Clifford Geertz

Thick Description: Toward an
Interpretive Theory of Culture

| |

[Here I argue} for a narrowed, specialized, and, so I imagine, theoretically more
powerful concept of culture to replace E. B. Tylor’s famous “most complex
whole,” which, its originative power not denied, seems to me to have reached
the point where it obscures a good deal more than it reveals.

The conceptual morass into which the Tylorean kKind of pot-au-feu the-
orizing about culture can lead, is evident in what is still one of the better
general introductions to anthropology, Clyde Kluckhohn's Mirror for Man. In
some twenty-seven pages of his chapter on the concept, Kluckhohn managed to
define culture in turn as: (1) “the total way of life of a people”; (2) “the social
legacy the individual acquires from his group”; (3) “a way of thinking, feeling,
and believing”; (4) “an abstraction from behavior”; (5) a theory on the part of
the anthropologist about the way in which a group of people in fact behave;
(6) a “storehouse of pooled learning”; (7) “a set of standardized orientations
to recurrent problems”; (8) “learned behavior”; (9) a mechanism for the nor-
mative regulation of behavior; (10) “a set of techniques for adjusting both to
the external environment and to other men”; (11) “a precipitate of history”;
and turning, perhaps in desperation, to similes, as a map, as a sieve, and as a
matrix. In the face of this sort of theoretical diffusion, even a somewhat con-
stricted and not entirely standard concept of culture, which is at least internally
coherent and, more important, which has a definable argument to make is (as,
to be fair, Kluckhohn himself keenly realized) an improvement. Eclecticism is
self-defeating not because there is only one direction in which it is useful to
move, but because there are so marny: it is necessary to choose.

The concept of culture I espouse... is essentially a semiotic one. Believ-
ing, with [German sociologist and political economist] Max Weber, that man is
an animal suspended in webs of significance he himself has spun, I take cul-
ture to be those webs, and the analysis of it to be therefore not an experimental
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.:science in search of law but an interpretive one in search of meaning. It is expli-
“cation I am after, construing social expressions on their surface enigmatical. But

this pronouncement, a doctrine in a clause, demands itself some explication.

11

. [1]}f you want to understand what a science is, you should look in the first
instance not at its theories or its findings, and certainly not at what its apologists
say about it; you should look at what the practitioners of it do.

In anthropology, or anyway social anthropology, what the practitioners
do is ethnography [the study of human cultures]. And it is in understanding
what ethnography is, or more exactly what doing ethnography is, that a start can
be made toward grasping what anthropological analysis amounts to as a form
of knowledge. This, it must immediately be said, is not a matter of methods.
From one point of view, that of the textbook, doing ethnography is establishing
rapport, selecting informants, transcribing texts, taking genealogies, mapping
fields, keeping a diary, and so on. But it is not these things, techniques and
received procedures, that define the enterprise. What defines it is the kind of
intellectual effort it is: an elaborate venture in, to borrow a notion from [British
philosopher] Gilbert Ryle, “thick description.”

Ryle’s discussion of “thick description” appears in two recent essays of
his (now reprinted in the second volume of his Collected Papers) addressed to
the general question of what, as he puts it, “Le Penseur” is doing: “Thinking
and Reflecting” and “The Thinking of Thoughts.” Consider, he says, two boys
rapidly contracting the eyelids of their right eyes. In one, this is an involuntary
twitch; in the other, a conspiratorial signal to a friend. The two movements
are, as movements, identical; from an I-am-a-camera, “phenomentalistic” ob-
servation of them alone, one could not tell which was twitch and which was
wink, or indeed whether both or either was twitch or wink. Yet the difference,
however unphotographable, between a twitch or wink is vast; as anyone unfor-
tunate enough to have had the first taken for the second knows. The winker is
communicating, and indeed communicating in a quite precise and special way:
(1) deliberately, (2) to someone in particular, (3) to impart a particular mes-
sage, (4) according to a socially established code, and (5) without cognizance
of the rest of the company. As Ryle points out, the winker has now done two
things, contracted his eyelids and winked, while the twitcher has done only one,
contracted his eyelids. Contracting your eyelids on purpose when there exists
a public code in which so doing counts as a conspiratorial signal is winking.
That's all there is to it: a speck of behavior, a fleck of culture, and-voild/—a
gesture.

That, however, is just the beginning. Suppose, he continues, there is a
third boy, who, “to give malicious amusement to his cronies,” parodies the first
boy’s wink, as amateurish, clumsy, obvious, and so on. He, of course, does this
in the same way the second boy winked and the first twitched: by contracting
his right eyelids. Only this boy is neither winking nor twitching, he is paro-
dying someone else’s, as he takes it, laughable, attempt at winking. Here, too,
a socially established code exists (he will “wink” laboriously, overobviously,
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perhaps adding a grimace—the usual artifices of the clown); and so also does
a message. Only now it is not conspiracy but ridicule that is in the air. If the
others think he is actually winking, his whole project misfires as completely,
though with somewhat different results, as if they think he is twitching. One
can go further: uncertain of his mimicking abilities, the would-be satirist may
practice at home before the mirror, in which case he is not twitching, wink-
ing, or parodying, but rehearsing; though so far as what a camera, a radical
behaviorist, or a believer in protocol sentences would record he is just rapidly
contracting his right eyelids like all the others. Complexities are possible, if
not practically without end, at least logically so. The original winker might, for
example, actually have been fake-winking, say, to mislead outsiders into imag-
ining there was a conspiracy afoot when there in fact was not, in which case
our descriptions of what the parodist is parodying and the rehearser rehearsing
of course shift accordingly. But the point is that between what Ryle calls the
“thin description” of what the rehearser (parodist, winker, twitcher...) is doing
(“rapidly contracting his right eyelids”) and the “thick description” of what he
is doing (“practicing a burlesque of a friend faking a wink to deceive an inno-
cent into thinking a conspiracy is in motion”} lies the object of ethnography: a
stratified hierarchy of meaningful structures in terms of which twitches, winks,
fake-winks, parodies, rehearsals of parodies are produced, perceived, and inter-
preted, and without which they would not (not even the zero-form twitches,
which, as a cultural category, are as much nonwinks as winks are nontwitches)
in fact exist, no matter what anyone did or didn’t do with his eyelids.

Like so many of the little stories Oxford philosophers like to make up for
themselves, all this winking, fake-winking, burlesque-fake-winking, rehearsed-
burlesque-fake-winking, may seem a bit artificial.

... In finished anthropological writings, . .. this fact—that what we call our
data are really our own constructions of other people’s constructions of what
they and their compatriots are up to—is obscured because most of what we need
to comprehend a particular event, ritual, custom, idea, or whatever is insinu-
ated as background information before the thing itself is directly examined.. ..
There is nothing particularly wrong with this, and it is in any case inevitable.
But it does lead to a view of anthropological research as rather more of an
observational and rather less of an interpretive activity than it really is. Right
down at the factual base, the hard rock, insofar as there is any, of the whole en-
terprise, we are already explicating: and worse, explicating explications. Winks
upon winks upon winks.

... The point for now is only that ethnography is thick description. What
the ethnographer is in fact faced with—except when (as, of course, he must do)
he is pursuing the more automatized routines of data collection—is a multi-
plicity of complex conceptual structures, many of them superimposed upon or
knotted into one another, which are at once strange, irregular, and inexplicit,
and which he must contrive somehow first to grasp and then to render. And
this is true at the most down-to-earth, jungle field work levels of his activity:
interviewing informants, observing rituals, eliciting kin terms, tracing prop-
erty lines, censusing households . .. writing his journal. Doing ethnography is
like trying to read (in the sense of “construct a reading of”) a manuscript—
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foreign, faded, full of ellipses, incoherencies, suspicious emendations, and ten-
dentious commentaries, but written not in conventionalized graphs of sound
but in transient examples of shaped behavior.

111

Culture, this acted document, thus is public, like a burlesqued wink or a mock
sheep raid. Though ideational, it does not exist in someone’s head; though
unphysical, it is not an occult entity. The interminable, because unterminable,
debate within anthropology as to whether culture is “subjective” or “objec-

<. tive,” together with the mutual exchange of intellectual insults (“idealist!”

~"materialist!”; “mentalist!”—“behaviorist!”; “impressionist!”—“positivist!”)
which accompanies it, is wholly misconceived. Once human behavior is seen as
(most of the time; there are true twitches) symbolic action—action which, like
phonation in speech, pigment in painting, line in writing, or sonance in music,
signifies—the question as to whether culture is patterned conduct or a frame
of mind, or even the two somehow mixed together, loses sense. The thing to
ask about a burlesqued wink or a mock sheep raid is not what their ontological
status is. It is the same as that of rocks on the one hand and dreams on the
other—they are things of this world. The thing to ask is what their import is:
what it is, ridicule or challenge, irony or anger, snobbery or pride, that, in their
occurrence and through their agency, is getting said.

This may seem like an obvious truth, but there are a number of ways to
obscure it. One is to imagine that culture is a self-contained “super-organic”
reality with forces and purposes of its own; that is, to reify it. Another is to
claim that it consists in the brute pattern of behavioral events we observe in
fact to occur in some identifiable community or other; that is, to reduce it. But
though both these confusions still exist, and doubtless will be always with us,
the main source of theoretical muddlement in contemporary anthropology is a
view which developed in reaction to them and is right now very widely held—
namely, that, to quote [anthropologist] Ward Goodenough, perhaps its leading
proponent, “culture [is located] in the minds and hearts of men.”

Variously called ethnoscience, componential analysis, or cognitive an-
thropology (a terminological wavering which reflects a deeper uncertainty),
this school of thought holds that culture is composed of psychological struc-
tures by means of which individuals or groups of individuals guide their behav-
ior. “A society’s culture,” to quote Goodenough again, this time in a passage
which has become the locus classicus of the whole movement, “consists of
whatever it is one has to know or believe in order to operate in a manner ac-
ceptable to its members.” And from this view of what culture is follows a view,
equally assured, of what describing it is—the writing out of systematic rules, an
ethnographic algorithm, which, if followed, would make it possible so to op-
erate, to pass (physical appearance aside) for a native. In such a way, extreme
subjectivism is married to extreme formalism, with the expected result: an ex-
plosion of debate as to whether particular analyses (which come in the form
of taxonomies, paradigms, tables, trees, and other ingenuities) reflect what the
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natives “really” think or are merely clever simulations, logically equivalent but
substantively different, of what they think.

As, on first glance, this approach may look close enough to the one be-
ing developed here to be mistaken for it, it is useful to be explicit as to what
divides them. If, leaving our winks and sheep behind for the moment, we take,
say, a Beethoven quartet as an, admittedly rather special but, for these pur-
poses, nicely illustrative, sample of culture, no one would, I think, identify it
with its score, with the skills and knowledge needed to play it, with the un-
derstanding of it possessed by its performers or auditors, nor, to take care, en
passant, of the reductionists and reifiers, with a particular performance of it or
with some mysterious entity transcending material existence. The “no one” is
perhaps too strong here, for there are always incorrigibles. But that a Beethoven
quartet is a temporarily developed tonal structure, a coherent sequence of mod-
eled sound—in a word, music—and not anybody’s knowledge of or belief about
anything, including how to play it, is a proposition to which most people are,
upon reflection, likely to assent.

To play the violin it is necessary to possess certain habits, skills, knowl-
edge, and talents, to be in the mood to play, and (as the old joke goes) to have a
violin. But violin playing is neither the habits, skills, knowledge, and so on, nor
the mood, nor (the notion believers in “material culture” apparently embrace)
the violin. To make a trade pact in Morocco, you have to do certain things in
certain ways (among others, cut, while chanting Quranic Arabic, the throat of
a lamb before the assembled, undeformed, adult male members of your tribe)
and to be possessed of certain psychological characteristics (among others, a
desire for distant things). But a trade pact is neither the throat cutting nor the
desire....

Culture is public because meaning is. You can’t wink (ot burlesque one)
without knowing what counts as winking or how, physically, to contract your
eyelids, and you can’t conduct a sheep raid (or mimic one) without knowing
what it is to steal a sheep and how practically to go about it. But to draw from
such truths the conclusion that knowing how to wink is winking and know-
ing how to steal a sheep is sheep raiding is to betray as deep a confusion as,
taking thin descriptions for thick, to identify winking with eyelid contractions
or sheep raiding with chasing woolly animals out of pastures. The cognitivist
fallacy—that culture consists (to quote another spokesman for the movement,
[anthropologist] Stephen Tyler) of “mental phenomena which can [he means
“should”]—be analyzed by formal methods similar to those of mathematics and
logic*—is as destructive of an effective use of the concept as are the behaviorist
and idealist fallacies to which it is a misdrawn correction. Perhaps, as its errors
are more sophisticated and its distortions subtler, it is even more so.

The generalized attack on privacy theories of meaning is, since early [Ed-
mund] Husserl and late [Ludwig] Wittgenstein, so much a part of modern
thought that it need not be developed once more here. What is necessary is
to see to it that the news of it reaches anthropology; and in particular that it is
made clear that to say that culture consists of socially established structures of
meaning in terms of which people do such things as signal conspiracies and join
them or perceive insults and answer them, is no more to say that it is a psycho-
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- logical phenomenon, a characteristic of someone’s mind, personality, cognitive
. structure, or whatever, than to say that Tantrism, genetics, the progressive form

of the verb, the classification of wines, the Common Law, or the notion of “a
conditional curse” ... is. What, in a place like Morocco, most prevents those of
us who grew up winking other winks or.attending other sheep from grasping
what people are up to is not ignorance as to how cognition works. .. as a lack of
familiarity with the imaginative universe within which their acts are signs. ...

v

... [Tlhe aim of anthropology is the enlargement of the universe of human

discourse. That is not, of course, its only aim—instruction, amusement, practical
counsel, moral advance, and the discovery of natural order in human behavior
are others; nor is anthropology the only discipline which pursues it. But it is
an aim to which a semiotic concept of culture is peculiarly well adapted. As
interworked systems of construable signs (what, ignoring provincial usages, I
would call symbols), culture is not a power, something to which social events,

- behaviors, institutions, or processes can be causally attributed; it is a context,

something within which they can be intelligibly—that is, thickly—described. . ..
In short, anthropological writings are themselves interpretations, and sec-

2+~ ond and third order ones to boot. (By definition, only a “native” makes first or-

dér ones: it's his culture.) They are, thus, fictions; fictions, in the sense that they
are “something made,” “something fashioned”—the original meaning of fictio

© —not that they are false, unfactual, or merely “as if” thought experiments. ...

e

- Now, this proposition, that it is not in our interest to bleach human behav-

ior of the very properties that interest us before we begin to examine it, has
sometimes been escalated into a larger claim: namely, that as if is only those
properties that interest us, we need not attend, save cursorily, to behavior at
all. Culture is most effectively treated, the argument goes, purely as a sym-
bolic system (the catch phrase is, “in its own terms”), by isolating its elements,
specifying the internal relationships among those elements, and then charac-
terizing the whole system in some general way—according to the core symbols
around which it is organized, the underlying structures of which it is a surface
expression, or the ideological principles upon which it is based. Though a dis-
tinct improvement over “learned behavior” and “mental phenomena” notions
of what culture is, and the source of some of the most powerful theoretical ideas
in contemporary anthropology, this hermetical approach to things seems to me
to run the danger (and increasingly to have been overtaken by it) of locking
cultural analysis away from its proper object, the informed logic of actual life.
There is little profit in extricating a concept from the defects of psychologism
only to plunge it immediately into those of schematicism.

Behavior must be attended to, and with some exactness, because it is
through the flow of behavior—ot, more precisely, social action—that cultural
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forms find articulation. They find it as well, of course, in various sorts of arti-
facts, and various states of consciousness; but these draw their meaning from
the role they play (Wittgenstein would say their “use”) in an ongoing pattern
of life, not from any intrinsic relationships they bear to one another. . ..

A further implication of this is that coherence cannot be the major test of
validity for a cultural description. Cultural systems must have a minimal de-
gree of coherence, else we would not call them systems; and, by observation,
they normally have a great deal more. But there is nothing so coherent as a
paranoid’s delusion or a swindler’s story. The force of our interpretations can-
not rest, as they are now so often made to do, on the tightness with which they
hold together, or the assurance with which they are argued. Nothing has done
more, I think, to discredit cultural analysis than the construction of impeccable
depictions of formal order in whose actual existence nobody can quite believe.

If anthropological interpretation is constructing a reading of what hap-
pens, then to divorce it from what happens—{rom what, in this time or that
place, specific people say, what they do, what is done to them, from the whole
vast business of the world—is to divorce it from its applications and render it
vacant. A good interpretation of anything—a poem, a person, a history, a ritual,
an institution, a society—takes us into the heart of that of which it is the inter-
pretation. When it does not do that, but leads us instead somewhere else—into
an admiration of its own elegance, of its author’s cleverness, or of the beau-
ties of Euclidean order—it may have its intrinsic charms; but it is something
else than what the task at hand—figuring out what all that rigamarole with the
sheep is about—calls for.. ..

The ethnographer “inscribes” social discourse; he writes it down. In so do-
ing, he turns it from a passing event, which exists only in its own moment
of occurrence, into an account, which exists in its inscriptions and can be
reconsulted. . ..

The situation is even more delicate, because, as already noted, what we
inscribe (or try to) is not raw social discourse, to which, because, save very
marginally or very specially, we are not actors, we do not have direct access,
but only that small part of it which our informants can lead us into under-
standing. ...

VI

So, there are three characteristics of ethnographic description: it is interpretive;
what it is interpretive of is the flow of social discourse; and the interpreting
involved consists in trying to rescue the “said” of such discourse from its per-
ishing occasions and fix it in perusable terms. The kula is gone or altered; but,
for better or worse, The Argonauts of the Western Pacific remains. But there is, in
addition, a fourth characteristic of such description, at least as I practice it: it is
microscopic.

This is not to say that there are no large-scale anthropological interpre-
tations of whole societies, civilizations, world events, and so on. Indeed, it is
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" such extension of our analyses to wider contexts that, along with their theo-
~retical implications, recornmends them to general attention and justifies our
--constructing them. . ..

It is merely to say that the anthropologist characteristically approaches

“-such ‘broader interpretations and more’ abstract analyses from the direction
- -of exceedingly extended acquaintances with extremely small matters. He con-
“fronts: the same grand realities that others—historians, economists, political

‘scientists, sociologists—confront in more fateful settings: Power, Change, Faith,

:Oppression, Work, Passion, Authority, Beauty, Violence, Love, Prestige; but
he:confronts them in contexts obscure enough... to take the capital letters

-off them. These all-too-human constancies, “those big words that make us all

-afraid,” take a homely form in such homely contexts. But that is exactly the

advantage. There are enough profundities in the world already.
Yet, the problem of how to get from a collection of ethnographic minia-

“fures—. .. an assortment of remarks and anecdotes—to wall-sized culturescapes

of the nation, the epoch, the continent, or the civilization is not so easily passed
over with vague allusions to the virtues of concreteness and the down-to-earth
mind. For a science born in Indian tribes, Pacific islands, and African lineages
and subsequently seized with grander ambitions, this has come to be a major
methodological problem, and for the most part a badly handled one. The mod-
els that anthropologists have themselves worked out to justify their moving
from local truths to general visions have been, in fact, as responsible for underx-
mining the effort as anything their critics—sociologists obsessed with sample
sizes, psychologists with measures, or economists with aggregates—have been
able to devise against them. '

Of these, the two main ones have been: the Jonesville-is-the-USA “mi-
crocosmic” model; and the Easter-Island-is-a-testing-case “natural experiment”
model. Either heaven in a grain of sand, or the farther shores of possibility.

The Jonesville-is-America writ small (or America-is-Jonesville writ large)
fallacy is so obviously one that the only thing that needs explanation is how
people have managed to believe it and expected others to believe it. The notion
that one can find the essence of national societies, civilizations, great religions,
or whatever summed up and simplified in so-called “typical” small towns and
villages is palpable nonsense. What one finds in small towns and villages is
(alas) small-town or village life. If localized, microscopic studies were really
dependent for their greater relevance upon such a premise—that they captured
the great world in the little—they wouldn't have any relevance.

But, of course, they are not. The locus of study is not the object of study.
Anthropologists don't study villages (tribes, towns, neighborhoods...); they
study in villages. You can study different things in different places, and some
things—for example, what colonial domination does to established frames of
moral expectation—you can best study in confined localities. But that doesn’t
make the place what it is you are studying.. ..

The “natural laboratory” notion has been equally pernicious, not only
because the analogy is false—what kind of a laboratory is it where none of the
parameters are manipulable?—but because it leads to a notion that the data
derived from ethnographic studies are purer, or more fundamental, or more
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solid, or less conditioned (the most favored word is “elementary”) than those
derived from other sorts of social inquiry. The great natural variation of cul-
tural forms is, of course, not only anthropology’s great (and wasting) resource,
but the ground of its deepest theoretical dilemma: how is such variation to be
squared with the biological unity of the human species? But it is not, even
metaphorically, experimental variation, because the context in which it occurs
varies along with it, and it is not possible (though there are those who try) to
isolate the y’s from x’s to write a proper function. ...

The methodological problem which the microscopic nature of ethnogra-
phy presents is both real and critical. But it is not to be resolved by regarding
a remote locality as the world in a teacup or as the sociological equivalent of
a cloud chamber. It is to be resolved—or, anyway, decently kept at bay—by re-
alizing that social actions are comments on more than themselves; that whete
an interpretation comes from does not determine where it can be impelled to
go. Small facts speak to large issues, winks to epistemology, or sheep raids to
revolution, because they are made to.

VI

There is an Indian story—at least I heard it as an Indian story—about an English-
man who, having been told that the world rested on a platform which rested
on the back of an elephant which rested in turn on the back of a turtle, asked
(perhaps he was an ethnographer; it is the way they behave), what did the turtle
rest on? Another turtle. And that turtle? “Ah, Sahib, after that it is turtles all the
way down.”

... Cultural analysis is intrinsically incomplete. And, worse than that, the
more deeply it goes the less complete it is. It is a strange science whose most
telling assertions are its most tremulously based, in which to get somewhere
with the matter at hand is to intensify the suspicion, both your own and that
of others, that you are not quite getting it right. But that, along with plaguing
subtle people with obtuse questions, is what being an ethnographer is like.

There are a number of ways to escape this—turning culture into folklore
and collecting it, turning it into traits and counting it, turning it into institu-
tions and classifying it, turning it into structures and toying with it. But they
are escapes. The fact is that to commit oneself to a semiotic concept of culture
and an interpretive approach to the study of it is to commit oneself to a view
of ethnographic assertion as, to borrow W. B. Gallie’s by now famous phrase,
“essentially contestable.” Anthropology, or at least interpretive anthropology,
is a science whose progress is marked less by a perfection of consensus than
by a refinement of debate. What gets better is the precision with which we vex
each other....

My own position in the midst of all this has been to try to resist subjec-
tivism on the one hand and cabbalism on the other, to try to keep the analysis
of symbolic forms as closely tied as I could to concrete social events and occa-
sions, the public world of common life, and to organize it in such a way that the
connections between theoretical formulations and descriptive interpretations
were unobscured by appeals to dark sciences. I have never been impressed by
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the argument that, as complete objectivity is impossible in these matters (as, of
‘course, it is), one might as well let one’s sentiments run loose. As [economist]
Robert Solow has remarked, that is like saying that as a perfectly aseptic envi-
ronment is impossible, one might as well conduct surgery in a sewer. Noz, on
the other hand, have [ been impressed with claims that structural linguistics,

“computer engineering, or some other advanced form of thought is going to

enable us to understand men without knowing them. Nothing will discredit a
semiotic approach to culture more quickly than allowing it to drift into a com-
bination of intuitionism and alchemy, no matter how elegantly the intuitions
are expressed or how modern the alchemy is made to look.

The danger that cultural analysis, in search of all-too-deep-lying turtles,
will lose touch with the hard surfaces of life~with the political, economic,
stratificatory realities within which men are everywhere contained—and with
the biological and physical necessities on which those surfaces rest, is an ever-
present one. The only defense against it, and against, thus, turning cultural
analysis into a kind of sociological aestheticism, is to train such analysis on
such realities and such necessities in the first place. It is thus that I have written
about nationalism, about violence, about identity, about human nature, about
legitimacy, about revolution, about ethnicity, about urbanization, about status,
about death, about time, and most of all about particular attempts by particu-
lar peoples to place these things in some sort of comprehensible, meaningful
frame.

To look at the symbolic dimensions of social action—art, religion, ide-
ology, science, law, morality, common sense—is not to turn away from the
existential dilemmas of life for some empyrean realm of de-emotionalized
forms; it is to plunge into the midst of them. The essential vocation of in-
terpretive anthropology is not to answer our deepest questions, but to make
available to us answers that others. .. have given, and thus to include them in
the consultable record of what man has said.




