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Who Do You Think You Are?
The Authorized Balinese

1 first heard the story of the Nubian and the Roman circus under somewhat
dubious circumstances, which need not detain us here, from a consultant of
the British Transport Authority whose job it was to persuade the British
public and politicians that increasing the size and number of juggernauts
would be of great benefit to the environment. As it is a shaggy dog story, 1
give only the gist.
During the heyday of Roman circuses a group of mixed Christians was to be
fed to the lions. As they were escorted in front of the expectantly cheering
crowd, a giant Nubian man gently grouped his fellow believers together and
told them to leave the lions to him. By various means the Nubian dispatched
the first three males who attacked with greai efficiency. Neither the audience,
nor the Caesar, were pleased at this peremptory reversal of their anticipated
afternoon’s entertainment. So the Jions were caged, a troupe of gladiators sent
in to seize, bind and bury the Nubian up to his neck in the sand. When the lions
were released again it took some time before a cautious male stepped up to
the immobilized Christian, sniffed him and decided it was safe to proceed to
lunch. As he passed over the Nubian, however, the latter undeterred twisted
his neck and bit off the animal’s genitals. Upon which a voice from the crowd
was heard to call out: ‘Fight fair, you black bastard!” History does not relate
subsequent events.

This party piece embodies themes which some anthropologists may find
unsavoury, concerned as they maintain themselves to be with understand-
ing and explaining people in other cultures to a more or less uninterested
world. Behind this safe liberal attitude however, lurk more similarities with
the Romans in the story than most care, or dare, to admit. Who, after all,
represents these others? And on whose terms are they, as a recent school
of thought would have it, allowed their voices back?

In praise of pillage

‘Quietness, grown sick of rest, would purge
By any desperate change. (Anthony and Cleopatra 1., iii)

Anthropologists have a reputation as a predatory lineage. They are great
colonizers: so we now have the anthropology-of-almost-anything from
violence or evil to women, and doubtless soon premature balding. While
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consists in the inscription of social action (strictly, ‘our own constructions
of other people’s constructions’—Geertz 1973: 9). This is made possible
by the ‘fixing’ of transient human discourse into autonomous text, detached
from actual utterances and speakers’ intentions. Culture therefote can, and
should, be read like a text. A logical development is to submit ethnographies
themselves to textual analysis which, as fate would have it, casts serious
doubts on its original prophet’s own pronouncements (see Clifford 1983:
132-33; Crapanzano 1986: 68-76). The textual critics also identify
themselves with an assortment of ‘post-structuralist’ and effectively ‘post-
Marxist’ French thinkers. Despite internal differences in stress, the latter
are generally sceptical of the hummanist focus on interpretation and meaning
of the former. They presume distrust in the capacity of reason and language
to reveal eternal, or even immediate, truths, preferring instead to stress the
play of power in cultural discourse. Discourse on this reading is closer to
the preconditions of action and speech, its historical context, than to the
voices of human actors, There are important differences between the main
protagonists (Hobart 1985). Whether attempting a synthesis and rendering
allegiance both unto Caesar and unto God is sophisticated eclecticism or
plain philosophical naiveté, depends a bit on whether one takes the textu-
alists’ own view or that of their critics.

One of the textualists’ main charges is that anthropologists (usually
British) have been slow to appreciate that ethnographies do not simply
capture and encapsulate facts. Some of the accused whom I know agree,
others contend they have taken it into account from the first, others seem
not to grasp what all the fuss is about. There is certainly a prima facie case
for arguing that writing i1s not a neutral medium between reality and its
representation, but a process with its own history and implications. Look-
ing, for inslance, at textual traditions allows the exploration of such issues
as bow regional differences were construed, how they become perpetuated
and affect the course of inquiry. What began as a useful corrective to a naive
theory of representation (Clifford 1983) has come, however, to lay claim,
in such works as Writing Culture,’ to be a full-blown vision of anthropology
as critical textuality, ethnography as polyphony, or culture as genre.

At this point the problems begin. While juicy images are eye-catching and
suitably erudite sources—abstruse Polish Jogicians or obscure Elizabethans
are to be recommended—often secure professional preferment, ideas in-
volve presuppositions and have implications beyond their immediate appli-
cation. Although a critical reading of ethnography proposes a purgative of
Western ethnocentrism, as a theoretical approach it easily becomes a glar-
mng example of what it condemns, because it is riddled with its own cultural
conceptions—hence the Amerncan and French Foucaults. Like so much
‘reflexive’ thinking, what purports to be radical and emancipatory, on close
scrutiny turns out to be unreflective, conservative, and subtly hegemonic.
It requires everyone to participate on its own terms.

Such remarks about evidently well-meaning scholars need substantiation.
In what follows I consider critically the implications of several linked, if not
obvious, presuppositions of this textual criticism. These include such old
stand-bys as a material metaphor of culture, the psychic unity of mankind,
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