, anthropology must either radically transform itself or 
be satisfied with being no more than a salvage operation to retrieve as much of 
the "exotic" as can still be obtained. In view of the past concerns of anthropolo
gists, "it is not surprising," Audrey Richards ( 1961:4) writes, "that anthropology 
should now appear to many people to be a kind of anachronism, hopelessly inade
quate as a type of research and likely to be blown off the field, like so much else, 
by the famous winds of change." The anthropologist finds it ever more difficult to 
seek out a "tribe" which has not been "studied" by anyone, or about which we still 
know very little because the only information we have about it is what an adminis
trator or missionary wrote some fifty years before. 

If tribal cultural differences arc to be regretted, discouraged and even denied 
it is not unnatural that African governments, old and new, view the financing of 
a series of tribal studies without much enthusiasm, even in cases where no 
previous account of one of the major cultural groups in a territory exists. \'\?orld 
financiers are unlikely to wait for three year studies of even important tribes 
before plunging into widespread schemes for the development of old or newly 
independent territories .... The Governments of East Africa tended to ask for 
research on problems rather than peoples. (Richards 1961:5) 

However, the relevant issue is not really whether or not anthropologists 
and anthropology will shift from a narrow interest in tribal studies to a major 
concern with comparative social change and modernization, from anthropology to 
comparative sociology, as Radcliffe-Brown might have suggested-rather, it is that 
anthropologists must recognize that whatever the tasks they now tackle, whatever 
the group of people and institutions they have selected for concentrated study, 
their work demands from them an understanding that Africans, and other peoples 
in the low-income world, are now part of a complex political, economic, and social 
network which reaches not only deeply beyond tribal boundaries bur also into 
world society at large. What we witness today is the eclipse of tribal societies, in 
traditionalist terms, and the rise of societies based on district, regional, and national 
foundations. Abstractly conceived, this might be denied by those who, in the words 
of Gluckman, have been "reared on the rural tradition of the tribe," but on closer 
inspection few Africans are outside the growing influence of new political struc
tures; many are part of new associations such as trade unions or producer or 
marketing cooperatives; many Africans are now linked so intimately with rapid! 
increasing urban areas; and above all few Africans can escape the pervading infl.u~ 
ence of education, a proliferation of new choices and styles of life, or the pene-
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tration of Western influences, be they economic or ideational. In chis sense, the 
anthropologist as fieldworker is faced with increasingly complicated decisions in 
defining exactly the unit of his observations. Of course, such a formulation does 
not exclude the possibility, or even the desirability, of carrying out traditionalist 
tribal studies, for after all, as Richards has puc it, African cultures are as worthy 
of study "as others in our universe" (1961:7). Dr. Richards has made a strong 
plea for "a continuous series of tribal studies ... focused on important political or 
economic problems" and presented in a comparative frame of reference (Richards 
1961: 10). However, we must remember that societies have changed far more 
rapidly chan anthropologists have (Levi-Strauss 1966). It is the people of Africa 
Asia, and Latin America who are setting the pace. The question is, can we kee~ 
up with them? 

A start has been made. After all it has been the anthropologist who has 
pioneered urban research, studies of local government, labor problems, land tenure 
myriad problems in family life, the shift from subsistence to cash cropping, th~ 
rise of new forms of executive authority, and the implications of unemployment. 
However, anthropologists have not always felt at ease in the macroseccing of major 
institutional transformation because they have been burdened with assumptions 
about the organization and operation of traditional social systems. These assump
tions have reflected some rather subtle stereotyped impressions some of us have 
held, that small-scale and preliterate societies are "simple" or "backward," or that 
the natural habitat for Africans is rurality. Hence, rapid change is disruptive 
Thus, in che rural context we have been able to show that "membership of a trib~ 
involves participation in a working political system, and sharing of domestic life 
with kinsfolk" (Gluckman 1961:67); and that the operation of social organiza
tion is based on a structure of interlocking corporateness which exhibits repecitiv . e 
and, hence, predictive patterns. While we have not always commmed ourselves 
on paper, we have assumed that the urban situation was radically different, that is 
that social organization had an amorphous quality and that social disorganizacio~ 
and anomie impeded integration. Some observers took this view simply because 
the African urban population was a complex composite of varied tribal groups
a group of people not bound by a common tradition, language, habits, and ideas. 
Studies of urban Africa over the last fifteen years have indicated beyond doubt 
however, that "urban life exhibits sufficient regularities for us to extract systemati~ 
inter-connections which we can arrange to exhibit a structure, and we can sho"" 
how this structure changes" (Gluckman 1961:68). What is required as a "starting 
point for analysis of urbanization must be an urban system of relations, in which 
the tribal origins of the population may even be regarded as of secondary inter
est .... We have to start with a theory about urban systems" (Gluckman 1961: 
80). 

What I am trying to indicate here is that while societies have changed, 
particularly African societies, neither anthropologists nor their methodologies have 
changed as rapidly. Thus, when an anthropologist decides to work in one of 
Africa's urban areas, he is faced with a fieldwork situation totally different frolll 
past field experiences in a rural area or, should this be his first fieldwork, he finds 
that the literature on anthropological fieldwork method appears to have little rele-
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vance in an urban context ( Gurkind 1967). Nor only do urban areas differ signifi
cantly in composition, size and institutional structure from rural social systems 
bur the relationships between fieldworkers and informants differ. Ir is this which 
I wish to discuss now in some derail. 

I indicated earlier that in the last few years Africans have progressively 
found themselves enmeshed in political and economic networks whose purposes 
and operations are largely determined by structures larger and more complex than 
the conditions which determine rural-based tribal life. African urbanites in par
ticular live in societies which mirror these developments. In urban areas, and in 
the population as a whole, are to be found virtually all the manifestations of trans
formation and modernization, defining the former as a continuous dynamic process 
whereby a total social and cultural configuration is gradually rearranged, and 
modernization as "the will to be modern," to deliberately and actively plan change, 
to be scientific and to apply rationality to a planning process. Even more so, the 
urban areas give us a very clear indication of how individual and group relations 
are being restructured; how new associations come into being; how new political 
and economic alliances are being made; how conflicts arise and are being mediated; 
how integration takes place around variables which in the past we have not asso
ciated with this potential; and how African society has become, and continues to 
be, internally differentiated as a result of education, ideational, and technological 
change resulting in differential access to political and economic power. The urban 
areas in Africa are the pace setters of change (Gutkind 1962), and their residents 
are like a barometer sensitively reflecting almost all aspects of the micro- and 
macrorransformation taking place. As economic and social distance widens between 
the elite (here broadly defined as the self-employed, rhe wage earners, and the 
salaried) and the poor, a conflict of interest is generated, which is perhaps inher
ent in modernization and national development, affecting all sections of the new 
African nations-bur it is in the urban areas that we see this conflict most clearly. 
It is conventional ro analyze this class of conflicting interests, and the struggle by 
individuals and groups ro find a niche in a new political, economic, and social 
order, in the context of rhe "tensions" of development. The poor in urban Africa 
reflect the problems and tensions of this development, and also the response and 
adaptation to change and modernization. 

II 

While very few urban anthropologists have told us of the problems they 
encountered during their fieldwork, or how they overcame them, there is little 
doubt that the anthropologist's initial contact with his urban informants is often 
rather unsettling. Thus, when I arrived in L1.gos and had cleared my credentials 
with the Ministry of Labour of the (then) Military Government (June-July 
1966), I was introduced to the supervisors of the Ikoyi Employment Exchange. On 
my arrival I was immediately surrounded by a large number of men, at least fifty 
who had lined up outside the Exchange. In rapid fire succession, several men asked 
me whether I had come to hire them. As rapidly, testimonials and certificates were 



26 S T R E S S A N D RES P 0 N S E IN F I E L D W 0 R K 

pressed into my hands while the torrent of comments and questions continued, 
and at the same time the numbers surrounding me grew. It took some time for me 
to quiet them so I could listen to one speaker at a time, while those men whose 
papers I had in my hand assumed that I had immediately shown a special interest 
in them.1 One of them grabbed my arm and suggested that I go elsewhere to talk 
with him. Not only was it virtually impossible for me to break through the tight 
circle around me but I had co explain co this eager man that I must first listen to 
what others had to say. This discouraged him and he left the group grumbling and 
complaining that he had lost his place in the line outside the office and that his 
name might have been called co present his labor card. Others also left co regain 
their places, leaving only about thirty men. 

I suggested to this group that we should move away so as not to interfere 
with the operation of the Exchange. We moved to a large tree nearby and were 
joined by a local policeman who had crossed the street to find out about the agita
tion and the shouting. No sooner had we gathered near the tree than a group of 
younger, better-dressed men, who had been waiting some distance from the main 
office, joined us. I learned later that they were junior secondary school leavers who 
rarely mixed with the unskilled and unschooled who comprised the bulk of the 
applicants. These younger men stood aside bur close enough to hear what was being 
said. For the time being they cook no part in the conversation, but I was once 
again surrounded by at least fifty me~. As I looked_ around ~ could ~ell that many 
hundreds of men, and a few young g1rls, were casnng eyes m my direction, while 
many of those who obviously gathered each morning at a windowless barnlike 
structure behind the Exchange had come forward. Some of the labor officers were 
looking out of their offices, wondering what was taking place. 

I sat down on a low concrete wall close. to the tree and asked those nearest 
me to do likewise and those in front of me to Sit on the grass. Some did bur other 
persisted in standing and looked suspiciously and a little menacingly at me. Afte: 
a few moments, during which the policeman moved up_ tO the f~ont, an oldet 
man asked me what I had come co do. I carefully explamed to !urn, while als() 
addressing others near me, that I had come co learn as much as I could about the 
life and problems of the unemployed. I told them_ r~ar I h~d '~orked for some Years 
in African towns and char chis was my second viSit t_o N1gena. In the summer ()f 
1964 I had traveled extensively in West and East Afnca co learn from governmel) t 
officials and those working in universities why many men were unable to fil)q 
work. At that moment I was interrupted by a very tall young ma_n wh? had sroocj 
apart a little all along and who asked whether I had com_e to g1v: h1m work. i\ 
man closer by took up the question and repeated it several t1mes while others begafl. 
to talk with each other. The policeman raised his hands a little and asked everyol1e 

1 Most of the primary, and certainly all the secondary, school leavers had a good workin~ 
c~mmand of English. It was surprising what a large number of even the unschooled hac! 
P•cked_ up enough Engish co allow me ro interview c~em-I had no knowledge of any ()f 
the NJgerian languages. While my three research aSSistants ~two Ibos, one Yoruba), a)J 
c~llege graduates, carried out interviews in the vernacular. (char _.s, ·~ Ibo, Yorub~, or J:Iau_sa) 
''hen called upon to do so, I experienced very few dd~cultJes . m my own Jnterv•ew•ng_ 
The quesuonnaires which I eventually used were, however, m Enghsh, Yoruba, Ibo, or Hausa. 
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to be silent. He also stepped back a little to speak to one man who was trying to 
push his way to the front. 

Rather than turn to the person who had asked me the question, I turned 
to the group as a whole, explaining again that I had come from a university in 
Canada to learn as much as I could from the unemployed about how they managed 
their affairs. I was not, I explained carefully, able to give them work, although if 
I did hear about any opportunities I would notify the supervisor of the Labour 
Exchange. This last comment stimulated several men to shout a hearty "No!" I 
asked why and was told by a person sitting next to me that if I heard about any 
job opportunities I should tell the men about it first. But why, I asked, was it 
not fairer to all that those who had waited for work longest should get the first 
chance? Several men wanted to speak all at once so that again it was impossible to 
make out what was being said. The policeman, edging his way closer to me and 
now facing the crowd, called for order. He had come, he explained, to help me 
(because, as I learned later, his brother, a trade union organizer, had once visited 
Canada in a training program). 

A man in his late twenties, who had acted in a rather aggressive and agi
tated way, moved forward to speak. He said that he had worked as a timekeeper 
for a construction company, but when the work was finished he had lost his job. 
He pointed to his clothes and to those of others, which were rather ragged, and 
said that he had been without work for over two years. He had come every day 
to the Exchange (at that moment he showed me his labor registration card, while 
orhers were also pulling theirs from their pockets) and waited "with all my many 
friends" to be called; but he was never called, and he was tired of waiting. If I 
knew of any job, I should go to him and his friends "because I can organize my 
friends," and tell them about it. It was wrong for me, he went on, to give such 
information to the labor officers because they would merely use this to their 
own advantage. 

This last reference was clearly a signal because many men nodded their 
agreement, while others shouted their support. The theme was taken up by a 
man who had meandered over to the group. He was pushing a cycle, was fairly 
well-dressed, and identified himself as a driver. He said that I clearly did not 
understand anything about "our misery" because I would have known that the 
only way to get work was to pay some money to the labor officers or the poli
ticians. As the group nodded their approval, he went on to tell me that only those 
Europeans who had jobs to offer were welcome at the Exchange. A lot of people 
at the back of the Exchange, he explained, had just been told that a European had 
come to hire workers; he now realized that this W;J.S not so, that I had merely come 
to talk with them and to ask them questions, but their problems were not my busi
ness. Was I working for the government or the police, he asked? Another man 
in the crowd suggested that they were all wasting their time. And why was the 
policeman there, he asked? Still another man said that if I could not find work for 
them, I had better go away to the "Bristol Hotel" where most rich visitors stayed. 

The policeman had clearly tired of the conversation; he pushed his way 
through the crowd and left. Others, too, left, and those who stayed behind showed 
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little further interest in my presence. They began to smoke and engage in con
versation among themselves, while some walked over to a women selling bread rolls. 

As the men drifted away, three young men came over to me. They were 
part of a group of over twenty junior secondary school leavers. They had 
watched me closely but had not taken part in the conversation. The person who 
started off the conversation was immaculately dressed, wearing a tie and well
pressed trousers. He asked me what I was doing and whether he could help me. I 
repeated my explanation and said that indeed I would enjoy talking with him and 
his friends. At this he motioned to the others, who drifted over to us; those who 
had been with me earlier all walked off laughing and frequently looking behind 
to see what I was doing. 

The conversation began with Utuk, a nineteen-year-old Ibo from a village 
in the (then) eastern region of Nigeria. He claimed that he had to give up his 
schooling in Onitsha because he had five younger brothers and sisters and they, 
too, needed school fees. His father, a farmer, could not support them all and his 
other relatives who had helped him and others in the past could assist no longer. 
He had come to Lagos seven months before to live with his mother's brother who 
owned a small printing business in Lagos. His uncle had offered him an apprentice
ship in his business, but Utuk had turned this down, hoping he could get office 
work. In the first two months of his stay in Lagos, he wrote many letters to govern
ment departments, commercial houses, and industries. He claimed to have written 
some sixty-eight applications in over five months, but had not been called for an 
interview. In the third month he registered at the Employment Exchange and 
appeared there three times a week. On the other days he either stayed at home 
visited his friends or wrote more applications. Sometimes he went to the movies' 
watched horseraci~g, or walked about the streets looking at shops, but, he ex~ 
plained, most of the time "I must help my uncle and his wife in their house." He 
said that he felt rather discouraged because a week ago he had had a quarrel with 
his uncle, who had warned him that unless he found a job soon he would have to 
return to his village or move on to anorher relative. Utuk said that he objected to 
being turned into a servant with his education! 

Others near us took up this theme at some length. A number of them 
related their experiences during long periods of unemployment ranging from 
seven months to three years. Some had casual jobs, which they mostly disliked, hue 
others had Jived without independent means in the homes of relatives and friends. 
Some had shown greater initiative in obtaining employment than others, such as 
coming to the Exchange every day or tramping the streets from one office to the 
next, but all of them lived in the hope of getting a lucky break. One young man 
explained that it was impossible for them to return to their homes because they 
did not want to dig the land, and in any case their relatives expected them to earn 
some money so they could make their own contribution to the fa~ily effort. An
other chipped in tO say, after looking around the group first, that tt was "bad" for 
lbos not to be able tO look after themselves; Ibos worked harder "than other 
people," but they also "know how to look after each other." 

I asked them why they thought they were unemployed and why there was 
a shortage of jobs. After some discussion they agreed on three reasons. First, you 
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had to know a person of high political and economic office to help you secure work. 
Second, there were not enough businesses and factories in Lagos and the other 
~arge towns in Nigeria. Third, only a small group of people had benefited from 
mdependence and most political leaders and other important men considered those 
beneath them with contempt: "They only cared for themselves and the money 
they could make," added one young chap, while others mentioned several federal 
and regional government ministers killed in the coup of January 1966 or dismissed 
from office since. 

After some more discussion on these subjects, several of these young men 
turned to me wanting to know more about me, my work, and "what I could do" 
for them. Once again I explained to the best of my ability what I was doing in 
Lagos (and that I would repeat this in Nairobi later), and that I had neither 
knowledge about the job market nor any contacts or authority to help them obtain 
employment. I was, I explained, a research worker and that the prerequisite for 
action, that is how more jobs are to be found for people, was to have as much 
information as possible about the problems of unemployment and the unemployed. 

Initially, this simple explanation seemed to satisfy them. However, after a 
little more casual and jovial conversation, one young man suggested that "there is 
a lot wrong with this country" and that if I ever wanted to understand what was 
wrong I had better listen to them rather than to government officials and the 
politicians. Indeed, this is what I had been told a little earlier. The same person 
suggested that the "most important contribution" I could make to the solution of 
their problem was to expose all the bribery and corruption that went on. I told 
him that when I came across evidence which was unquestionably proven, I would 
include this information in the writing up of my work. Another person asked how 
much travel I had done in Nigeria and whether I would only speak to the unedu
cated. He asked me to tell them what I had been told by the many men who had 
"captured" me when I first arrived at the Exchange, saying that I had better be care
ful before I believed all that I was told by these men. Most of them, he added, were 
lazy, had no skills, and would do anything just for a shilling. Also, they were 
always fighting with each other and some consulted witch doctors, believing this 
was the surest way to get work. Another person, who had thus far taken no part 
in the conversation, asked me how I could convince them that I was trustworthy. 
I had, after all, asked them to help me in my work. I found this difficult to answer 
and merely indicated that gradually they would get to know me. This same person 
said that he had asked me this because he had known other Europeans who had 
not really liked Africans. Some of them treated Africans like children, but when 
they needed information they did not reveal their "private" thoughts. He thought 
that Nigeria might be better off without the Europeans. He had seen many of them 
drive big cars and live in big houses. He had never seen a European without work; 
if there were any, they would surely come to the Employment Exchange. Some of 
his teachers had told him that the European way of life was best and that the 
sooner they learned this way of life the better off they would be. At that moment 
a young chap protested with some anger that they had "learned the European way 
of life," but that they were no better off. 

Utuk, with whom my conversation with these school leavers had begun, 
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had kept silent for quite some time. He now became quite agitated and asked me 
what I thought was a better life: to live in the village or the city. I replied that it 
depended on the choice that a person made and that some people liked to live on 
the land and others preferred the town. Some asked me whether I lived in a village 
and did I like it, or did I Jive in a city ··and could do what [IJ liked?" I told them 
that I lived in a big city-the city of Montreal-but that I had also lived in African 
villages. To this Utuk replied: ""Then you must know that the villages arc dead. 
All of us,"' he went on, "prefer to live in Lagos because there is no work in the 
villages." Others were more specific and told me that their education entitled them 
to live in the city. But, I asked them, what if they would nor find work in Lagos 
-would they eventually return to the village? Without looking around at each 
other, they replied with a firm "no." Utuk took up the conversation again, saying 
that "to go back to the village is to suffer and perhaps to perish." 

At that moment a labor officer came over to us and called out a name of a 
young man who had said nothing throughout our conversation. He followed him 
to the office. The others looked with interest over to the Exchange and some walked 
over casually to find out why their friend had been called. This was indeed the end 
of our conversation, as most of the young men left. I decided to go home. 

III 

That night I reflected on what I had experienced. My initial "encounter," 
I thought, had been rather stormy. There were many strands of thought which 
whizzed through my mind. However, my interests and concerns were more with 
what was revealed in this encounter in terms of my future field relatio11s with the 
unemployed than, at that moment, with the vast range of superficial information 
which I had obtained in just under three hours. While much of what I had heard 
gave me pointers for future exploration, I had no way of knowing how represenra. 
tive were the views thrown at me. It seemed to me, at rhe rime, that I had elected 
to work in a very explosive political and personal situation and I wondered, quite 
seriously, whether I could face up to rhe pressures which seemed to lie ahead. For 
a moment a vivid picture came to my mind of the men who had pressed references 
a~~ testimonials into my hands, who had begged me for work, whom I had seen 
strtmg dejectedly on the grass and of those who had aggressively demanded that 
I provide them with work. I felt a momentary wave of fear and helplessness. For 
the next few weeks I was to work among men who would put me under intense 
pressure to "do something for them," but this I was unable to do. This pressure was 
no:, of course, totally new to me. All anthropologists experience this in some meas
ure (Williams 1967), and it invariably raises a conflict between professional 
demands and personal inclinations. Nor was it strange that on arrival I was sur
rounded. by a group of people who questioned me about my purpose and attitudes. 
Yet the Intensity of this encounter was new. Here, I was to work among a group of 
n:en whose political sentiments and economic and social position made them 
ht~hly ~ensirive, angry, cynical, and suspicious. All strangers find themselves in 
thts posnion, bur, it appeared to me, few anthropologists become, within minutes 
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of arrival in the field, the targets for a release of tension and an outpouring of 
opinions and attitudes; had I become the kicking post whereby my informants 
would blame me for all that struck them as wrong in Nigeria? 

At the time it seemed to me that I faced two new situations. First, I re
flected on the change in the context for the social researcher. In the colonial context, 
the relationship between the social researcher and the informants had been some
thing of a patron-client relationship (Colson 1967) of submission, subservience, 
and ingratiation, all of which reflected the variables of political domination, race, 
and social distance. Since independence, although chis is perhaps too sharp a dis
tinction, the social researcher is faced with an aggressive assertion of rights and 
privileges, and an expose of aspirations and hope, not all realized with political 
independence. The anthropologist now stands alone; gone are the days when behind 
him stood the force of the Provincial Commissioner and his administrative officers. 
Of course, I am not suggesting that the anthropologist was a colonialist in mind 
and action (although, no doubt, some enjoyed the colonial atmosphere), but rather 
that he was part of a total system of political and social relations which carried 
with it high status-however unjustified this might have been. The situation has 
changed. The colonial administrators have yielded to a politically and socially 
sensitive African civil service, suspicious of foreign scholars; and the villagers 
have moved into an urban community being rapidly proletarianized. Reasonable 
homogeneity of the village has been replaced by the extreme heterogeneity of the 
cities and towns; and above all, African society now shows all the features, both 
structural and ideational, of a class system-however incipient at present. 

Second, my brief encounter had taught me a lesson which I could not for
get, that my research topic could not be defined in narrow terms. The reason was 
simple: The unemployed would not let me. I came into the field with an interest 
in the social organization among the unemployed living in Lagos. How did they 
look after themselves, or who looked after them? How did they set about finding 
employment? How did various ethnic groups use the rules of traditional reciproc
ity? I realized, however, that these questions, and many others, were rooted in far 
more complex matters of macroeconomic and political change, and that many 
aspects of modernization and national development would have to be considered. 
I was glad that I had set out to do no more than a "pilot" study! I also began to 
ask myself, in panic rather than with deliberate reason, whether I should quickly 
read some of the major texts on theories of economic development and political 
transformation. However, having recently read Gluckman's Closed Systems and 
Open Minds: The Limits of Naivety in Social A1Jthropology ( 1964), I was filled 
with all the fears that I would have to "trespass," "circumscribe)" and "abridge" a 
vast amount of data over which I had little command and whose relevance I 
might never clearly see. I wondered, however, with a sense of the pioneer, could 
I blaze the trail of a new social anthropology with a broader outlook, purpose, and 

sense of problems? 
Also, at the time, I was quite uncertain what methodological techniques 

I could use. Would my African informants answer my questions despite initial 
hostility? All anthropologists, however, ask themselves the same question, yet 
eventually they find at least a few informants willing to involve themselves. Yet 
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the villager, I falsely argued, was surely a captive informant whose acrtons one 
could observe even if no face-to-face communication was possible. Would the 
unemployed just turn away from me into the urban mass, never to be found again? 
While I wanted to talk to them, they wanted work. Would I be able to keep a 
balanced intellectual and emotional attitude when being pressed by hundreds of 
men pleading real (but at times also fictitious) need? How would I respond to a 
situation in which my work would be constantly interrupted by demands for 
favors? Here again I realized that sociologists working in slum areas must have 
had similar problems and found ways to adjust to such circumstances. 

How would I select a sample from the unemployed which would in the 
least be representative of a very diverse group? Should I work intensively with 
few or extensively with many? While it is clearly false to assume that having 
studied one village of a tribe it is possible to generalize about other villages, I was 
very conscious of the difficulties in presenting a reasonably representative picture 
of the unemployed.2 I was also greatly concerned about my ability to cross the 
enormous economic barrier which separated me from my informants. The unem
ployed had expressed to me strong views of what they thought of those who "ride 
in big cars," live in "big houses," and look down on them. To escape this senti
ment, should I walk or ride a bicycle? Yet I drove a car, and whenever I arrived 
at the Labour Exchange I was besieged by an army of young men willing to wash it! 

Not least of my worries that night were questions about the political 
sensitivity of the government, which had earlier expressed concern to me about the 
possible consequences of research among the unemployed. Senior officers in the 
Ministry of Labour, Lagos, had questioned me very closely about the objectives of 
my research. Each one of them had given me to understand that while unemploy
ment existed, serious attention was being given to possible solutions. It was also 
impressed upon me that the consequences of unemployment were not as serious 
for an African as they had been for a European before unemployment compensa
tion schemes were initiated. In addition, I was cautioned on several occasions not 
to believe the complaints I would hear about nepotism, tribalistic sentiments, 
corrupt practices elitism favoritism and other charges designed to discredit the 
civil service, tha; is, spe~ifically the 'labor officers. Strong steps would be taken, I 
was informed, should the Minister of Labour ever find that such charges were 
proven. Complaints and disturbances, I was told, came from a very small minority 

2 In this essay I have paid no attention to problems of methodology because I want to 
bo?cencrace on the theme of this publication: stress and response in fieldwork. However, a 

nef n~te on field procedures is appropriate. 
My Interest was in the social life of the unemployed, not in the etiology or extent of 

unemploy~enc. Thus, my first efforts were designed to get some idea of who the unemployed 
~:~e, that IS, to establish ten major categories using the dimensions of age, education, and 
s 1 !s. My next seep was co collect one-hundred life histories, ten from each of these cate
gorie~. I ~orked on these life histories for four weeks; chen I began to design a pilot 
quesc~onna~re, which I pretested live times each time rephrasing questions and format. The 
questiOnnaires ' ed · 1 d ( d th hundred i _were; uncoded because only one-hundr men wer~ 1nvo ve an an~ er o?e-

n Naaob1) and also because I found it difficult co specify response cacegones which 
would accommodate all the subtleties in the replies. I viewed the questionnaire technique as 
no ~ore than a supplement co intensive interviewing, observation, and participation. I made 
no ngorous attempt at sampling, a problem still co be cackled. 
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of people, mostly those who were lazy, who were unemployable, who refused to 
accept jobs commensurate with their education, had personal grudges against any
one and everyone, and were "professional agitators." The police knew about the 
latter, and the government was getting tired of those who steadily interfered with 
the efforts being made to assist those who "genuinely" needed work. 

With such information I felt a little uneasy, wondering why a policeman 
might have watched the day's proceedings with such interest. As my work unfolded 
during the next two months, I considered it of prime importance to answer every 
question from officials about my work with complete honesty, an approach which 
I believe was not only professionally and morally correct but also rewarding in the 
information I obtained and the access to documentation permitted me. Yet I fully 
protected the anonymity of my informants and at no stage was I asked to act 
otherwise. I had no reason to believe that over time any of my informants ever 
seriously doubted that my objective was to carry out objective research and that 
this required that I maintain cordial and cooperative relations with many individ
uals. For the unemployed this implied their recognition that I felt sympathetic to 
their problems, and that if I could have helped them I would have done so, and 
to the administrator it was clear that I was not committed to work against their 
interests and plans. 

In retrospect, I realized how my initial encounter had not only thrown up 
a great deal of information but also sensitized me to many real (and, no doubt, 
also some imaginary) problems associated with a tense situation. I looked for
ward with considerable anticipation to my work the next day. While I recognized 
the problems ahead, I was also a little recklessly determined to overcome these 
because my time in Lagos was limited ro rwo months. Thus, at times I thought I 
was pressing informants too hard as I saw many of them day after day. Sometimes 
I had to pull myself up very sharply to restrict probing tangential, though impor
tant, areas. I talked with economists and political scientists, manpower resear~h 
experts, and social service administrators, politicians, and labor leaders. I felt that 
each one of them had a particular insight and analyzed the social and economic situ
ation of the unemployed with different perspectives. Many a time I was admonished 
that my perspectives would completely distort "the facts." More frequently than 
anything else, I was asked, "What kind of anthropologist are you?" Because few 
of my questioners allowed me time to explain my ideas and approaches, they gen
erally assumed that I was really seeking information about the "primitive" 
African under the disguise of an interest in the unemployed. On at least five 
occasions Nigerian academics questioned me about the sources of my financial 
support, and more frequently yet some of my Nigerian colleagues jokingly asked 
me whether I was working for the Royal Canadian Mounted Police. All these were 
responses new to me, and the very nature of their ambiguity was always a little 
unsettling. However, the very intense pressure of work pushed many of these 
thoughts into the background. Once involved in fieldwork, particularly in a polit
ically tense situation, it gathers momentum and proceeds without a sagging intertia. 

To conclude: As yet, I have no major generalizations to suggest which 
.. might have wider applicability. Nor do I wish to put forward hypotheses which 
might be useful for testing elsewhere. The reason for this reluctance is that I have 
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restricted myself to a description of a single and momentary situation, all of whose 
implications I was unable to follow through in any great depth. Nor was I certain 
that I had drawn the correct conclusions from initial observations and experiences. 
However, that night I looked back to some of the highlights of my fieldwork ex
periences dating back to 1953, when I arrived in Kampala, Uganda. I was to work 
in a peri urban area, a heterogeneous and fairly congested area (Southall and Gut
kind 195 7) to which Africans had drifted in large numbers after the war in 
response to the new labor demands generated by a new tempo in economic devel
opment. !.also recalled that I was eased into the situation very gradually. Then one 
of my first interests was to try to understand a "colonial" situation, both historically 
and in its contemporary dimensions, and how this situation had imposed itself on 
Uganda as a whole. I was also concerned with how I might fit into a colonial 
dominated society and how I would respond to working among the economically 
complex and politically and socially sophisticated Ganda (the dominant ethnic 
group in and around Kampala) whose style of life had often generated rather 
ambivalent attitudes toward them among fieldworkers. 

However, the lesson I learned in Lagos, which prepared me more effec
tively for my work two months later in Nairobi, was simple: In a contemporary 
fieldwork situation in Africa the social researcher, particularly one concerned with 
questions of change and modernization, is almost immediately exposed to a wide 
range of complex data which reflect the multiplex problems of national develop
ment. Furthermore, the fieldworker now working in independent African countries 
is exposed to, and becomes involved in, the tensions which reflect the social, eco
nomic, and political transformation. In a sense the use by the social researcher of 
the participant observation technique !ihades delicately into the social researcher 
as participant. If these observations are correct, then the implications both in terms 
of "Problemstellmzg" and methodology are clearly far-reaching. 



Stress and Strategy 
tn Tl'lree Field Situations 

FRANCES HENRY 

T HE NATURE OF A research problem and the context in which the research 
is undertaken affect the general strategy of fieldwork and the methods of 
data collection employed by the researcher. My aim in this chapter is to 

describe the various methodological procedures which I used in carrying out three 
separate research studies and to examine some of the factors which influenced the 
kinds of data collected, the conditions under which it was collected, and the various 
and differing roles asumed in order to contact and to establish rapport with in
formants. I will also discuss briefly the kinds of problems encountered during the 
course of these studies and my attempts at solving them. 

I 

I first came to Trinidad West Indies in 1956 with the intention of doing 
a study of an Afro-American r~ligious cult, ;he members of which call themselves 
"Shango" or "Orisha" people. An earlier study of a Negro Pentescostal Church 
undertaken for an M.A. thesis led to an interest in New World Negro religious 
movements. In reading the literature, I discovered that such groups were found in 
many areas of the Caribbean and particularly in Haiti, where a well-developed 
African-based religious system-Vodun-is practiced by the majority of the 
population. In view of my very limited familiarity with Creole, the Haitian lan
guage, I decided instead to investigate the Shango cult in Trinidad, then a British 
Crown Colony and therefore English speaking. I intended to describe the belief 
system of the cult; the nature and extent of its religious activities; its social 
organization, recruitment, and leadership patterns, and one of its most important 
means of religious expression, spirit possession. 

I had no particular research design in mind before my arrival in Trinidad 
and assumed that I would be using the traditional techniques of anthropology-

35 
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participant observation and both structured and unstructured interviews. The cult 
had nor been studied systematically and therefore little ethnographic information 
was available to me. Upon arrival in Trinidad, my first job was to find the center 
or centers of cult activities and some people who belonged to it. This proved more 
difficult than anticipated. Casual questioning of taxi drivers and the like in Port 
of Spain, the capital city, brought no results. Some people knew vaguely about the 
cult, but could not tell me where in the city or in the island it was located. I soon 
realized by gradually meeting members of the Trinidadian middle class that, al
though they knew little about cult activities, they were nevertheless quick to 

condemn such religious practices as being "African" and therefore barbaric.1 I was 
often told that very few people actually belonged to the cult, and that Trinidadians 
were, by and large, a Christian people. One or two French Creoles (locally born 
whites of French descent) suggested that I study a Christian community or any 
other problem which did not involve their negatively evaluated "black" African 
heritage. Despite such attempts to dissuade me from my purpose, I continued the 
search for the Shango followers. 

On the hunch that cult members were also involved in physical and psy
chological healing practices, I consulted with the director of the mental hospital, 
who encouraged the study but could offer little help in finding cult members. A 
number of government officials were cooperative and very useful in supplying me 
with information on the history of the legislation which, until 1947, prohibited 
cult activity. One government official arranged an introduction to a local "folk
lorist'' who thought a cult center was located "somewhere" in the hills surrounding 
Port of Spain. He accompanied me on several trips into that area and we were 
finally told by a shopkeeper that a center was located on a particular road. As this 
happened late in the afternoon, we arranged to go there on the following day, but 
an urgent matter detained my friend and I decided to try to find the center on my 
own. I went by taxi to the road and walked up and down, making inquiries at 
several houses until I found the home and ceremonial compound of a cult leader. 
By this time, I was eager to begin research since I had been in the country for 
three weeks. In retrospect, this is a relatively short ti~e to establish c?ntact with 
the research group and many fieldworkers spend considerably more ume in get
ting located, but to me, at the time, it seemed an eternity. In my eagerness and 
inexperience, 1 perhaps violated one of the cardinal rules of fieldwork procedure 
in that I walked into the leader's compound entirely alone and without an official 
introduction from a local "contact" person. Although at that time the Shango 
group was unused to visitors, I was welcomed warmly by "Tanti," the cult leader. 
I explained that I was a student from North America particularly interested in re
ligion, that I had heard about Shango, but that no one seemed to know much about 
it, and that I wanted to observe their religious activities and talk to some of the 
members. In a country where the lower-class population is renowned for its re-

--
1 Trinidad was, and to some extent still is, a highly class-color stratified society; the elites 

are either foreign or locally born "whites," the middle class mainly brown skinned and 
recently mobile, and the predominant group in the population are lower-class blacks. Slightly 
more than a third of the population derives from India, and these people are mainly Hindu, 
Moslem, and Christian. Indians rarely participate in Mrican-based religions. 
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ligious fervor, her attention was immediately drawn to my interest in religious 
behavior. Almost immediately after presenting myself, she told me at great length 
about how people were "backsliding," "sinning," and immoral. I returned the 
following day and was introduced to some of her followers. She invited me to her 
"feast" which, fortunately, was due in a week's time. I attended this feast and met 
there a number of other prominent cult leaders. 

Under the continued patronage of Tanti, I gradually made myself and my 
presence known to other leaders, drummers, and members involved in cult activities. 
It soon became apparent that there were cult centers, each under the direction of 
a leader, in many areas of the island and that a major feast (which lasts for four 
days and nights) was held by each leader in turn-most taking place during my 
summer field period. This particular Shango group (and there were others, as I 
later discovered) was integrated into a formal network of about ten to twelve 
leaders and their immediate followers, all of whom were trained by the head or 
"king" of the Shango worshippers. As each leader held a feast, the members would 
travel to his compound, settle in, and live there for the duration of the feast. At a 
particular feast many spectators and occasional participants were drawn from the 
immediate area in which the cult leader lived and attended usually only the local 
feast in that area, but the hard core of leaders and active participants traveled 
from one to another in a fairly continuous round of feast activity. During this 
active feast period, I traveled along and saw at least twenty feasts. I was able to 
record notes on behavioral observation during both possessed and nonpossessed 
states. Most of my interviewing was done informally during the days when the 
women were mainly engaged in cooking. During the actual ceremony, particularly 
during quiet periods, I was easily able to engage onlookers in conversations, and 
there were always small groups of people in various parts of the compound who 
were willing to talk to me. Between feast periods, I would travel to the various 
compounds of other leaders in order to interview them and their immediate fol
lowers. In this manner, I was able to collect fairly detailed life histories from them 
and also observe their style of life and cult and noncult activities. Male members 
of the group were fewer in number, and they were also more difficult to interview 
since most were employed during the day and would only come to the feasts during 

the evenings. 
The most difficult part of this first phase of fieldwork had to do with the 

traveling nature of cult activity. I thought at first that I would move in with Tanti, 
but as she was engaged in moving from group to group, this would have been 
fruitless. I had no alternative, therefore, but to base myself at a boarding house in 
the capital city and simply move with the group whenever a ceremony was held. 
While this was somewhat inconvenient and unsettling, the nature of the cult ac
tivity left me no other choice. However, it was also rewarding to be able to return 
to a degree of material comfort now and then, and it provided a good opportunity 
to rewrite notes and take stock of my data. By the middle of the field period, and 
after I had witnessed a numbers of feasts, I became interested in the medical and 
healing practices of the cult. The senior leader of the group was renowned for his 
healing and therapeutic skills, and I asked if I might live with him in his village 
in order to learn something about his work. He agreed to this and fortunately had 
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another house near his own. I moved into it and engaged his sister-in-law as a 
cook. She proved to be a lively and articulate woman who made an excellent key 
informant. Shango leaders usually engage in healing and divination. The Shango 
king was particularly famous for these skills and had amassed a large clientele, 
both people from his immediate area and those who traveled to his village from all 
parts of the island seeking medical and psychological advice. By living in his house, 
I was able not only to converse with him regularly but also to observe his relation
ship with his "patients," the kinds of problems they brought to him, and the nature 
of the advice and/or medication which he supplied. On his busy consulting days as 
many as fifteen to twenty people would be gathered on his porch waiting, and I 
used this opportunity to meet and informally interview as many as possible and, 
in this manner, collected data on local beliefs in regard to physical and psycho
logical illness, its symptoms, etiology, and methods of treatment. 

In all, I spent six months in Trinidad, dividing my time between attending 
Shango feasts and gathering an interview sample of approximately forty leaders 
and their most active followers and living in the main leader's village.~ No serious 
fieldwork problems were encountered, mainly because of the nature of my research 
problem and the kind of interest and cooperation it aroused among these strongly 
religious people. 

II 

During this period, Trinidad was beginning its drive toward political 
autonomy and nationalistic feelings were beginning to be aroused. In 1956, a 
newly formed nationalist party won the elections and assumed political power, 
thereby ousting the old colonial regime. Two years later saw the formation of 
the now defunct West Indies Federation, and in 1962 Trinidad became an inde
pendent country. As these political changes took place, and as the population 
gradually became politicized and deeply involved in political actions and senti
ments, my own research interests changed in a similar manner. I returned early 
in 1965 to do a study broadly in the area of political development, but focusing 
specifically on the process of political commitment. The study had to do with the 
extent of political information people have, where they get it from (mass media, 
political rallies, and the like), the extent of their political participation, and their 
general attitudes toward the political system and its political role encumbents. 
While a study of this kind can presumably be done in a village or another cen
tralized context using traditional anthropological techniques, it lends itself more 
readily to a survey research design in which a larger and more representative 
sample can be attained. In fact, research topics which have to do with development 
and modernization and which are of interest to a growing number of anthro
pologists call for increased sophistication of research techniques and methodology. 
Anthropologists conducting research within the context of emerging nations work 
on such topics as national integni.tion, the rise of political consciousness among 

2 I returned ro Trinidad cwo years Iacer, and also spenc some rime in Grenada gathering 
comparative material on Shango rhere. 
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rural or peasant peoples, the changing structure of urban areas as a result of mi
gration from rural areas, and many ocher sociopolitical problems which emerge 
from the development process. It becomes apparent that reliance on participant 
observation and ocher traditional techniques of anthropology cannot adequately 
cope with topics which involve the study of large segments of a population or 
indeed of entire nations (Leach 1967:75-89; Speckmann 1967:56-74). 

The sample survey devised and used primarily by sociologists can be of 
immense value in gathering data on problems associated with a national state or 
any problem in which a representative sample of a large population is required. 
Some anthropologists have already successfully used the survey technique, and 
political scientists, particularly those at work in developing areas, are also making 
use of this instrument (Mitchell 1965:665-685; Almond and Verba 1965). The 
survey technique is not without its problems, however. These problems frequently 
have to do with mechanical procedures such as sample selection, questionnaire 
construction, and the like, and are thus very different to the kinds of problems the 
anthropological fieldworker experiences in the course of research. Before comment
ing on these, however, a word about the general research design is in order. 

This research experience began very differently from my first study in 
that a research design was constructed before arrival in the field. In using the 
survey technique, and with the help of seven local interviewers, I was able to 
collect a total of 350 interviews. The sample was selected by means of the Trinidad 
and Tobago Census of 1960, which was conveniently divided into enumeration 
districts. The districts varied somewhat in size, although the average was about 
one-hundred households. Twenty districts were selected by using a table of random 
numbers. A questionnaire of 182 items was constructed before fieldwork began, 
and this was pretested in Trinidad and revised accordingly. Each district was sur
veyed and a number of streets or roads (in country areas) were randomly selected. 
The interviewers were then sent to these areas and instructed to approach each sec
ond house on the selected streets or roads until the total quota of interviews 
(usually fifteen to twenty-five, depending on the total size of the district) was 

reached. 
While it is important to begin a study of this type with a prestrucrured 

research design, it must be stressed that the over-all research design-and par
ticularly the sampling procedure-should be sufficiently flexible to permit changes 
in the field. This is especially necessary because field conditions in many a~eas ?f 
the world may not lend themselves to a rigid strategy of research. Bomlla, m 
making this point, also says that "what may appear in the abstract to be a clear-cut 
and vigorous plan can prove a nightmare to apply" (Bonilla 1964:145). 

I selected my sample randomly because it would have been too difficult and 
. time consuming to stratify the sample. Because of the availability of small census 

divisions, the random approach worked well in that a fairly representative sample 
of the country, on the basis of age, sex, race, and occupation was attained. Sampling 
units may, however, present another area of difficulty because the researcher must 
decide on the kinds of units to be used, and these may well depend on the coun
try in which the research is to be carried out. Units can be villages, communities, 
neighborhood blocks, households, heads of households, and so forth. In countries 
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which are not as developed as Trinidad, census units may not be available and 
even units such as households or roads may present problems of delineation 
(Wilson 1958:230-234). Even census divisions are not completely reliable due to 

the lapse of time between enumeration and the time of research. Changes in popu
lation or even in boundaries may seriously affect the sample. In this case, many 
enumeration districts were bounded by imaginary lines which were difficult to 

retrace so that some substitutions had to be made during the course of fieldwork. 
One district could not even be located during the first survey and rather than 
spending an excessive period of time locating the missing district, a substitution 
was made. 

One of the advantages of the survey technique is that a large number of 
respondents can be reached. This usually means that a team of interviewers is 
employed to gather the data. One of the most obvious difficulties lies in finding 
trained local interviewers, since it is usually too expensive to bring an interview 
team into the field. In most countries, university students have some degree of 
of training, but they may not be available during the research period. (Summer 
research has an advantage in this respect.) Occasionally, a local market research or 
similar organization can supply reasonably well-trained interviewers. In Trinidad 
such facilities were fortunately available, but again several problems emerged. In 
the first instance, the natural biases of local interviewers had to be controlled. 
Since this study focused on politics, the interviewers themselves had strong opinions 
with respect to the political scene and a great deal of supervision was required to 
make sure that they were not leading or influencing the answers of the respondents. 
Even so, complete neutrality was probably not attained. Secondly, because of the 
racial heterogeneity in Trinidad, the interviewers and the respondents had to be 
matched with respect to race, insofar as this was possible. It was assumed, for 
example, that a Negro interviewer would not be able to establish sufficient rapport 
with an Indian respondent and vice versa. In other countries variables other than 
race-sex, for example-might have to be controlled (Ralis, Suchman, Golden 
1958:245-250). Another problem is created by the fact that several interviewers 
are employed and inconsistencies or differences between them may affect the 
over-all results. Interviewer reliability may be increased by careful and prolonged 
training, but often the exigencies of fieldwork do not allow for such extensive 
training periods. I spent one week in familiarizing the interviewers with the study 
and the questionnaire. Part of the time was spent on interview techniques and role 
play among ourselves and with respondents. Each interviewer did five sample 
interviews before going into the field. 

One of the major weaknesses of the survey technique is that it relies upon 
the voluntary cooperation of the respondents. However, this is not an insurmounta
ble barrier, particularly as respondents can be substituted as long as substitutions 
are made in keeping with the research design. In a limited field situation, however, 
such substitutions may not be feasible and may, in fact, become excessively time 
consuming. Usually the interviewer is instructed to convince the respondent of the 
importance of the research in order to enlist his cooperation. Even so, this aspect 
of the survey technique may be most foreign to the anthropologist accustomed to 
the sometimes lengthy period of time necessary to establish rapport within a com-
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munity. In this case, however, an interviewer went into an area in which he was 
not known and asked for one to two hours of a respondent's time. The interviewer 
is, of course, instructed to present his role and that of the research in a convincing 
and reasonable manner. Nevertheless, the time involved may be too short to really 
convince a potential respondent. Will people respond at all, and if they do, how 
valid are their responses? In chis research project, again perhaps because ir in
volved politics, many respondents tended to associate the interviewer with rhe 
government, despite assurances to the contrary. It could be seen chat some respond
ents gave answers which they thought would not endanger them, and they were 
particularly loath to express any negative sentiment against the government. 
(These respondents tended to give vent to their true feelings after the formal 
interview was finished. For example, "You have no more questions, ma'am? Now 
the way I see it is this .... ") Others tended to give the type of answers which they 
thought the interviewer expected. Some interesting rural-urban differences emerged 
in this respect. Urbanites tended to be far more suspicious; they asked many more 
questions, but tended to give fuller answers. Rural people, on the ocher hand, were 
more accepting bur gave briefer answers and many more "I don't know" answers. 
(This may, of course, also reflect their lower level of informacion and political 
involvement.) Although rapport may present difficulties in some cases, the validity 
of the answers can, to some extent, be controlled by means of sensitive question
naire construction. 

Another problem which relates co the entire data-gathering process has to 
do with the need for government clearance of research in many areas of the world 
today. Government scrutiny may be necessary for many research projects regardless 
of the research design employed. Since the survey uses a questionnaire, the gov
ernment official may wish to see the questionnaire and examine it carefully. There 
is a subtle psychological difference between showing a research proposal or dis
cussing the research verbally and showing a questionnaire which lists a very specific 
set of questions. The chances are that an official will examine a questionnaire more 
closely and raise more objections when an itemized list is presented. The question
naire used in this study was scrutinized carefully and changes were requested. 
Fortunately, they were not of a kind to seriously jeopardize the project-usually a 
rephrasing was sufficient. In other countries, major modifications might have to be 
made to satisfy a government official, and this is particularly the case when a 
questionnaire or other type of measuring instrument is employed. 

Finally, the use of quantitative techniques such as the survey implies a 
problem of a somewhat different order. Many anthropologists are not trained in 
the sophisticated mechanics of questionnaire construction or statistical data analy
sis using computer programs. At the moment, this lack can be solved by reliance 
on sociological colleagues, but if quantitative techniques gain a more widespread 
acceptance among anthropologists, specific training, perhaps at the graduate level, 

may become necessary. 
The survey design is thus a very different research procedure and it makes 

somewhat different demands on the researcher. While I surveyed all the districts 
chosen for the sample, trained the interviewers, and went along on each interview 
trip to supervise and check completed questionnaires (and conducted some inter-
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views myself), my involvement was not as intense and personal relationships with 
informants, so characteristic of anthropological fieldwork, was lacking. Since so 
much rime is spent on the mechanical procedures of data collection and rhe re
searcher only spends a few hours with each informant, the researcher becomes 
involved in procedures rather than people. This carries through to the data analy
sis phase where the quantitative data are co~ed, punched onto IBM cards, and 
analyzed through the computer. This differs markedly from the incense assembling, 
rewriting, and reordering of the anthropologist's field notes from which the major 
points of analysis gradually develop and emerge. Despite the various problems 
that may be encountered in using rhe survey in a field setting, this and other 
methodological techniques are useful to anthropology, particularly when combined 
with the more intensive field techniques which living in a community makes 
possible. 

III 

I turn now to the third study which, in terms of methodology, combined 
features of the two already discussed but which also presented a new set of prob
lems. While studying the lower-class political commitment, I was also interested 
in finding out how the economic and political elites in chis country felt about the 
various changes which had taken place; how they perceived the role of government 
in a newly independent country; and how, specifically, they viewed the interacting 
relationship between government, management, and labor. The latter problem was 
of particular importance because Trinidad, as many ocher developing countries, was 
then in the throes of labor unrest, and this situation, combined with other factors, 
had created an unusually tense political climate. The first phase of this study again 
consisted of isolating an adequate sample of political and economic elites. Since I 
had been following current events by subscribing to newspapers and maintaining 
contact with various individuals in Trinidad, I had a good idea of who the major 
tlites were even before arrival in the country. The names of union leaders were 
readily available through the trade union register, and leading members of govern
ment and opposition parties were also easily identifi~ble. Top-level ~anagemenr 
officials were somewhat more difficult to locate, but thts was done by Interviewing 
three such individuals and asking them for the names of other leading company 
officials. My sample consisted of ren union leaders, fifteen senior members of 
government (including the Prime Minister), members of opposition parries, 
and seven management officials. The sample was by no means representative, nor 
did it tap all levels of the elite community, but consisted of individuals whom I 
could conract in the time available and who agreed to be interviewed. Randomness 
did_ not appear to be as important a criterion to sel~ction as did the qualities and 
beltefs of individuals themselves. I sought those umon leaders who were, for ex
ample, articulate and who were known to hold very strong opinions and views on 
various issues. 

In terms of procedure, I would either phone the respondent and briefly 
explain my purpose to him (or, more usually to his secretary) and request per-
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mission. for a~ interview, or visit his office and make an appointment personally. 
In .mak~ng tillS fir~t contact and at the rime of the interview, I would present my 
umversity cred~nuals and briefly explain the purpose of my study on political 
commitment and the need to complement this study with the views of the elite 
community. I had with me a copy of the questionnaire from that study, and a 
general discussion of it usually paved the way to the interview itself. These inter
views were unstructured, although I had six or seven questions in mind which 
were asked of each respondent. Generally, however, the respondent guided the 
interview and I would merely interject questions at particularly relevant points. 
Many respondents were quite cooperative and talked freely, whereas some simply 
answered a question and would await the next one. I generally asked permission 
to record notes, and this was given in all cases; seven interviews were tape recorded. 
Some of the respondents were already known ro me and the interview in these 
cases usually took place under informal conditions and was conducted along con
versational lines. With a few, the rapport between respondent and interviewer 
was especially close and subsequent informal meetings followed. 

Finding the sample and gaining access to the respondents did not present 
undue difficulties, in part because of my prior familiarity with this society and its 
elite community. (In many of the smaller developing countries, the elite com
munity is in itself small and highly visible and, with proper credentials and 
contacts, is usually accessible ro a foreign investigator.) This type of study does, 
however, add another dimension to the fieldwork process. 

In terms of practical problems, one must first contend with the fact that 
elites are generally urban based and this involves the researcher with difficulties 
that may be created by an urban research environment. By way of contrast, the 
researcher is rarely able to live within the elite community because it is usually 
to be found in upper-class residential neighborhoods where temporary housing is 
generally unavailable. Another alternative is to live in the city and meet informants 
in their offices or occasionally at their homes. As much or more time is spent in 
traveling ro and from an appointment as in the interview itself. In most studies 
which emphasize interview techniques, the researcher is dependent upon the co
operation of the informant, and this is especially important in a study of elites. 
These individuals are generally occupied with time-consuming activities, and fre
quently an interview appointment must be made weeks in advance. An interviewer 
may nor be given more than a short period of time-in some cases as little as half 
an hour. Ideally, a researcher tries to fill up his available days so that at least two 
interviews can be conducted in a day. Frequently this kind of schedule is impos
sible ro maintain so that days may go by without a single interview. I found on 
some occasions that after having made an appointment with an individual weeks 
in advance, I would arrive at the appointed time only ro be told by a secretary that 
some urgent business had made the informant unavailable. Members of the elite 
may also frequently be out of the country or involved in meetings and tours 
within the country and thus inaccessible for long periods of time. In view of these 
many and varied demands on their time, collecting even a relatively small sample 
of elite respondents may in the long run be exceedingly time consuming for the 
researcher. While my total sample consisted of only thirty-two respondents, the 
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interviews took two months to collect. Part of my time, however, was occupied 
with attendance at political meetings, sittings of the House of Representatives, 
and the like. 

In addition to these practical problems, there are others relating to the 
actual relationship between interviewer and respondent. Anthropological field
workers in the course of their research usually interact with informants who are 
relatively unsophisticated, uneducated, poor, and in general of lower status than 
the fieldworker. Although many fieldworkers deliberately attempt to establish an 
egalitarian relationship with their informants, the fact of their being foreign, 
thought to be rich and powerful, and usually members of the white race almost 
automatically places them in a superior position vis-a-vis the informant. In a study 
of elites however, the relationship between the two is one of relative equality and, 
in many cases, in face, the roles may be reversed. While a foreign, white professor 
may have high status, he is nevertheless interacting with individuals who may 
own, control, or be part of a vast financial empire or who may, by virtue of po
litical office, have a high degree of political power and be on close terms with 
!~ding international political figures. For example, at the beginning of an inter
VIew with a cabinet minister, he mentioned that he had recently been a dinner 
guest of the Canadian Prime Minister, whom he thought to be a "charming man." 
1 c~~Id merely nod politely, not ever having experienced this honor myself. In 
ad~mon co their economic and political power, elites are generally foreign trained, 
uniVersity educated, and of a high level of cultural sophistication. The social dis
tance herween researcher and informant is thus greatly minimized, and the need 
~or a totally different orientation to the interview situation becomes necessary. The 
mterviewer must present himself and the research problem in far more detail. He 
~usc expect to be questioned at some length about himself, his own background, 
hts reasons f · · · h" d h" 1 · or commg to thts particular country the rationale be m ts se ectlon 
of · f ' 1~ ormancs, and a wide variety of other topics. He will also be called upon to 
provtde inf · · · · d · · . . ormauon regardmg hts own personal attitudes. In ocher wor s, m mter-
Vtewmg r d . I" _ . e Ites, a researcher cannot expect to merely ask questions an await rep tes 

he ts called upon to participate and, in fact, be interviewed himself. The de-
meanor f h . h "I" 

. 0 t e Interviewer must sometimes be one of deference and almost umt tty, 
Parttcu1ar! . h f h had Y Wit senior-level government officials. The interviewer o ten as not 

h the opportunity to interact with or study elite members of his own society so 
t at this f 1 · d" "d I Wh. ~ay often be his first experience in interacting with power u m tV! ua s. 

~Ie Prior research experience is, of course, an advantage, in chat research and 
Parttcular! · . . b 
wh Y mtervtew skills are cumulative, one may, nevertheless, ecome some-

at apprehensive in these situations. 

w· h The researcher may also be put under stress in cases where an informant 
ts es n . h 

n ot only to discuss the particular research study but also to question t e 
ature of h . 

fi ld t e economic and political commttments of the researcher. In the past, 
e Workers involved in the more traditional research situations of anthropology 

were frequ I . . d . d I" . ki h. enc Y asked to state thetr vtews an personal values m regar to re tgwn, 
n~ tp, and similar concerns, and this is still the case when working on such 

toptcs with I . . . f h I . k h rura or less-sophtstlcated m ormants. When ant ropo ogtsts wor on 
t e modernizing sectors of the community in which some interaction-if not a 
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detailed study-of economic and political elites is maximized, personal views in 
regard to policy and ideological commitments will be asked for. This is particu
larly the case when the researcher is North American, and he may be asked his 
views in regard to the foreign (and domestic) policy commitments of the United 
States. The resulting strain on a researcher is thus formidable-he may be asked 
to defend and/or criticize the policies of his own country. When researchers are 
questioned about the sources of their funds and when they are, in fact, government 
supported, this difficulty may be enhanced (Beals 1967). In my experience, my 
own views on cu.crent international politics and the role of Canada and the United 
States in particular were frequently questioned, especially by politicians. Similarly, 
my opinions would be solicited in regard to the political and economic situation 
in Trinidad. A particularly difficult situation developed in the course of this study 
because of the conflict between government and the trade unions. Union leaders 
wanted to know where I stood in regard to the role of labor in general and on the 
Trinidad conflict in particular. Some attempted to pressure me to agree with their 
side of the issue, and in a few cases it was made quire clear that unless I stated my 
ideological position in terms agreeable to the respondent, the interview would be 
terminated. The issue came to a head with reference to a specific piece of labor 
legislation enacted during my field period. Union officials denounced it vehemently 
and expected that I would also react negatively to the legislation, whereas some 
government officials went to great lengths to convince me of its necessity and 
desirability. This raises an important issue in regard to research procedure. Some 
researchers maintain that a researcher can use any reasonable means in the interests 
of gathering data, whereas others feel that some moral constraints must be operative 
in setting limits. I attempted to maintain a neutral position or tried to hide behind 
the cloak of ignorance. During some interviews, however, this procedure did not 
work and I was forced to indicate some degree of agreement or at least sympathy 
with a particular point of view. Where issues have factionalized the community, re
searchers may be caught between and manipulated by the respondents, usually to 
the disadvantage of the researcher and his needs. Whatever moral position a re
searcher espouses, it seems apparent that in studies of the impact of modernization 
where interaction with an elite population may be crucial, some degree of commit
ment on the part of the researcher is essential (Henry 1966:552-559). 

I have outlined in brief the research strategy used in three studies under
taken in the same country by the same investigator over a time span of eight 
years. In terms of comparison, these studies differ in their theoretical aims, in the 
methods employed to gather the data, and in the sample of informants used. In 
the study of the Shango cult, a fairly traditional approach to a problem of long
standing interest to anthropology was taken. The general aim of the project was to 
describe the religious practices of the cult and to analyze the social and psycho
logical dynamics of behavior within the group. Participant observation and un
structured interviewing were the major tools, and the sample consisted of a 
relatively unsophisticated lower-class population. Aside from the initial difficulty 
in locating the group and the inconvenience involved in frequent traveling, very 
few problems emerged during the fieldwork. The study of political commitment 
also concentrated on lower-class informants, but the research procedure differed 
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markedly in that the survey technique was used to obtain a larger sample of in
formants. The structured interview, using a questionnaire, was the major data
gathering tool, and most of the interviews were conducted by local interviewers. 
In addition to the various technical difficulcies that confront any survey researcher, 
a number of other problems emerged from this study. Even in a relatively open 
country such as Trinidad, where research efforts are still welcomed, I felt that a 
study of political development called for government clearance of the project. 
While several changes in the questionnaire were required, these were relatively 
minor and did not interfere with the aims of the study. In many other countries, 
however, far greater restrictions may be placed on the researcher, and, in fact, re
search efforts which deal with sensitive areas may not be undertaken. For the 
anthropologist engaged in survey research on whatever topic, however, perhaps 
one of the greatest problems arises from the psychological reorientation necessary 
for a structured study which does not involve the long period of fieldwork charac
teristic of anthropological research. 

The third study also used informal interviewing as in the Shango study, 
but differed most in that the social distance between researcher and elite informants 
was minimized and therefore called for a new set of role relations between the 
two. Because it deale with the problems of modernization for political and eco
nomic elites, it brought into sharp focus the need of the researcher to formally 
communicate his personal and ideological commitment to the informant. 

In summary, my own feeling is that all methodological procedures present 
their particular difficulties co a fieldworker. While a few standardized formulas for 
the success of a fieldwork project exist (the do's and don'ts of fieldwork), in the 
final analysis, the skills and experience of each researcher in relation to the situa
tion in which he undertakes to work seem to be the more crucial factors. The 
success of fieldwork is largely the result of the unique interaction between the 
personality of the fieldworker, the nature of the research problem, and the socio
cultural environment in which research is undertaken. 



Rapport and Resistance 
among the Embu of 

Central Kenya (1963-1964) 
SATISH SABERW AL 

T HE ROAD FROM Nairobi passes through Embu Township (population 
about 5500) on its way around Mount Kenya to Meru. For about 20 miles 
before reaching Embu, the old road, still used in 1963, winds in hairpin 

bends around the foothills of Mount Kenya. Eighty miles from Nairobi, Embu is 
tucked away in the folds of the mountain, far from Kenya's great tourist routes, 
little noticed by the world, or even by Kenya until the recent spurt in coffee 
production. The Embu streams have superb trout, however, and the lzaac Walton 
Inn uses the news dailies of Nairobi to beacon its residents to the trout and to the 
Inn's splendid cuisine, well-stocked bar, and comfortable rooms. Late in January 
1963 Derrick Stenning, then the Director of the East African Institute of Social 
Research, escorted me to Embu Township; we called at the office of the District 
Commissioner, looking for a place where I could live, observe and work.1 

The District Commissioner was out, but his assistant, the District Officer I, 
a young Briton, received us. With Derrick watching benignly, I explained that I 
wished to spend a year, possibly a little longer, doing fieldwork in his district. He 
pointed to the 1 : 50,000 maps covering his office wall and asked me to choose 
where I wished to go. After some discussion I decided that I would work in Embu 
Division, where the people called the Embu lived (see map), and where the pros
pects of finding a house for my wife, our three-month-old daughter, and myself were 

1 Credit for supporting the fieldwork from January 1963 to June 1964 goes co the Foreign 
Area Fellowship Program of the Joint Committee of the Social Science Research Council 
and the American Council of Learned Societies; this paper was written while I was a Research 
Associate of McGill's Centre for Developing-Area Studies and was aided by McGill's Social 
Sciences Committee on Research. Stanley Freed, Regula Qureshi, Edith Saberwal, and fellow 
cont_ribu_tors _co this volume criticized an earlier draft, but the responsibility for the present 
vers10n 1s mwe. 
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good. Two government stone houses were vacant in the area, and I would be per
mitted to rent government furniture also. He promised to tell the District Officer of 
the Embu Division, who lived in Runyenjes, about me on the wireless the next 
morning: This gentlemen would show me rhe houses and introduce me to rhe 
chief in the area. The District Officer I later asked Derrick and me to lunch, and 
we were glad of a good day's work done. 

A couple of days later the District Officer took me around his division and 
showed me rhe houses. In one of them the water supply was problematical, and, 
besides, a government survey was being conducted in irs neighborhood ar the 
rime; it would be better to rake the other one. We met the chief, a young man in 
his midrhirties who spoke excellent English, drove a Ford Anglia, and had re
cently taken the football team from his location ro Nairobi to play against the 
Embu residents in Nairobi; his ream had lost. During the next week my wife and 
I visited Embu two or three times, arranging housecleaning, water supply, and an 
interpreter, and taking our supplies into the house. At 5000 feet in altitude in the 
early February summer days, we drove through crisp air along the slowly climbing 
ridges which shouldered the fresh, recently built, dispersed homes and some dilapi
dated, nucleated villages. Close to our new house were the chief's office, the houses 
of several tribal policemen, a dispensary, and the pharmacist's house, and a 
number of other huts in varying stages of disrepair: Perhaps this would be the 
local community I would study, bur I was uncertain. 

We had arrived in Kenya nearly six weeks earlier, and had done some 
traveling in connection with a conference sponsored by the East African Institute 
of Social Research. Kenya would be independent within a year, and the imminent 
political changes made the immigrants (Asians and Europeans) feel insecure and 
afraid for the future. They had only limited personal contacts with Africans, and 
the harsh memories of the Mau Mau uprising (peak: 1952-1956) remained. 
Some of them told us the precautions that we ought to take in our dealings with 
Africans; for example, we should not pick up hitchhikers, especially at night. Of 
course, we ignored the stereotypes and the prescribed social distance. During the 
initial weeks our contacts in Embuland were very cordial and entirely free from 
unpleasant incident, which seemed surprising for an area which had recently 
emerged from the Mau Mau Emergency, but we were not inclined then to question 

the bases of our good fortune. 
For about a month uncertain about the "local community" I would focus 

on, I "played for time" by ~alking with the subchief in my area, a friendly govern
ment official, about kin terms, kin behavior, marriage, land tenure, and whatever 
else caught my interest. Within the previous five years, the Embu had undergone 
"Land Consolidation" leading to a major redistribution of land rights: in the Land 
Office in Embu Township I was able to locate not only detailed records of the 
litigation during the Land Consolidation but also new 1 : 2500 maps showing 
every field in the area: I arranged to get copies of these maps. A large coffee 
cooperative was brought to my attention, and I visited its office and briefly surveyed 
its records. The members of an elders' council, constituted to hear disputes by the 
chief, were commended to me as repositories of traditional knowledge; I visited 
the council's meetings and inquired whether I could be made an elder. I visited 
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the nearby teachers' training college and heard about the process of its growth. I 
walked around, exploring the hills and the valleys, shaking hands, and talking with 
whoever cared to ask me what I was doing. One month after moving into the house 
initially, I decided that the Embu in 1963 had no local communities continuous 
with the precolonial residential patterns: The disruption during the Mau Mau 
Emergency and the subsequent Land Consolidation had scrambled the population; 
nor would a village be a convenient focus for observation, for village residents were 
in the process of leaving their villages and moving into the fields to which they 
had recently acquired title-the village communities were disintegrating. Within 
his sublocacion, however, the subchief saw seven "blocks" of fields, and I sought 
his help in locating a block where one of irs residents would rent me a room or 
build me a small hut. When a man, co be called John,2 agreed to build the hue, 
his bloc.k of about 200 acres, containing about two-hundred persons and delimited 
rather arbitrarily by the subchief, became my unit for intensive observation; it was 
called Keni. 

Within a week or so of deciding to concentrate on Keni, I visited, with 
my wife and child, nearly every homestead in it; we introduced ourselves, explain
ing what I was doing, and chatting generally. During the next few weeks I began 
census interviews with the heads of families in each homestead: I sought infor
macion on names, age, education, occupational history, hut type, parentage, and 
pattern of interaction with kinsmen. Some families were frank and reliable from 
the first visit. In others one member was reliable and another was not. Yet others 
were cautious or hostile in the beginning and became friendlier later. The following 
case concerns such a transformation: 

Case 1: It was about a month after deciding to focus on Keni that I first 
met Njage. My census and ocher interviews with others in the neighborhood had 
been going well; Njage's homestead was rather out of the way, and during two 
or three earlier visits there I had not met him. On April 24 he was working on 
his coffee trees and indicated that he would calk with me the next day. During 
the next two days I visited his homestead three times, and he was out every rime. 
A week later I mer him lounging in his cousin's homestead, where several people 
were busy making beer. To raise the matter of interviews in chis setting appeared 
to be inappropriate. 

May 5. I went to the beer party at Njage's cousin's homestead and stayed 
th~re for about an hour. One normally bought beer at these parties and shared it 
With others present. In this case the hose "bought" a panful of beer for me. I rook 
a little, and then Njage emptied the pan. Then I "bought" a half-shilling worth, and 
he drank most of that also. A little drunk now, he led the following conversation 
with me: 

He said that he had deliberately absented himself from appointments with 
me because he didn't know why 1 wanted to ask all chose questions." As an aside 
he said that he would ~nswer my questions if I would help him pay the bride
wealth for a second wife: His present wife already had four children, and if he 

~To protect identities, all Embu names in this paper are fictitious. 
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continued with her, he could have many more-maybe nine; so he wanted my 
help in getting a second wife. I explained briefly that I really didn't have the 
resources co pay bridewealth. 

Njage wanted me co drink beer, and two or three times he insisted on my 
drinking from the glass he had already used. I said that doccors thought this was 
unhygienic, but if he insisted, I would drink beer from his glass. There was a 
moment of tense expectation in the group, and they were a little startled when I 
did drink from his glass. Then he said that I need not fear him and could ask him 
anything. 

At one point he laid his arm next co mine and said, "If I kill you, will you 
then say that you are black or brown?" When I replied that most people when 
killed don't say anything, everyone laughed and I had co shake hands around the 
circle. 

later, as I was leaving the group, he insisted on my staying and buying 
more beer for him if I wished to talk with him later. Saying that I had run out 
of money and that I had to go and see other people, I left; he was clearly unhappy 
at my departure. 

May 7. At the beer parry Njage had offered co see me today. When I arrived, 
he was weeding his plot of sweet potatoes. I did a little weeding with him. He 
had a visicor from another neighborhood coday, and he said he would see me 
tomorrow afternoon. 

May 8. Went to his homestead twice this afternoon. His daughter said 
that he went away in the morning, she didn't know where. 

May 16. Njage was nor home, and his wife said she didn't know where 
he was. 

May 23. Njage was not home. 
May 24. Saw Njage, he made an appointment for May 29. 
May 29. Njage was not home; his wife said he had gone to work in some

one else's coffee field. 
May 30. I visited Kori, who lives several fields away from Njage. Kori 

asked me in to drink beer. During conversation Kori said that Njage had rold 
him that he wasn't going to talk with me because he didn't know what I wanted 
from them. He also asked Kori not to talk with me. While we were drinking, 
Njage passed by and I hailed him. I said that we looked for him yesterday; he 
said he had asked us to come the day before and not yesterday-my interpreter 
assured him that he was in error. I said that I could only ask him to talk with 
me as one man to another; if he didn't want to talk with me, I could nor force him 
because I was not a government man. He did not comment. He drank a couple of 
mugs of beer, but Kori kept me engaged in other conversation. 

June 9. Mbogo had promised to talk with me tonight, and my interpreter 
and I were walking with him to my hut in the neighborhood when we met Njage 
and two of Mbogo's brothers singing along the road; the three men, mildly drunk, 
were in high spirits. Njage pulled me to a side, and we sat on the road bank 
talking. As usual when Njage was drunk, the discussion was a context wherein he 
tried to come to terms with me and I encouraged him to do this. He said that he 
had finally discovered that I was a robber like himself; in reply I said very good, 
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would he form a company with me so we could go rob someone; he didn't reply. 
Again, he asked what my parents would think if he killed me then; I said, don't 
worry, they'll never find out, go ahead and kill me. This kind of banter continued 
for about fifteen minutes. It was very dark. Two or three cars came by and had to 

avoid running over Mbogo's brothers, who were engaged in horseplay on the road. 
Njage went off to talk to the woman in whose land my hut was. Later, as I was 
doing Mbogo's census, Njage came to my hut, took a chair, and interrupted us 
several times. Every time I impressed on him my need to continue with Mbogo; 
every time he said okay, keep going, then interrupted a few minutes later. After 
about an hour I announced that it was time we all went home. Njage said that he 
would like me to go to see him early tomorrow morning, even though I would 
have to break my date with Gacai. 

June 10. After talking with Gacai, I went to Njage's homestead in mid
morning. His wife said that he had just gone off. 

June 11. Njage's wife said he was working in his field halfway down the 
hill. We went down to where he was working. I asked if he would like to do 
the census. He agreed and we had a very pleasant interview. His previous hostility 
seemed to be all gone. To my question of why he had been so evasive before, he 
said they had just not understood what I was doing. 

During the months that followed, Njage became one of my steady, reliable 
informants in the neighborhood. He did not ever try to mislead me. 

It was after more than fifteen visits to his homestead and three encounters 
elsewhere that I was able to begin interviewing him.3 In some cases, as in the 
following, sheer persistence was a tactic of no value. 

C(/Je 2: Fragmentary biographical data indicate that Ireri had had an 
unhappy childhood. Later on, two of his five wives had died, a third (whose 
mention infuriated him) had left him, and the other two lived in his homestead. 
Ireri was a morose old man who spent most of his time with his small herd of 
livestock. After days of cajoling I would get him into an interview situation, and 
twenty minutes later he would leave, announcing that he absolutely had to attend 
to his cattle. Furthermore, he refused to talk about his family and children: shortly 
after the recent government census enumeration one of his children had died, 
and he was not going to talk about his children again. After several tries it became 
clear that I would never get very far with Ireri. 

So I turned my attention to Ireri's two wives and his eldest son living with 
him. The son was willing but not very well informed. The wives were cordial and 
answered specific questions about names, age, education, and so forth, but I always 
had to compete with five or six children around the house demanding their atten
tion, and usually the children won. In April 19(i4, nearly a year after I started, I 
was still adding bits of information to this family's census. Then, late in May, 
Ireri's senior wife came to our house and asked me to take her to fetch her married 

"None of these visits rook more than a few minutes each. I visited his homestead when
ever I was in the area visiting other families. 
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daughter from the hospital fifteen miles away. I was very glad co oblige. I went 
through my notebooks, summarized my information on the family in code, and 
pur this summary on the dashboard of the car along with my census schedule. As 
I drove her to the hospital and back at slow speed, I asked her all the questions 
about her family and had the interpreter write down her answers. Her daughter 
too contributed to the information. The census was completed. 

Dame Fortune sene Ireri's wife my way, and I seized the opportunity. A 
fieldworker has to be just as alert co the threat of loss of good informants. The 
next three cases illustrate the kinds of efforts continually necessary to maintain 
one's social relations in the community. 

Case 3: Robert was one of my prize informants. In his late sixties, he knew 
a great deal about Embu traditions, and was willing to talk with me about them 
for an hour or two at a time, day after day. By late 1963 he had talked with me 
for some fifty hours. Until then nearly every interview had indicated new directions 
for inquiry, and Robert had talked willingly. Then, in November, the stream began 
to dry up. Robert would answer a query briefly and terminate the interview fairly 
quickly. Something had gone wrong, but I couldn't tell what. Meanwhile, 1 had 
several other projects on hand and I was willing co let Robert rest. 

When in mid-February his son Simon brought a bride co Robert's home
stead, I took a gift of 5 pounds of sugar and ten shillings to the homestead, and 
gave these to Robert's wife and Simon's bride, who were working in a field 
together. Simon was away, but Robert was weeding another field. I walked over 
to Robert. He kept on working, and stopped to shake hands with me after a long 
while. I took over his fork and did some digging. I said that I wanted to talk 
with him about his son's marriage, and he inquired curtly why I was so interested 
in marriages. Marriages are important in life, I said, and I wished to compare his 
son's marriage with his own which he had described co me earlier. Robert con
tinued co be somewhat hostile for a while, then he cold me why he was angry 
with me. 

Traditionally, the Embu have attached great importance to a ceremony for 
adolescent girls during which their clitoris would be removed. During the colonial 
period, both the British administration and the Anglican missionaries repeatedly 
conducted crusades against the clitoridectomy operation, and most Embu stuck 
just as tenaciously to the traditional practice. There is, however, an Anglican 
minority among the Embu many of whose members do not have their daughters 
operated on and who prefer to marry unoperated girls. Back in October I had dis
cussed the matter with Robert, who condemned the Anglican position very 
strongly; I had asked him how he would react if his son were to wish to marry 
an Anglican girl who had not been operated; Robert had replied that his son 
could marry her only when Robert was dead. 

Soon after this conversation the Embu court served Simon with a summons 
charging him with having impregnated a girL Premarital pregnancies in Embu
land are fairly common and reflect the permissive Embu view of premarital sex. 
However, in this case, the girl happened to be an Anglican-and unclitoridecco-
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mized. The coincidence upset Robert deeply: He decided that either I had known 
about the case beforehand or had told the girl"s family about his attitude to such 
a marriage. He was offended at the thought that I had acted as a spy against him. 

The girl in question lived several miles away, and I knew neither her nor 
any of her kinsmen. It took me half an hour of patient argument to convince 
Robert that the course of events was entirely explicable without my telling any
one what his views were: The girl would tell her father that Simon was the 
genitor, her father had probably seen her in Simon's company, and since Simon 
didn't want to marry her, her father would sue him for compensation. Robert 
accepted my innocence. We arranged to go to the Catholic service together next 
Sunday. Later we resumed our interviews; in all I talked with him for nearly 
two-hundred hours. 

In this case I could not possibly have anticipated the misunderstanding. 
The next two cases concern situations where, anticipating the damaging conse
quences of my actions, I moved to take remedial actions. 

Case 4: When in December 1963 I found it necessary to dismiss Paul, one 
of my two interpreters, on strong suspicion of repeated thefts, I had to move to 
protect my relationship with his wife's father's brother, John; my hut in Keni 
was located in his homestead, and besides he was a very good friend and informant. 

Several years before becoming my interpreter Paul had been the head
master of a primary school. He had lost the job because he had embezzled several 
thousand shillings of school money. I learned about this a few weeks before my 
decision to dismiss him. When I explained my decision to John, he said that he 
had been surprised when I had taken Paul initially; he had not warned me against 
hiring Paul because even evil men can change over time. Insofar as Paul spent 
most of his earnings over beer and women, John said that his dismissal would not 
affect his wife and children adversely: John's family took care of them. 

The next case, also involving a theft, was considerably more complex. 

Case 5: On the morning of October 5, my interpreter Moses bought a new 
shirt in Embu township, and it was lying unopened in my car that afternoon when 
we parked the car in Keni and went to visit in the neighborhood. When we re
turned, we found that the car which had almost certainly been locked, had been 
broken into, and Moses' shirt 'and a torchlight stolen. 

Several months earlier someone had broken into my hut in John's home
stead and had stolen my rainboots. To recover the cost from my insurance com
pany, I had registered that theft with the police then; the police had done nothing 
about it, but the insurance company had compensated me. This time Moses went 
to the police station and registered the theft of his shirt from my car. 

Ocr. 16. As Moses and I were walking through Keni, a group of four or 
five boys stopped us and told Moses that Ben, a boy who lived just south of Keni, 
had stolen the shirt and that it had been hidden somewhere. With this informa-
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cion from Moses, t\VO policemen wenc co Keni and cook Ben and three ocher boys 
co the police station. The boys cold che police then chat che shirt was hidden in 
the house of Maculus, a good friend of mine; che police cook the shire from 
Maculus' house and the torch from the home of one of the boys. Upon hearing of 
this, I wenc co che police station, saw the cwo items, and learned chat che police 
intended to keep che boys there overnight. 

Then I drove to Maculus' house and also visited Munyi, the father of one 
of the arrested boys who lived in Keni. Both the men said that Munyi's son had 
found the shire in the bush and had given it to Maculus' wife, so she would turn 
it over co me; since I had nor visited her homestead for several days, she had not 
had an opportunity ro give me the shire. 

Oct. 17. The police presented che boys to court and accused Maculus' wife 
of sheltering stolen things. 

Oct. 19. The court called the parencs of each boy and asked them whether 
they were training their children properly. The parents were also warned that 
they would be fined if their children were caught stealing again. Maculus' wife 
was found guilty of sheltering srolen things and fined thirty shillings. Moses went 
to the hearing and identified the things. I decided tO stay away. 

When I visited Ivfaculus' house later, his wife, close to tears, said that she 
could not understand why we had brought in the police. Others in her homestead 
were equally bewildered. I saw that I could save my relationship with this family 
only by accepting responsibility for cheir discomfort. I said chat it was my fault 
that I had let Moses register the theft with the police; instead, I should have sought 
the help of my friends in chat neighborhood. Therefore, I offered ro pay the thirty 
shillings in fine. Maculus and his wife accepted the offer. 

Oct. 23. We heard a rumor that Ivfunyi had let his neighbors know that he 
would sue Moses for trespass if Moses entered Munyi's fields again. Wich my other 
incerpreter I went to Munyi. He was cordial and said that he had nothing against 
me. The fault was Moses' for he had gone to the police precipitately, and this had 
led to his son getting almost imprisoned; therefore the parents of the boys who had 
been taken to the police station had resolved not ro let Moses enter their fields or 
to talk to me through him. I suggested to Munyi chat Moses' error had been due 
to his youth and inexperience and urged consideration and forgiveness upon him. 
Munyi was adamant and demanded an apology from Moses. Initially Moses was 
reluctant to apologize to Munyi, for he felt his position to be righteous, but he 
agreed to go to Munyi when I pointed out that his usefulness to me depended 
upon his being acceptable to Munyi and other residents in Keni. 

My final case concerns a situation where I had tO help my wife out of 

trouble. 

Case 6: About half way through my fieldwork, one day I returned home to 
find our house surrounded by a mob of boys in school uniforms. They were peer
ing into the house through the glass windows. I asked them what they wanted. 
They said, "Water." I wenc inside and found my wife in disarray. The boys, visiting 
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the dispensary in a group for a medical check had heard about the strange for
eigners living in this house and had walked over. Our neighbors, who had always 
been welcome inside, had never felt the need to peer through the windows. 

Initially the boys had tried to get water from a tank behind our house, but 
it was empty. They started looking through the windows, and my wife went 
outside. Many of them were standing in front of the house. They asked her for 
water, and she said that she did not have water (which we boiled for drinking) 
for so many people; for a while she sat on the porch. Then she returned inside, and 
the boys converged on the windows. She did the first thing that came to her mind: 
she started making faces at them! The boys thought this was great fun, and their 
numbers grew. She felt helpless and was distraught by the time I arrived. 

I had no interpreter available then. Within the limits of their knowledge 
of English and my knowledge of Kiembu, I told the boys that we did not have 
drinking water for so many people; would they please get the water somewhere 
else. Some of them went away, but many lingered. It was clear that I could not 
influence them directly. Therefore, I walked over to the chief's office, about three
hundred yards away around a couple of corners. I hoped to find there some Embu 
friend who would speak to the boys. I found the subchief, who had helped me ever 
since I had begun living there. I explained the situation briefly. He walked over to 

our house, asked the boys where the teacher escorting them was, admonished them 
for misbehaving, told them where they could get water, and asked them to leave. 
I think he also went over to the teacher and asked him to keep his pupils under 
control. We had no difficulty with the boys after that. 

Discussion 

I have presented here a selection of dyadic relationships involving me and 
my informants; the last case, an exception, was easily terminated. Needless to say, 
upon entering the field situation as a stranger, one has to develop a complex and 
extensive network of social relations rapidly. To maintain these relations in good 
repair requires a wide range of interpersonal sensitivity and response capacity. A 
~und of human sympathy is useful. It is also necessary to translate this sympathy 
10.to acts which your neighbors will recognize to be acts of goodwill. It takes some 
ttJal and error, but given the intent, one can usually find the form. 

Like every anthropologist, my wife and I learned the local phrases for 
hello and farewell upon arrival and used these as appropriate. Over the S-mile 
stretch from Embu Township to our home in Kairori, there were often people 
ca~rying loads to and from the market in the township. We used to pick up those 
gam~ our way to our car's capacity. Since we lived next to the dispensary, patients 
too Sick for the pharmacist's skills sometimes needed to go to the hospital in the 
township; we let it be known that we would provide an ambulance service for 
such cases. Women in labor often wished to go to the hospital, and we were 
summoned at all hours of day and night. This service was not limited to my in
formants; we responded ro anyone in need who came to our home. Since this was 
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a_ "universalistic" gesture, it generated fairly widespread acceptance, if not enthu
stasm, for my research. 

. Y~t, as these cases have shown, goodwill is not enough. Every community 
has tts dtfficult individuals, and even the most sympathetic friend sometimes 
interprets one's actions in ways other than one can anticipate. Errors are often 
compounded, without one's knowing what is happening. These situations call for 
calm analysis. One must think through the rights and wrongs of the various actors 
involved, the sanctions available to each, the probability that these might be 
applied, and the extent of damage that could ensue. Sensitivity to others' discom
fort is essential, though sometimes difficult to achieve in a cultural context one 
understands only partialJy. 

There is the difficult man: He wants you to pay the bridewealth for his 
second wife; he drops in to visit you every evening though you know full well 
that he has nothing to teii you; he alleges that the beer party you organized was 
intended to get people drunk so that you could wrench their secrets from them. 
The unreasonable demand of the unreasonable individual is best met coolly and 
firmly: He is likely to be unreasonable with other people too, and they will often 
reject his allegations if you have previously projected an image of generalized 
goodwill. In resisting excessive demands, it is useful to enunciate general rules: 
We let it be known that we would take patients to hospital, but we would not 
transport wedding parties, politicians going to distant rallies, litigants going to 
the court, and the like. 

We must also remember the element of time. What is seen to be based on 
ignorance in the first few months may be interpreted as an insult later on. As we 
understand the local cultural idiom better and enter personal relationships of 
greater depth, the danger that we might do the wrong thing increases; but as the 
case of Robert's son (Case 3) showed, our growing understanding of the cultural 
context should also increase our capacity to show that our actions were, in fact, 
harmless and acceptable. 

While my relations with several organizations-the administration, the 
cooperatives, the churches, and the schools-were free and easy, the situation re
garding the Kenya African National Union ( KANU), the only political party in 
Embu Division, was different. I turn now to my relationship with KANU and 
its leaders. 

Local politics was not a major focus of study for me when I went to 
Kenya. I had read brief references to the Embu in books written by a couple of 
administrators, but these concerned the precolonial society. I also knew a little 
about the upheaval attending the Mau Mau Emergency, but it was clearly inade
quate for defining my research interests with precision ahead of the time. By and 
large, I had intended to let the nature of the contemporary society determine the 
directions of my inquiry. My field data for the first three months consist largely 
of kin terms, marriage types, land tenure, elders' council, census, and discussions 
with two old men concerning the institutions of the precolonial society. However, 
1963 was the year in which Kenya was going to attain independence, and politics 
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dominated Embu thought at this time; to choose to ignore political activity then 
was to condemn oneself to a study of the trivial. Yet the Embu perceived politics as 
the area whose "secrets" required protection from foreigners; they had accepted this 
task in the oaths which most of them had taken during the Mau Mau uprising. 
Everyone in the parry felt bound to ignore and, when possible, frustrate my slowly 
growing interest in understanding contemporary political activity. I proceed now 
to discuss my tactics in this situation and to assess the extent of their effectiveness. 

It is necessary to remember that none of the Keni residents appeared in 
any of the contemporary political leadership roles. Political activity was bounded 
more significantly by the administrative unit called a location, roughly fifty square 
miles in area with some twenty-thousand residents. Near irs center, in a large 
market, Manyara, was the KANU locational office; in irs vicinity I established my 
limited contacts with KANU leaders. The first Embu elections based on secret 
adult suffrage were due late in May. KANU announced irs candidates in mid
March. One of them was opposed by an Independent. 

On April 26 I went to an election rally in Manyata for the first time. I 
sat on the ground with the audience and watched the bugles, drums, songs, dances, 
slogans, speeches, and ululation (prolonged, shrill yells of appreciation), all of 
which made the party meetings in Embuland a stimulating experience. Some 
prominent people at the meeting permitted me to take pictures provided I promised 
to supply the KANU office with some enlargements. Three weeks later at an
other meeting, while I was raking pictures from a housetop, some members of the 
audience protested, but party leaders intervened to say that I had their permission. 
(Several months later, at a meeting in another area the audience protested again. 
The leaders' intervention failed to reassure the audience this rime, and I had to 
discontinue raking pictures.) I asked my friends whom they intended to vote for 
and why; a few insisted that this was a private matter. I watched the polling and 
the victory celebrations later. In brief, the situations I observed were defined by 
the parry to be open and public. I was beginning to identify some of the leaders 
a~d to frame some questions I would have liked answered. For the moment I 
di~n't know who might answer them, but I was in no hurry; I had other projects 
go mg. 

Working in low key proved to be beneficial in the long run. During these 
several months the local party leaders were presumably getting information about 
my activities and forming their own judgments concerning my true intentions. 
For example, as the typescript of my field notes came in from a typist in Nairobi, 
I r~gulariy turned it over to one of my assistants for proofreading and cross
~~gm~tion .. Whether the political leaders asked him about my notes, I do not 

ow, but If they did, he would have been a source of reassurance. Furthermore, 
two KANU leaders had close relatives in Keni; one of them was also related to 

one of my interpreters. Another leader, a less influential man, lived next door to 

us and could keep us under surveillance. 
. Occasionally at rallies and elsewhere I would meet party leaders, but in 

v_anous subtle ways they made it clear that they expected me to maintain a con
siderable distance from them. Meanwhile, my understanding of the situation grew 
slowly, indirectly. For example, at the end of July, KANU organized a council to 
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nominate the party candidates for another set of elections, this time for two 
staturory local councils. My interpreter Paul (Case 4) wished to be a candidate and 
was interviewed by the council; from him I learned the nominating procedure in 
detail. Again, in October, through rhe elders' council mentioned earlier, I came 
into contact with a young woman who was having serious difficulties with her 
dead husband's kinsmen. She talked with me at great length about her difficulties, 
her fears of poisoning by the affinal kinsmen, and her visits ro the medicine man 
to get prorecrive treatment against this poison. She also happened to be an enthu
siastic dancer at KANU rallies and often showed acme anxiety about the party's 
censure for talking with me. She told me that her colleagues had repeatedly warned 
her nor to discuss politics with me. I did nor learn anything about the content of 
politics from her, bur the nature of boundary-maintaining mechanisms at work 
became slighrly clearer. 

In early November I began a series of lengthy interviews with Tai, an 
elder who had led his descent group in a famous land case about twenty years 
earlier. He talked to me about this and ocher cases and also about his relations with 
several close kinsmen. Since he was also a KANU leader, after several interviews 
I tried to steer rhe conversation to politics, but he avoided discussion by saying we 
would talk about it some ocher time. 

At about the same time I told KANU leaders that I was interested in the 
Embu dispure-settlement procedures. My assistant had for several months main
tained a journal of disputes coming to rhe elders' council sponsored by the chief. 
Since a KANU council also made itself available for listening to any disputes the 
litigants might bring to it, I sought permission to attend its meetings so that I 
might compare the approaches of the two councils. The leaders postponed a 
decision on my request from week to week, but I was allowed to address the 
council regarding my request: From irs proceedings it became clear that the coun
cil was divided in its attitude to me, but it would allow me access to irs meetings 
only if its members agreed to do so ;mtttzimomly. 

In mid-January 1964, I saw Tai again in order to resolve some obscurities 
concerning the old land case, and we decided to drive to the formerly disputed 
area. On the way I asked him about a recent meeting of the KANU leaders, and 
he was again evasive. After nearly a year in Embuland I felt rather secure and 
decided ro gamble: I asked why KANU was nor allowing me into its dispute 
serrlement meetings. Clearly uncomfortable, Tai made several partial replies: that 
KANU really had no dispure settlement meetings; that I was asking him to tell 
me everything; and that KANU proceedings were secret, and he could not tell me 
abour these. Further along the road were two other KANU leaders going our 
way. I picked them up and, after customary greetings, told them my earlier ques
tion to Tai which, I said, he had refused to answer. Tai asked my interpreter to 
stop translating because he wanted to talk to one of the leaders: They discussed 
something unrelated to politics. Shortly thereafter we dropped the other leaders. 
Tai and I were together for another hour or so, but the previous question was 
nor raised again. 

That evening I felt that I might have damaged my relationship with the 
parry by forcing the issue, but in fact the situation continued to improve slowly. 
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One of the leaders whom we had given a ride was my fictive mother's niece. As she 
left the car she pointed to me the way to her house and suggested that I come to 

her feast for KANU women next Sunday. This was in line with a couple of very 
cordial gestures she had made during the previous couple of months. During the 
next six weeks I became slightly more daring. I told two other leaders that I had 
come to Embu to understand the nature of Embu society. They knew that I had 
spent hundreds of hours talking with old men about the precolonial society: I 
had learned about the important ancient institutions, the descent groups, age sets, 
generation sets, and so forth; but I was also interested in the contemporary society: 
the administration, the churches, the cooperatives, and the political party. If the 
leaders refused to tell me about their work, how was I going to understand this 
important part of the contemporary society? These leaders replied that tbey didn't 
suspect me any more, but many people remembered the Mau Mau days and were 
hostile to all foreigners. 

From previous experience I knew that these leaders could tell me about 
their work only at the risk of severe disapproval from their colleagues, and there 
was no reason at all why they should choose to incur this disapproval. My general 
standing with the party could improve substantially only if the leaders approved 
of me unanimously. So I told the friendly leaders that I thought there was one 
particular old leader, Ngare, who continued to be hostile to me. They agreed with 
this and also with a proposal that I explain to Ngare directly what I was doing. 

I knew that Ngare had long led his descent group in land litigation, was a 
member of the Co-op Managing Committee, and owned a sawmill. So I visited 
him one afternoon and explained my interests in Embu society, mentioned his 
many leadership roles, and my long-standing desire to talk with him. However, I 
had felt that he didn't want to talk with me; since I would shortly leave the field, 
I had come to see him and answer any questions he might have about me and my 
work. 

. Ngare said that he didn't want to ask any questions: God had given each 
his work, and he wasn't questioning people about theirs. We chatted cordially 
about the Co-op briefly; then Ngare said that he was sorry he had nothing to tell 
me: His heart told him not to talk with me. I replied that I agreed with him in 
t~at one should not do anything against the feelings in one's heart. The inter
VIew was over. 

. While Ngare had unquestionably slammed the KANU doors in my face, 
his colleagues continued to help me in small nonpolitical ways; their goodwill 
could nor be doubted. This was two months after Kenya's independence. The 
government was now placing sharp limits on the number of political rallies, and 
the parry activity seemed to decline considerably. I was in Embu for nearly six 
more months. I concentrated on other matters, learning only bits of political in-
for · illation here and there.4 

Concerning my rapport difficulties with KANU, it is appropriate to raise 
several questions. Why was the parry cold toward me in the beginning? Why did 

1 Saberwal ( 1969) presents the results of this research, blended wih documentary and 
other sorts of data. 



R A P P 0 R T A N D R E S I S T A N C E A M 0 N G T H E EM B U 61 

some of its leaders begin to trust me more later? Was their increased trust 
justified? 

While it is true that non-Africans were generally suspect in the eyes of 
most Embu at this time, it is likely that the mode of my initial introduction to 
Embuland prejudiced my case in the minds of KANU leaders. My initial contacts 
had been with the government officials in Nairobi with the Provincial Commis
sioner's Office, the District Commissioner's Office,' the District Officer, and then 
the chief and the subchief. It was still, then, a colonial administration, though 
being rapidly Africanized on the way to independence. By and large, the local party 
leaders perceived the administration as an adversary, and I had come to Embuland 
through the enemy camp. One might ask whether my prospects would have im
proved had I gone to Embuland through the party and not the administration. 
Quite apart from the fact that the administration controlled important resources 
such as houses, furniture, government records, and the like, it should be remem
bered that the administration constituted a salaried, reliable hierarchy, the juniors 
routinely trusting and accepting instructions from their seniors and acting upon 
them. The parry apparatus, in contrast, was made up of volunteers, often dedi
cated men and women, whose range of competence and coordination was yet 
limited. They did deliver massive voter support for the party candidates at elec
tions, but it would be an unduly optimistic view to assume that, for example, old 
man Ngare would have taken any advice from Nairobi as to my trustworthiness. 
In other words the ability of the political party in Kenya, 1963, to introduce the 
anthropologist into an area for general nonpolitical enquiry was much less than 
that of the administration; furthermore, the locational party was autonomous 
enough to ignore any directives from above. Thus, during the elections in May 
1963 the KANU candidate was opposed by an Independent: the two men belonged 
to different parts of Embu Division, and each had the full support of the KANU 

organization near their home areas. Consequently, in a poll of over 28,000 persons, 
the official parry candidate won by less than 900 votes. The discipline exercised 
by the party over its local units was loose, at best, in the Kenya of 1963, though 
the situation could be different at other times and places. 

Beginning with an unfavorable image in the party minds, then, I was 
limited to observing the contexts defined by the party co be public. This fitted in 
well with my general practice of multiple, simultaneous projects. After about a 
year of fairly sustained attempts at channel building, it was clear that several party 
leaders were trusting me increasingly. My previous account has suggested that the 
leaders' trust in me grew in response to a series of smart moves by me; this may 
be entirely wrong. The reasons for their trust may well lie in what I did not do 
rather than what I did do, though they did not discuss this matter with me. 

In the early months of my fieldwork, informants had often expressed fears 
that I had come there to "investigate" them. During the previous decade the 
Embu had learned to fear the numerous investigations characteristic of the Mau 
Mau Emergency; the objective of these investigations was to determine the subject's 
loyalty to the government, and those found wanting in this quality had invariably 
been punished. This investigation had often been secret, done without the subject's 
knowledge. Although the KANU leaders knew that I was curious about them, I 
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think they also found out that I was not "investigating" them regarding their 
personal qualities. Now this was fortuitous: I had no ethical compunctions about 
inquiring about x from y if x happened to be relevant but hostile to my work. 
Had a political leader been living in my block, and had he refused to do the 
census with me, I would probably have tried to get the relevant information from a 
kinsman or neighbor; quite likely, this would have been interpreted as the dreaded 
"investigation" and might have brought me into some difficulties. However, in the 
party, my interest was in the structure of political activity and of decision-making, 
the recruitment process, and the strategy for winning an election; individual actors 
in this situation were interesting but not really important. So as the leaders gained 
assurance that I was not "investigating" in the sense that had dominated their 
previous experience, and as the evidence of my goodwill mounted, they decided 
that I was worthy of their trust-but was I? 

The question can be answered in the affirmative, but only partially and 
tentatively. As far as I know, no one has yet used my data or analyses to harm the 
Embu or the peoples of Kenya generally. Once I publish my work, however, I have 
no control over who uses the information and to what purposes; that it may be used 
by some group within or outside Kenya to exploit the Embu is part of the exis
tential anxiety I have to endure (Beer 1949). That the covert agencies of the 
United States government use social science information (and the social scien
tists) in their extensive operations abroad has been documented too often to need 
reiteration (for example, Langer 1967, or Nelson 1966, or van den Berghe 1967). 

There is, besides, a more serious charge confronting anthropologists, which 
we have yet to answer. With our eyes set firmly on professional advancement in 
North America, nearly all of us report our findings in professional journals and 
in monographs addressed to other anthropologists (and their students), concen
trated in overwhelming numbers in North America and western Europe. A few 
copies of these trickle through to other countries, but the poor countries (where 
most of us do research) rarely have the foreign exchange to import enough books, 
even those concerning their own lands. When we synthesize the literature and 
publish surveys, whether for the undergraduate or the lay reader, again the audience 
in mind almost invariably is North American and west European. Thus, social 
scientists who do field research abroad increase the informational resources of their 
home countries in relation to the areas where they do fieldwork. Information is 
the ultimate support for power, and thus we help the rich countries become more 
powerful in relation to poor countries. That the United States foundations and 
governmental agencies should contribute generously to this endeavor is under
standable; why the citizens of poor countries should be asked to submit to this 
new form of exploitation and source of domination is less clear. 



An Inward Focus: 
A Consideration 

of Psycl1ological Stress 
1n Fieldwork 

RONALD !vL WINTROB 

The success of fieldwork is largdy the n:sult of the unique interaction between 
the personality of the ficldworker, the nature of the research problem, and the 
general socio-cultural environment in which research is undertaken (Frances 
Henry). 

The primary purpose of this chapter is to illustrate the nature of psycho
logical stress reactions of anthropologists undertaking fieldwork. The descriptive 
accounts are drawn from the personal experiences of a group of graduate students 
with whom I met for a series of seminars aimed at the clarification of psychological 
problems inherent in fieldwork.! I have also drawn on aucobiographical reports of 
other fieldworkers which illustrate some of their emotional reactions. The empha
sis is placed on the reactions of individuals who have not had extensive fieldwork 
experience. A secondary purpose of this chapter is co consider some points of 
comparison between the personality structure of the "eminent" anthropologists 
studied by Roe ( 1952, 1960) and the graduate students who participated in the 
discussion group mentioned. 

The literature on psychological stress reactions of fieldworkers is by no 
means extensive, although one is frequently told that such data exists in the per
sonal field notes of many anthropologists.~ Rosalie Wax is one of the few anthro
pologists who have published their personal reactions to the experience of 

1 ~inor modifications have been made in the accounts of the students' experiences in some 
cases m order to protect the identity of individual students. 

2 Appare~tly most anthropologists are very sensitive about those experiences, preferring 
to keep the1r data well hidden from the scrutiny of colleagues and students (and from 
themselves, perhaps). 

63 
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fieldwork (Wax 1960b). She points out that she did so reluctantly after repeated 
urging from colleagues "distressed by the scarcity of detailed accounts of how an 
investigator works" (Wax 196Gb: 166).:1 

Psychological stress of fieldwork covers a wide range, but certain categor
ies of stress do emerge. For purposes of description these categories may be 
identified as: "maintaining the image," "the bias of personality," and "the dys
adaptation syndrome." The "dysadaptation syndrome" may be further divided into 
what may be conceptualized as "conflict of involvement," "conflict of commit
ment," and "conflict of return."·' These topics are discussed here in sequence. 

When a graduate student undertakes his first independent fieldwork, his 
role identity-his image of himself as competent and knowledgeable in his field 
-1s very much at stake. Rosalie Wax describes it as a sink-or-swim experience. 

In the past young anthropologists often embarked on a first field trip in a 
spirit not unlike that of adolescent primitives facing initiation into the tribe. In 
solitary agony, supported only hy the wise sayings of their anthropological ances
tors, they met their crucial and mystc:rious ordeal (\XIax, 1960a :90). 

In his paper "The Ethnologist as Stranger," Nash writes: 

A career and a reputation may hinge on the ethnologist's brief parttCJpation in 
the life of one: of these ["primitive"} societies. In making the jump from a 
civilized to a primitive situation, in establishing rapport, and in attempting to 
acquire fairly complete data on the culture in a few months, the ethnologist 
encounters an extreme condition of strangership which lends a "do or die" atmo
sphere to his expedition. For few other strangers is the adaptive problem so 
extreme, and for few does so much hinge on successful adaptation (Nash, 
1963:157). 

Berreman ( 1962) laments the dearth of information on "the practical 
problems" of carrying out fieldwork, such that 

the person facing fieldwork for the first time ... may suspect ethnographers of 
having established a conspiracy of silence on thc:se matters .... As a result of the 
rules of the game which kept others from communicating their experience to him, 
he may feel that his own difficulties of morale and rapport ... were unique and 
pc:rhaps signs of weaknc:ss or incompetence. C.onsequc:ntly, these arc concealed or 
minimized ( !962 :-l). 

This is one part of the psychological burden the relatively inexperienced 
fieldworker sets out with. Another part is comprised of repeated admonitions about 

f ~ A striking feature of her analysis of this period of fieldwork as a graduate srudent is the 
. act t~at Wax describes herself in the third person: "The anxiety which this student suffered 
10 trytng to defend the self of which she approved was so agonizing that she was unable 
~0 de~c:tbe it adequately in her document" (Wax 1960b:l75). It would appear that even 
tn wnttng up the material, Wax may have wanted, consciously or otherwise, to increase her 
~J_Uotwnal distance from the "agonizing" experiences. The need to maintain an emotional 

tst.ance may be a factor too in "fictionalizing" the description of an emotionally difficult 
penod of fieldwork, as Bowen has done in her fascinating book Return to Laughter ( 1954). 

-~These categories are adapted in part from the analysis of psychological stress reactions 
of Peace Corps volunteers reported by English and Colmen ( 1967). 
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the bias of personality. In The Fottndatiom of Social Amhropology Nadel con
siders the validiry of the fieldworker's dam in the light of his personal psycho
dynamics. He contends char 

\X'I~crc the . data observed arc ... human data, the observer's personality might 
easily ovcrndc the best intentions of objectivity. In the final interpretation of the 
data some such bias is probably inevitable .... He cannot but ... unconsciously 
respond to a context emotionally weighted with the emotional side of his nature 
( 1953:-18, ·i9). 

In an arrempr co come co grips with this issue, Bennerr worked our a train
ing course that would encourage srudents co realize that "the good field worker 
must work with and through his 'biases,' become aware of them, control them and 
use them" ( 1960:431). He feels chat the student who "sees chat awareness of 
these 'biases' is essential" [1960:436] may be "led co a 'realistic' concern with the 
anxious side of life in a closed sociery" ( 1960:439). Support for Bennerr's posicion 
is found in Williams' account of his experiences with the Dusun of North 
Borneo. He states char 

human beings in every culture rationalize, project and sublimate their desires, 
wishes and fears .... [The Dusun] avoided talking about aggression while being 
highly aggressive, openly boasted of sexual conquests while actually being con
servative in sex activities .... \'V'e found that one way of determining the accuracy 
of Dusun cultural data was the identification of the ego-defense processes widely 
shared and used in that culture ( 1967: 27). 

Bearing in mind then rhe stresses with which the fieldworker sets om on 
his research, how are these stresses reflected in the difficulties of adaptation he 
encounters in the field? For, as Nash points our, "How well or ill he adapts to the 
condition of his field role may determine what he sees, how he thinks, and there
fore the nature of his report on the people he has studied" (1963:149-150). 

The Dysadaptation Syndrome 

Conflict of Involvement 

Initial experiences may play a large part in determining the degree and 
ease of the fieldworker's involvement in the life of the community he has come 
to study. This is well illustrated by the experiences of one of the graduate stu
dents participating in the seminar, whose first fieldwork assignment was to deter
mine the social structure of an urban minority group. His first interview with a 
key informant turned out to be easygoing and very productive. On the crest of 
his elation over the success of chis test as a fie!dworker, he went on to another 
key informant and was shocked by the brusqueness with which his attempts to 

obtain information were refused: 

He said he was just too busy, that I could come back next month and he might 
be able to talk to me: "\'V'e've had these students like you down here before 
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doing social studies. If you're interested, go sec the priest." He implied I could 
go back and talk to him later on, but I never did. I just dropped it more or less. 
There were intervals for two or three weeks that I wasn't there at all. I kind of 
got discouraged going clown there and knowing that you can't get anywhere 
beyond the: first few opc.:ning remarks. 

One can see that his self-image as an adequately trained social scientist was 
badly shaken by his uncooperative informant lumping him in with students doing 
"social studies." His reaction was to withdraw. 

However, withdrawal may not be easy or even possible. One of the gradu
ate students doing summer research on drinking patterns among Indians living in 
a northern town, and whose work required that contacts be maintained with both 
Indian and white communities, described the situation as follows: "You just 
couldn't be alone. No matter where you went you had someone asking you how 
your research was going, saying to come here and there, or this and that might 
interest you. And if you refused you could easily cut yourself off." 

Describing her initial emotional reactions to living for a winter with a 
nomadic Eskimo family as the adoptive daughter of the Utku hunter Inuttiag, Jean 
Briggs gives this poignant account. "I was afraid in those first weeks: afraid of 
freezing to death, of going hungry, of being seriously ill and unable to reach help. 
The fear itself added to my chill, causing me to curse futilely at my own anxiety" 
(1968:320). She goes on: "mishaps seemed to occur constantly, and the smallest 
one assumed momentous proportions in my imagination" ( 1958: 322). 

. Withdrawal, emotional if not physical, was one way Briggs tried to cope 
wah her anxiety. When she was awakened to give tea leaves to her adoptive 
mother, "I seethed inwardly at the disturbance .... To me sleep is sacred. I 
cherish it, and in those days it was even more precious than usual, protecting me 
as it did ... from the vicissitudes of the day ... [and,] above all, [from] the neces
sity to hold myself in check" ( 1968: 3 31). She could also withdraw into her tent, 
and she experienced intense feelings of helplessness which turned into panic when 
her "father" decided that she should abandon her own tent and move into the 
fami~y qaqmaq. "My tent had become a refuge, into which I withdrew every 
evenmg ... to repair ravages to my spirit with the help of bannock and peanut 
butter. So reviving were those hours of self-indulgence that I dreaded their loss" 
0968:333). 

. Here Briggs touches on her second means of trying to cope with her stress
ful Situation. In the face of extreme isolation from familiar social and intellectual 
sources of emotional satisfaction, where her security was completely in the hands of 
so~eone she hardly knew and bad strongly ambivalent feelings about, an intensifi
cation of dependency needs was inevitable. Since it was essential that she not openly 
~xpress her frustration and anger coward her "father," she attempted to relieve her 
msecurity by . eat mg. 

Rosalie Wax reacted very similarly to the stress of living at a relocation 
center for Japanese-Americans suspected of disloyalty during World War II (Wax, 
1960b) · During the first few months there her motives were highly suspect by the 
Japanese-Americans whom she had come to study. They thought, not surprisingly, 
that she had been sent by the United States government to spy on them. In this 
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initially hostile environment \Xlax reports, "At the conclusion of the first month of 
work I had obtained very little data, and I was discouraged, bewildered and ob
sessed by a sense of failure" ( 1960b: 168). In her analysis of these feelings twelve 
years later, Wax says that she was intensely anxious, trying tO maintain and defend 
to her own satisfaction her role identity as "observer of sociological phenomena." 
Unable to maintain this role identity because of her own misconceptions of what 
it might entail, and faced with hostile informants, "She spent days alternately 
crying or writing letters to relatives and academic friends .... Finally she suc
cumbed to an urge to cat enormously and in three months gained thirty pounds" 
(1960b: 175 ). 

Wax has alluded to another means of coping with the hostile impulses 
generated by the frustration of being dependent on informants who are guarded 
and suspicious, if not openly hostile. The fieldworker finds himself writing 
letters of a length and intensity of feeling that is not at all characteristic of him. 
Or ~he fieldworker finds that he is spending most of his time dictating into his 
tape recorder and typing it up in field notes. He seems tO have no free time to 
carry our interviews or make contacts with potential informants. This experience 
was common to all the students during their initial period of fieldwork. 

Wax also points to the motivations underlying these responses. "If a trusted 
person had asked her whether she was doing good work, she would have admitted 
that she was not. But she dared not admit it ro herself' ( 1960b: 176). Wax, like 
the students familiar to me, seems ro have counted so heavily on the emotional 
gratification she amici pated from being recognized as a skilled ethnologist that 
she could not abandon some of the images and expectations she had identified 

with that role and her performance of it. 
During the early period of fieldwork, anxiety that builds up tends to be 

free floating. It relates ro environmental stresses, health concerns, and self-image, 
with fears of rejection by the community, feelings of inadequacy in collecting es
sential data, and fears of failure in completing the planned research. This type of 
free-floating anxiety was described by a graduate student who had spent the 
summer in a community of subarctic region Algonkian Indians. 

I was afraid of everything at the beginning. It was just fear, of imposing on 
people, of trying to maintain a completely different role th~n a~yone else around 
you. You hem and haw before making a leap into the Situa_tion. You want to 
retreat for another day. I"d keep thinking: am I going to be reJec.ted? A~1 I really 
getting the data I need? I knew I had to set up my tent ~ut I d put It off. I'd 
put off getting started in telling people about wanting to give a qu~s~ionnaire. I 
was neatly ensconced in ---'s compound (an area of ten~s compnsmg one kin 
group). Everybody there knew what I was doing. I found It hard to move over 
to the other camp (a few miles away). I rationalized that a field worker shouldn't 
jump around too much. 

However, free-floating anxiety must become focused to be contained. This 
need to focus anxiety is particularly strong in an enviro~ment where the free ex
pression of hostility represents a profound threat ro sooal controls and is conse
quently negatively sanctioned. Hostility cannot be completely repressed, but it 
can be displaced. The common experience among fieldworkers of focusing frustra-
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tion on their housing reflects just such (unconscious) displacement. The student 
referred to in the preceding paragraph illustrates this mechanism of defense against 
intolerable anxiety. 

I wasn't getting the data I would have liked, and I started to feel that if only 
I wasn't so uncomfortable in that bloody tent I'd feel more like working. One of 
the first nights after I got my tent up there was a gale. It was like living in a 
thunderclap and the damn dogs kept coming around, howling and trying to 
break into the tent. 

The unaccustomed extent of the fieldworker's dependence and helplessness 
intensifies his hostility. Briggs has touched directly on the intensity of simulta
neous conflicting feelings over the many privileged services she received from her 
adoptive parents: "gratitude that I was taken care of and irritation that I was 
thereby placed under obligation" ( 1968: 349)." 

The next line of defense is projection of hostility; the unconscious attribu
tion to another person of one's own feelings: "Inuttiaq announced in ringing 
tones: The tent is ruined!' So tense was the atmosphere at that moment that I 
was sure he had hacked the tent to pieces with his knife." As she repaired her tent 
Briggs "still mentally accused lnuttiaq of feeling satisfaction at the damage to my 
tent" (1968: 377): One could paraphrase Briggs' feeling as: "You see, I am not 
angry at you, you are the hostile one. It is you who harbors malicious impulses 
toward me!" 

The explanation of this phenomenon is simply stated by Nash: "The indi
vidual's inevitable frustration in all areas, including the perceptual, may cause him 
to blame the external world, particularly the hosts" ( 1963: 154). 

The physical and emotional dependence of the fieldworker on his key 
informants and "adoptive family" is at least matched, if not surpassed, by his 
dependence on his interpreter. This is one reason why the fieldworker devotes such 
special effort to selection of his interpreter.6 

After some four months of attempting to establish rapport with suspicious 
and sometimes hostile villagers in India, Berreman had begun to feel that concerted 
research efforts could be fruitfully undertaken when his interpreter became ill and 
had to leave the region. "This was a disheartening blow. It plunged my morale to 

its lowest ebb in the fifteen months of my stay in India, none of which could be 
described as exhilarating" ( 1962:9). 

The student I have described who withdrew from further contact with the 
urban minority group he planned to study following a sharp rejection by a key 
informant was bitter about not having an "in" in the community, but he eventu
ally found one. 

---
. " However, hostility cannot be completely repressed or neutralized by displacement. Some· 

t1mes it reaches the surface. When Inuttiaq once asked her directly if she was angry at him, 
Briggs recalls, "I blushed and hesitated, gesturing 'no' and 'yes' simultaneously" (1968: 3 79). 

6 Buechler describes this in some detail in an earlier chapter, as does Berreman ( 1962) in 
Bebind Many Masks. 
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The biggest hrc:ak came when I got to know this woman who told me what 
was going on and introduced me to people. \Ve went together to the places she 
knew. She was so well liked that you didn't have to watch all the small things 
you do and say. She worked there, h11t .rbe ,r/.ro tbo11gbt tt lot ttbo!lf tl'bttt went on. 

The psychological importance to the student of this "buffer personality" is obvi
ous, but I would stress too the important rationalization of his dependency needs. 
Faced with feelings of hopeless, angry futility over his initial failures, he assigns 
to this buffer personality the role of associate investigator. She effectively collects 
the data for him. 

The case with which the fieldworker develops rapport is largely determined 
by the role image he creates in the minds of his informants and the communiry as 
a whole. The conceptual divergence between the fieldworker's image of his role 
and chat held by the community he is studying may be considerable. Williams 
refers ro this divergence as false status-role assignment. He points our that the 
fieldworker may be variously regarded as a government informer, tax agent, police
man, missionary, or incarnation of ancester spirit or deiry ( 1967:43-44). 

This source of stress and the response to it is illustrated by one of the 
seminar graduate students. 

I was surprised how well the Indians took me in at first. But after a while 
they stopped taking me in. They stopped talking to me. At the time I sa\v it as a 
process of their accepting me at the beginning because I might be useful to them. 
But I wasn't very useful really. Then I got hints I was possibly a spy for the 
government Fish and Game Department. I became afraid to do too much after 
that. I was afraid I might say something wrong. I spent an awful lot of time 
alone when I knew [what they suspected because of] the threat of being ignored 
or made to feel uncomfortable if I tried to talk to people. 

When he did interview someone, the long silent periods characteristic of Indian 
social interaction made him exceedingly anxious. "I suppose chat when I'd get 
that feeling in the pit of my stomach I'd withdraw even more. I'd arrange to go 
hunting or chopping wood with some Indians and try to get information that 

way."' 
One false staws-role assignment not specifically discussed by Williams is 

the role of healer. It is a common experience among fieldworkers that they find 
themselves distributing a variety of medications commonly used in their own cul
ture, but viewed with considerable awe in cultures in which such drugs, or any 
form of effective medical treatment, are nonexistent or in very short supply.s 
Describing his efforts to establish rapport in a Himalayan village, Berremen re-

1 This is a case of sublimation of hostile impulses. His frustration with the Indians for 
making his personal adjustment and re~earch task so difficult is channeled into the socially 
useful activities of hunting and chopping wood. He represses his hostile impulses toward 
the Indians and rationalizes his activiry on the grounds that he will have a good opportuniry 
to collect important data. 

HIt must be recognized that the dis~ribution o_f medication may be interpreted by the 
shaman, native healer, diviner, or herbalist as a senous thre~t to his status in the communiry 
and accordingly may be widely resented. It may also be mterpreted as evidence that the 
fieldworker may be attempting to "witch" people by giving them these unfamiliar medicines. 
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marks that: "We won some good will by providing a few simple remedies for 
common village ailments" ( 1962: 9). The impact of providing these "everyday 
remedies" may be much greater than the fieldworker realizes. This may have been 
the case with Williams, who was accompanied by his wife, an experienced nurse, 
during his fieldwork with the Dusun. "We were asked for first aid in childbirth, 
burns, amputations, major cuts from fights, and fractures; for help in treating 
epidemics; and to alleviate pain from terminal cancers. My wife had clinics twice 
daily and we made it known we would come to give aid in the village" ( 1967: 16). 
When the time came ro leave the village a year later, Williams notes that: "We 
had to convince at least two older neighbours they could live on without our per
sonal administration of vitamins and aspirin. Several mothers came to us extremely 
worried about the health of their infants" (1967: 56). In just this way the field
worker become identified as a crucial participant in the life of the community, and 
to many, an omnipotent medicine man. In view of this, it comes as no surprise 
when Williams remarks that "we have become aware from letters that our time 
of residence in Sensuron is marked now as 'the year the white woman lived here' 
and that babies delivered by us are named for us" (1967:58-59). 

The reports of the group of graduate students suggest that this role may 
be unconsciously encouraged by relatively inexperienced fieldworkers as a means 
of self-validation. Their need for emotional gratification is intensified by threats 
~o their self-image such as I have described. The greater their frustration, the more 
mtense becomes their need for alternate forms of emotional gratification. In this 
manner, some of the students proceeded from distributing pills for headache to 
transporting the more seriously ill to hospital, and from that to acting as an in
creasingly vital intermediary between the hospital and the community. As the 
demands on his services increase, his ability to cope effectively with the growing 
expectations of his skills and competence decreases, and in several cases a high 
degree of anxiety was generated. 

c fl" on Ict of Commitment 

. As the fieldworker struggles through some of his conflicts of involvement 
1~ the_ sociocultural milieu he has come to study, as he establishes working rela
tionships with interpreter and key informants and rapport within the community, 
so he gradually comes to identify with his informants and the community as a 
whole. The feeling of responsibility toward the community grows partly out of a 
se~se of relief that the fieldworker's most profound anxieties about his health and 
sa ety, and then about his adequacy and competency as an ethnologist, have not 
n;,aterialized. He feels rather ashamed of the groundlessness of his fears and guilty 
a out the extent of his anger toward the community and his inability to effectively 
control its e · · f d l · d f · · xpress10n. It 1s partly out o an un er ymg nee or expwnon-to 
~edeem himself in the eyes of his informants-that some relatively inexperienced 

eldworkers drift into an overdetermined role as healer or other authority figure. 
In other cases the degree of social distance separating fieldworker and in

formants may become so indistinct that the fieldworker becomes anxious about 
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maintaining objectivity and becoming more of a participant in events than an 
observer of them.9 

One of the graduate students did research on delinquent behavior patterns 
of a group of young adults of a cultural minority. There was little age difference 
between the student and his informants. He found, to his surprise and relief, that 
his efforts to penetrate the group met with little resistance or overt resentment. 
He began to go out with one of the girls in the group. The data seemed to roll 
tn automatically. 

I got a fantastic arnnunr of data. I was accepted by them. I was comfortable. 
About this time, though. I got extremely sick and my dependency on them 
increased a lot; they"d cook for me and keep me company. After that they just 
treated me as one of the group. They expected me to hang around with them all 
the time. They'd take me with them when they'd go on a "job." They stole for 
kicks, but usually they'd only steal from people they thought had money to replace 
the things, or from a company. I guess I sympathized a little. really. It was kind 
of funny. 

As his emotional involvement with the girl and with the group itself increased, 
however, this student's relief and gratification in collecting rich and complete data 
with so little effort became transformed into anxiety. He became aware of being 
"sucked in" himself, began to wonder if he was being "used" by the group for irs 
own amusement. How could he break his relationship with the girl without 
offending the group? He ultimately became dimly aware of the deeper psycho
logical issues implicit in his study; to what extent were his reactions being moti
vated by his own needs for group belonging, and for the vicarious acting out of 
his own rebellious impulses? 

This particular example illustrates a conflict common to all the students at 
this stage of fieldwork; the conflict over reciprocity. The students became acutely 
sensitive to the possibility that they were "using" their informants, exploiting their 
generosity and friendship for the purpose of gathering data they needed to write 
their reports or prepare their dissertations. They felt acutely troubled by this "one
sided" relationship, and as they became more closely identified with the group 
they were studying, their desire to reciprocate kindness intensified. Here lies part 
of the explanation for continuing the role of healer, with irs attendant satisfactions 
and risks. Here too lies the explanation for what a number of students recognized 
as a strong tendency to perform an expanding variety of services as intermediary 
or "culture broker" between "their" community and the surrounding or dominant 
culture of the region. These services would involve writing letters to relatives, 
procuring and transporting supplies and equipment, explaining the community's 
needs to government agencies, or acting as middleman in arranging employment. 
Again, the consequence of performing such "favors" was often the increasing ex
pectations and increasing demands on the part of some members of the group. To 
an experienced fieldworker this situation presented problems, but was not threat-

u Henry touches on this problem in describing her research among the "elites" of Trini
dadian politics and trade unions. 
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ening to his role-image.10 To a less experienced fieldworker, howev~:r, this situation 
could, and often did, provoke a recurrence of the cycle of frustration, anger, and 
self-doubt that resulted in acute anxiety. The gnawing feeling at this point that 
he is being asked to do things beyond his means and beyond his control comes 
as a particularly hard blow to the student's self-esteem. H<: may begin to ruminate 
about who is exploiting whom. Another period of angry, depressed withdrawal 
occurred in several cases. 

Another consequence of growing identification with and feeling of respon
sibility toward informants relates to what information the ficldworker should 
include in the report he will prepare. A conflict may arise between the wish to 
report the material in depth and the equally strong wish to avoid unfavorable 
judgments. He will not want to reveal information that may prejudice the favor
able view his informants have of him, or to prejudice their security in their com
munity or the larger society. 

This is exemplified by the experience of the student investigating delin-
quency. 

They knew I was studying delinquency. And they knew they were stealing. I 
told them I was studying what some: young people do and how it"s different from 
what a society wants them to do. They knew I was collecting police statistics; 
they'd make a joke of it. But I don't think they really knew that I would usc 
the information I got from them-the information about them-as the hasis for 
my whole report! 

This student felt caught in a web of commitments of his own unknowing con
struction. He was in marked conflict over opposing impulses, on the one hand, 
responsibility and a deep wish to protect the group from trouble with the police, 
on the other hand, the wish to write a detailed, insightful account of the activities 
of the group. "I became aware that my own part in the relationship I had with 
them wasn't exactly honorable." 

Conflict of Return 

The dysadaptation stresses associated with this phase begin with the field
~orker's feelings about leaving the field, loosening the affective ties to interpreter, 
mformants, and other individuals and subgroups in the community he has been 
studying. The stresses of separation are followed by those of reidentification of the 
fieldworker within his own culture and social milieu on his return from the field. 
~his p~ocess bears closely on the degree and quality of the fieldworker's identifica
tion With the group he studied, and is reflected in the selection, interpretation, and 

10 In discussing role relations with informants, Williams points our that although he was 
expected to reciprocate when gifts of food or utensils were offered him, he was sometimes 
asked for "gifts of considerable value. We always attempted in these instances to find the 
reasons for such a request. . . . A mother of a baby near death from tuberculosis was 
des~r~tely trying to raise the cost of a traditional curing ritual, while an old warrior wanted 
a tnp JO the airplane he saw flying over each week. In most instances we tried to arrange 
for the gift through securing the goods desired or by giving some equivalent"' ( 1967 :48-49). 
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write-up of the data he has collected. The relationship between the fieldworker's 
feelings of responsibility, his wish to benefit the group studied, and the nature of 
his research report is illustrated by the deep concern of the student about what he 
could and should report about the activities of the group of delinquents. Another 
seminar student put it this way: "Those people felt it was important for them to 
help [me]. They were pleased that someone was really interested in their lives, in 
their problems. And I saw my own responsibility in chose terms; that my final 
report would help them!" 

The student may recognize a strong desire to satisfy more than one group, 
or at least not offend them unnecessarily. This desire may generate marked anxiety 
when the groups are in conflict with one anocher. The student investigating drink
ing patterns among Indians was acutely sensitive of the implications of the Indians 
being branded as alcoholics on the strength of his report. He was afraid that the 
larger community would take his remarks out of context and extrapolate from 
them to satisfy its own hostile impulses toward the Indians and justify its preju
dicial treatment of them. He was afraid that he might be deceiving or even be
traying his Indian informants. He felt that people on all sides were expecting a 
great deal of him: the Indians, the local judiciary, municipal officials and police, 
the newspapers, and. finally, the research foundation and university which were 
supporting his work. He felt that all these people expected him not simply to 
provide information but to provide solutions to "the drinking problems" in the 
region as well. "I felt that I was being put under tremendous pressure; that every
one wanted me to confirm their own ideas. It took me about six weeks to write 

the first page [of my report]." 
The fieldworker's identification with the group he has studied is a well

known phenomenon among anthropologists. In Nadel's words: "To each his field, 
explored by him, means an intensely personal adventure, almost a personal posses
sion" ( 1963:51). Nash describes the siruation more dramatically. 

Now, having undergone his ordeal by fire, he returns identified with a specific 
primitive tribe. Like people in other societies after a rite of passage the ethnologist 
has a new self after his field experience. Considering his emotional investment in 
this new self and the probability that "distance will lend enchantment" it may be 
that the return home reinforces both his alienation from the home society and the 
romantic pluralism which we have noted in the anthropological community 
( 1963: 16·1). 

Personality Structure of the Fieldworker 

The role system of academic science seems to recruit and to depend on individ. 
uals who have largely rebelled against parental authority, who work as "lone 
wolves," who value intellectual over financial achievements. (Yehudi Cohen) 

To what extent is this summary statement by Cohen of the work of Ann 
Roe (1961 :223) applicable to the graduate students described in this chapter? In 
1952 Roe reported on the psychological characteristics of a group of eminent social 
scientists, biologists, and physical scientists from whom she obtained detailed life 
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history statements supplemented by Rorschach and TAT data (Roe, 1952, 1961).11 

There were eight anthropologists in the group. Most of them were from wcll-ro-do 
families and tended to be the firstborn. Childhood illness (such as rheumatic fever 
or asthma) or constitutional problems (such as being overweight, underweight, 
or undersize) were prominent features in the lives of five of the eight amhropolo
?ists. They showed an early concern with the social status of the family and with 
mterpersonal relations. They tended tO be independent thinkers and high achievers 
with a lively interest in, but a certain detachment from, people. 

In comparison with these eminent anthropologists, the majority of the 
group of seven graduate students did not derive from the upper-status social 
backgrounds, but did tend to be the firstborn. Childhood illness or constitutional 
pro_bl~ms played an important part in the Jives of three of _the students. For the 
majonry, an early interest in interpersonal relations was associated with a generally 
lonely, solitary childhood. 

The most striking similarities, however, are found in the areas of rebellion 
against parental authority and the struggle for a highly valued independence. Roe 
points out that "patterns involving overprotection and firm, if not overt, control 
are very common in the group" of social scientists (1961:215). They arc "often 
troubled with conflicts over dominance and authority" ( 1952:25). Physical scien
tists and biologists do not show "anything like the extent of rebelliousness and 
family difficulty" characteristic of social scientists ( 1961:215) · The TAT evidence 
suggests that "social scientists show many dependent attitudes and much rebel
liousness, accompanied frequently by guilt feelings" ( 1961:216). The Rorschach 
responses demonstrate that "fairly free aggression ... is clearer and stronger among 
anthropologists" ( 1961:218). Analysis of Rorschach materials suggests "a need 
to repress too direct an interest in persons" (1961: 218). Roc relates the choice of a 
research career to the "basic importance of the need to achieve or to keep inde
pendence" ( 1961:220). She feels that social scientists' early concern with inter
personal relations is "related to their difficulties in freeing themselves from their 
parents" 0961: 221). 

The personal histories of the graduate students closely conform with Roe's 
findings outlined here. In several cases the career choice of anthropologist is itself 
a manifestation of rebellion against parental dominance, since it is strongly opposed 
and n · 1 d I · . egative y valued by the parents. For some stu ems the se ection of their sub-
Jeer of research may represent at a level very close to conscious awareness an 
atternp . ' . ' ' 
h t to cope with their own problems, to arnve at a better understanding of 
~ e~selves. This was clearly the case for the student who did research on a socially 

evianr min . d . . . fi I . 
a d . onry group, and for another stu em mvesugatmg a erce y Independent 
r n rnargmal subgroup. Several students recognized in their desire to study a very 

eml_dote society a sublimation of the wish tO proclaim their independence and ro 
va I ate th If . 

e se -Image they aspired ro. 

I. d' . The struggle for independence, for self-understanding, for validation of the n IVIdu j' 'd 
1 a s I entity is a normal process in adolescence and early adulthood (Erik 

son 959). It is only natural, therefore, that graduate students in their twencie~ 
''Am · 

osc Interesting discussion of Roe's findings is provided by Nash ( 1963). 
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should gn·e evidence of conflict in these areas. The intensity of the conflict is, 
nonetheless, very striking. Examples appear in profusion in the life history data. 
One student, for instance, after describing a particularly conflictive childhood of 
frequent arguments with parents and fights with siblings in which "I was always 
lying and stealing and getting into trouble," went on to recount a recurrent day
dream of "the perfecc life." The scene is an island; 'Tm dependent on no-one. I 
gee everything from nature." This student wants to do fieldwork in a society rela
tively untouched by acculcurative changes. 

Another student gave chis account of his research: "I think in this study 
I was looking for kicks-odd characters-marginal. It's marginality itself that in
terests me. I don't know why." His parents were perplexed by his career choice 
and moderately opposed, buc his relationship with them had never been close. 
Childhood illness and constitutional problems had restricted his activities and 
caused him to withdraw from competitive interaction with peers. He was painfully 
shy and preoccupied with rather esoteric intellectual activities in childhood and 
adolescence. Adolescent rebellion and exploratory activity were very prominent in 
this case. 

Talking about parental attitudes, another student said: 

I leave the house every day at eight in the morning and I don't get back until 
one in the morning. I don't think I can live the way my parents want me to, but 
they're not giving me the freedom to decide. At times I honestly hate them for the 
way they want me to live; "come home early. don't make friends with anyone 
who isn't --- [a member of the student's ethnic group]. My friends' parents 
arc the same way, hut this docs not bother them as much. 

Speaking about the coming summer of fieldwork in a remote area, and the career 
choice of anthropology, chis student remarked that "the whole idea filled them 
with fear, but they still think they can change me back into a lawyer or an 
accountant." 

A final example pertains to the high achievement motivation of the social 
scientist as described by Roe. Here, the student's father, a factOry supervisor, is 
described as 

authoritarian and domineering, quick to fly off the handle. And he's selfish; like 
pushing me through school. It was always. "excel, excel, excel." because it 
enhanced his own position. All through high school and university I stood first, 
won this, won that. He's very eager for me to get my Ph.D. because it will be 
like his getting a Ph.D. too. 

Needless to say this student was very ambivalent about completing doctoral 

requirements. 
From the examples I have quoted, one might contend that the only thing 

they illustrate is normal adolescent turmoil. However, it is also possible that the 
clarity and intensity of the conflicts over independence and rebellion against par
ental authority are reflected in the career choice of anthropologist, and the definite 
preference shown by these students for academic work and field research. In my 
view, the similarity in these specific aspects of personality structure of the group of 
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graduate students with the personality structure of the eminent social scientists 
studied by Roe is far from coincidental. 

I would like to conclude this chapter with a question. If it is true that 
psychological stress reactions are as common and as important to the performance 
and reponing of field research as this report would suggest, then what practical 
means could be utilized to extend the fieldworker's understanding of his own 
psychological needs and responses, and to broaden his understanding of the psy
chological significance of the reactions of the people he sets out to study? 
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