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THE OBSERVATION OF 
PARTICIPATION AND THE 
EMERGENCE OF PUBLIC 
ETHNOGRAPHY 
Barbara Tedlock 

P articipan: o,ser'larion was created during 
the late 191}: century as an rthnographic 
field methud for the study of small, homo~ 

genem:~ cuhure~. Ethnographers were expected to 
live in a society for an extended period of time 
(2 years, ideally), actively participate in the daily 
life of its members, and carefully observe rtelr 
: o;ro and sufferings as a way of o,taining material 
:or social scientific study, Tni~ method was 
widely believed 10 prodUce dm:um<:ntary jufur ~ 
!':'Iillion that not only was "true" but abu r~flected 
the nali'ltis own point of view about re-dlity.' 

The privileging of partiLipant observation as 
a scientific :nethod encouraged ethnographers 
to demonsU\aie their observational skills in schol· 
arly monographs and thei: social participation 
in persunal m e:noirs, This dua:isb:: ap.?roach split 
pUhlic (:nonog:,aphs) from private (memoirs) and 
objective (eth:lOgraphic) from subJective (auto, 
biographi::al) realms of experience, The opposi~ 
tion crcatC<.i what seems, f~om a 21 sl~century 
pe:'sptttivc, not only improbable bc;c also morally 
suspect: 

More recently, erhnographer" Mvc rnodified 
participant ohservabm by undertaking ~the 
observation of participation" (B. Iedloek, 1991, 
2000). Dur:ng th:, activ]" :hey reflect 0:1 and 
critically eng<lge with their own participation 
within the ethnogra?hic frame. A new genre, 
known liS "'autoeth nograpby;' emerged from th;$ 
praclice. Amho:, working the g.:nre a7tempt 
to heal the split between public lind private 
realms ':Iy connecting the autobiographical 
impulse (the inward) with the e:hllograpl:ic 
impulse (the gale outward). Autoetllnograp:1Y 
at it, best is a cultural performance that t ran ~ 
:;rencis Self referenlia lit)' by engaging with 
c ultura! forms that are dirCd:ly involved in be 
crea:ion of :ul:ure, The issue becomes not so 
much distance, o'jject:vity, and neutrality as 
closeness, subjectivity. and engagement, This 
eha ng;;: in approach emphasizes relational over 
autonomous patterns. interconnect edness over 
independence, translucence ove:- transparency. 
and rlialogue and performance over monologue 
and reading.) 
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5uch OI1C(:;- taboo subjects as adni:ting one's 
fear of physical violence as well as ones intimate 
encounters in the field are now not only inscribed 
but al"Q described and performed as sodal science 
data' The philosopbcal underpinniogs of this 
discourse lie in lhe domains of critical, feminist. 
postst;udunilist. and postmodern theories, with 
their comparative. interruptive. nO:l-universalistic 
modes 0" ane1ysls. Social ill this environ­
ment has gh:en up 0:1 sill?le data collection and 
instead "offers fe-readings of xpresentations in 
every furm of i nformalion processing, empirical 
sdence, literature, film. te:cvisior:, and w;npute:" 
simulation" (Clot:gh. 1992. p, 137). 

• PUBI.IC ENCAGEMlNT 

Early <lnlil;op%gy in the l'nited Stales illc:uded 
a traditio:1 of social cr[deism and public engage­
ment. As a result, most art ides and books of that 
time muld be read, understood. and enjoyed by 
any educated persO!:. SC:lOl,jfS snch as Franz Boas. 
Ruth Benedict. am: Marga reI Mead shaped public 
opiniun through their voluminous writing, public 
speaking, <lIld calls for sodal and political "ct:o,1. 
Bon!; ~pem most of h:s career billt:il1g against the 
racist confusion of ;;;l:ysical and cwtL;ral human 
attriJutes. His ,tLldent Ruth Benedict, in her best­
selling book Patterns of Cuhur;, (1934), promuted 
the nolioo of "culture" as no~ just those arl eveDlS 
that found their way into the women's pages of the 
new~papers of her era, but a peop;es entire way of 
life. In so doing, she humanized non-elite and 
non-Western peoplesrhfY too nave culture­
and delegitimatec evolutionary ideas concerning 
hierarchies of peuples. Margaret Mead, i:1 Coming 
of Age in Samoa (1928), contf'Sled the notion that 
adolescence w~s necessarily a period of strain. 
Later. in Sex and Tempemmfl1t ill Three Primitive 
Societies (1935). she argued against the dominant 
Weslen-. sexual ideology 0: her time, which 
dal med that men were naturally aggressiv;;; while 
wom<:n were naturally passive.7 

By the 19503, however, as academic culture 
in the Cr.ited States felt the chill wind of :he 
McCartr.y era. man~' researchers no longer dared 

to address their work to the generai public, 
Instead, they withdrew into small profession .. : 
groups where they addressed one anmher, As they 
did so, they elabor~ted ever more elegant apoliti· 
cai theoretical paradigms; bnctionalism, culture 
and personality, structuralism. componential 
analysIs, and semiotics. In time, sodal and politi­
cal disengagement became entrer.ched in acade­
mia ane a strong la boo against 3:ty form of ;ocial 
criticism of I:cgemonic instilutio!1s or pmctk~~ 
arose. It would not be unli I t!le mid-1960s that the 
cri:ical function of ethnography in the Utl :!ed 
States wuuld reappear, Stanley Diamond col :'led 
the term "critkal anthmpD!ogy" in 1963 and sub­
sequently clarified its socially engaged nature in 
his journal Dialecrical Amhrop%gy." 

This n:kindling of public engagement took 
plare in the context of the civil rlgr:ts movement, 
opposition to the war in Vietnam lind other 'J.S, 
i r.tem:ntiol1s in the Third World. Ihe writings of 
6e California branch of the Frankfurt School, and 
the rt'llenrm of educational revisionists, As a more 
genera: research paradigm, this renewed public 
and critical engagement was known as "critical 
thenry." Schola:s working within the paradigm 
saw it as a way to free academic work from 'api­
tallsi domination and to help ;,cr.ooI8 and u!h~r 
inslitutions to bemmc p:aces where people might 
hi:: socially empowered rather Ihan subjuga:edT 

One way critical theury was put into practice 
was through the production of plays addressi:lg 
the economic and political plight ot impoveris!'!ed 
working people and peasant~, In the mid -; 9605. 
popular theater groups such as Bread and Puppet 
in the Cnited States and 1ealro Campesino in 
Mc)(:co began working tugether as egaEtarian 
collectives. producing eH,:ater for the masses. 
The goal of SJch theater groups in Latin A meriea 
was to poldcally transform the peasant~' view of 
themselves as independent rural farmers tu 1;'1;11 
of exploited. und crpaid workers. 

P:rJln Freire theorized that this em powermt'n! 
process. which he called conscienrization. takes 
pla.:e whenever people recognize and act upon 
thel r own ideas ruther than (Ollsum ing the ideas 
OC ot!'!er,. !II Pedagogy of the Oppre.rsrd (1973), 
he desuibed how the process of cotw:ie'ftizat!Ql1 



occurs by means of dialogue. during which people 
share in formation on institutional injustices and 
challenge powerful iclterest~ so a~ to change th"i~ 
own everyday realities. Grassroots participa­
tory research grew out of this enviror.ment and 
became a strategy for groups lacking resources 
and power to work together :0 achieve political 
empowerlllellL~ 

A~ par:idpatory research and grassroots 
theater hecame important movements in Latin 
America, university ,tudent. and intellectuals, j n 
their rush for solidarity with be masses, reduced 
cultural differen,;es to dass differences. What they 
faDed to reali?e was ttal indigenous peoples live 
on the margins. of capitalist society mainly fur 
reasons of linguist:c and religious differences. 
rather than simply beca:m: of econon:k disen­
franchisement (Taylor. 2U03, p, 198). 

Peru's leading tnea te, collective, Grupo 
Cultural Yuyuchkani. l:as worked to avoid this 
politically naive stance by r.taking visible a com­
bined multilingual and muhieth.:1lc epistemology, 
This predominantly "wh],,;' Spanish~speaking 
group is deeply involved with the local ind:genous 
and mestizo popdations as well as with trallscul­
tural AndeanSpanist ways of knuwing lind 
remembering. The Quechlla part of their name, 
Yuyachkani, whkh means "1 am thinking,» "1 am 
rer.tembering;' and ", ar.t your thought;' high­
lights their recognition of the wmplexity of Peru's 
social memory, It consists £101 only of ard1ivai 
memory existing in written texts but also, nne 
perhaps more importa ntiy, of embodied memory 
lransn:itted in performance. The group a:tempts 
10 milke its urban able to recognize the 
many different ways of being ~Peruvian;' and in 50 
doing it insists on creating a community of wit­
nesses th~ough its performances (Taylor, 200 1). 

There exists a similar history of popular theater 
in Africa (Coplan, 1986), In Ghana, for example, 
Concert Party Theatre combined oral and vernac­
ular :orms in such a way as to be simultaneously 
accessible to both illiterate and educated people 
(Cole, 2001 ). As in latin America, intelle'tua~s in 
Africa initially disapproved of popular theater for 
what they saw as its lack of sodal or political rad­
icalism. They hac been unaware of the political 
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nature of the performances, which, instead of 
voicing criticism in a direct and obvious narrative 
form, 'subtly imbedded political subversion within 
the do:ng of the perfurmance itself. The actors' 
self-posiliodng as "preachers~ and the audiences' 
endorsement of this in their search for "lessons;' 
created a new theater form Iha: was neither mime­
tic no~ spectacular, nei6er realist nor classical. 
Rather, it 'v'IllS II dismurse of exar.tpie. As s:1ch, it 
was both sodall~' and politically engaged.9 

Concert Party Theatre transformed the autho, 
riling fiction of colonialism. "civilization;' into a 
humorous practice rather than allowing it a fixed 
ontological status (d. Bakhtln. 1984). This sug­
gests that in order to discover the social, cultural, 
and political significance of popular theater. one 
must analyze the poetry of action, West African 
concert artists chose elements from local, 
national. continental, dia'porie, European, and 
American sources and poetically reshaped them, 
producing an altogeTher new and powerful form 
of popular politics, 

.. PERFORMANCE ETANOGRAl:'cry 

Performa:lce 's everywhere In life: from sln:ple 
gestures to rnelodra:nas and macrodrar.tas. 
Because dramatic performances can communi­
cate engaged political and theoretical analrsis, 
together with nuanced emotional portraits of 
human beir.gs, they have gained acceptance by 
a number of doct:mentarians, Plays and other 
performances become vibra:l! forms of ethnogra­
phy that combine political, critical, and ex~m;>88ive 
actions centering on lived experiences locally and 
gio';)ally. A number of ethnog~aphers have served 
as producers. actors, and dramaturges. '" 

There are two main types of performance 
ethnography that directly link anthroyo:ogical 
and theatrical thought. One considt'rs human 
behavior as performance, and tl:e other consid­
ers performance as human interact i on. Edith 
dud Victor Turner suggestt."I.! that every sociot"Co 
nomic formation has its own cultural-aesthetic 
mirror in which it achieves self-reflexivity: Their 
goal was to aid students ill understanding how 
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people in a multitude of cultures experience 
thej~ ovm social lives. To that end, they srag~d 
a Virginia wedding, the midwinter ceremony of 
the Mohawk, an 'Jdembu girl's puberty ceremony, 
and the KWllklut: Hamal;;.a ceremony}' 

Because cult ure is emergent human tntc:--
action rather than located deep inside individual 
brains or hearts, or loosely attached to extcr:131 
material objec:s or impersoual sodal structures, 
dramas are a powerful way to ho:h shape and 
~how cultural coustructiO!l in action_ Bec,,'Jse of 
this subjunctive quality, plays create and enact 
moral texts that communka:e vbrant emotional 
portraits of huma n beings. together with an 
empatbc rc~ponse and deeply engaged political 
<lI:aly~is (Cole, 19S5)_ 

Playwriting and produc:ion (as contrasted 
with wrilir.g short stories or novel s) pray ide 
checks on flights of tl:e imaginatio:l, because 
d~amatk perfil::mance demands Ihal the vision 
be embodied. Public performance, encourage 
authors and performers to 7hink concretely a bot:t 
what can be ohst~rved ra:her than dwellil1g Oll 

in:1er :houghts, Actors cor:lluunkate, by means of 
gestt:re and other bodily forms, an understand­
able and believable mimetic reality for their spec­
taton;. Such pedor r:mm:es operate on a teedhack 
principle of ilp?rt)):imatil1g reality by checking :he 
derails ar.:d then retl n ing the representation in a 
reiterative or "dosed loop" app:-oach. In contrast, 
novels and theatrical dran:as, although they may 
be ethnographically informed, operate on a more 
"open" prirlCi?le. 

Because of these and other characteristics, 
popular theater, with :ts egalirarian "by the 
peopie, for :he people" ethos, serves as an i m ita­
tion of aspects of the' sensible world, and thus is 
a tbrm of cultura: mimesis or representation. 
Milton Singe: (: 'In) introduced the notion of 
"wllllf;;1 pdorr:mnce' as an imporrant institu­
tion embody! ng key as;;ects (if cultural :raditions. 
SInce then, popular theater, especially impro­
v isation, has been studied as cultural perfoT­
manee in many places. Popular theaters i:l Iran 

Indonesia, as examples. are extemporized 
around minimal plols, The actors ad lib among 
themselves and dialogue w:th the audienceY 

Music, song, dance, storytelling. ,lUpprtry, 
and other theatrical (or:ns often are embraced as 
furrrs of polit:cal analysis, catharsis, and group 
healil1g by indigenous peoples who have exper i­
er.ced eth:1ic, cultural, and sodal displacement; 
grinding poverty; and !Jorrendous acts of vio­
lence. BasntJlO :nigrant laborers, for example, 
respond to their social situation with Mghly 
evocative word music, creating a "cull ural shield» 
against dependency, expropriation, and the debu­
:nan [zing relation:; of race and class iI: SOl: tn 
Afrj~a (Coplan, 199,1), Women jving il1 the )lIve­
las. or urban sha:-ttytow:iS, of Brazil create absu r­
dis! and black-humor modes ofs:orytelling in the 
face of poverty, trauma, and tragedy, These stories 
aesthetically define and emotionally release the 
alienation and frustration caused bv vears of . , 
severe economic depr:vation and socia: de!lpCra­
tion (Golds:ein. 2003), In so doing, they proc.acc a 
mmmentary in which the actors, who are also 
their 0,,:1 authors, refuse the sur?l!:s of knowl­
edge that typifies an authoritative author. These 
actor-authors, with the he~? of their audience 
members. creak multiple co:nic suhplots. As a 
re~ult of thIs contingent ;;im ation, each perfur­
mance is unique and t:nrepeatable. 

An : I1digenous theater group in Mozambique 
produced a play in Maputo :hat opened with an 
attack on a mar:,e( ''Il}man whu was brutally 
killed and transformed :nlo a spirit, A ceremony 
was then perftmr.cd that included healing stor­
ies, songs, ritual bathing, 3::!d the holding and 
stroking victims of violence as one would a 
frightened child. According to the group, the key 
purpo~e fur writing and perform lng the d:-ama 
was to r:1oo]i~e WOI:U;l1 into a sex strike until the 
killing stopped (No:dstruTTI, 1997). 

h; Chitlpa~, Mexico, c'Jring the late 19805, Ii 

group of .Maya::! :armers who had served ""or many 
years ;'IS informants to foreign ethn ographers 
fnund ed a theater company called Lo'il Maxii, or 
"Monkey Business" (Bre"lin, 1992). Their goal was 
10 produce drama s that could showcase Mayan 
history and culture. From its i :1crplion, ant:1ro· 
pologist Robe:! Laughlin worked as a dramaturge 
for the groJp, An early play they prod'Jced 
was titled Herenda falal, "fatal inheritance" 



(Sna Jtz'ibajom, 1996). It concerned PNO brothers 
who killed thei; sister in a dispute over :and. Such 
di sputes are still a COIllII:OI: p::uble:-n in rural 
,\1exico and Guatemala, where siblings oftc:! c:Jd 
LIp in court (: ~e to a lark of adequate available 
agr:cuit:lral la:1dJPon which to sl:ppnrt their 
:ar.1i1ics, 

The play opened with a curing ce~emonr 
showing a shaman at work, Duri:1g tne premiere 
in San CristOba:, a:1 initiated shaman, who 311>0 
was <. memb('f of the trm: ?I:!, SUI back~lage with 
the cast, In the middle of the perfOrmance, he 
suddenly jumped up and walked arou:ld to the 
front of the curtain in order to see if the shamanic 
healing was properly perlimned, Beca'Jse this 
scene was a:1 im?ortil:lt part of the play'& 
verisim iIltnde, it had to be absolutely true to life, 
[f it were nnt, then the mostly Mayan audience 
would not con neet with the cultural continuity 
me;;sage provided by the exa:nplc of traditional 
healing. In the :t!ce of enormous historical injus. 
tkes, in which the maj nrily of ,he lar.d is owned 
by abse:ltee landholder.~, healing :-ltuals allow 
Mayans a sp<lce for resi stance a:1d (("eU pe:1ltion. 
This was accomplished in the play by reyealing 
the ongoing colul:ial imperialism at the hear~ of 
Mayan social problems, 

This and other plays have continued to be pro· 
duced in dOlens rural Mayan hamlets, as well as 
in the large, multicthnic c;;ies of Mexico and the 
!,;nited Slates (Laughlin, 1994,1995), At the end of 
each performance, the cas! and <!J.:a:ence collduct a 
dialogue, Ideas to:' ways to improve be production 
as II work of art, cultural dOOlmc:1t, and political 
critique are aired, and changa are inch;ded in 
future performances, This type of feedback loop is 
at the hear: of Bertholt Brecht's (1964) distinction 
bmveen "traditional" and «epic" theater. Traditior:al 
thea:er is monologic, and as a result the spectators 
are lin able to influence what happens on the stage 
beenu!!" it Is art and they represent life. Epic theater 
is dialogic, and as a reslilt the audience undergoes 
a pm cess learning something about their H.'cs. 
Popular theater consist!ng ethnographka:ly 
derived pla)'s, also called "ethnooran:as" (Mienc,a~ 
kowski, 1995, 1996), is locat"d withinlhe tradition 
of epi:: theatc;, 
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Another instrudve eXilf:1ple of ethnod;ama :8 
the Zuni play Mal Okytlrtsik all l)ellihalowiUi1I'e, 
"Gifts from Salt VJoman~'It was written, sponsored, 
and performed seve;al times in the 19905 hy the 
theatej' group known as Idiwtlfum An Cnawe or 
"Children of the Middle Place:' This ::'iling'Jal play, 
exploring the physical and spiritual care of :rAini 
Salt Lake, raised important ismes about the 
l:nltcd States government's continuing violatio!': of 
Zuni sovereisnty, The tribe sponsored a number 
of putl!k performances in pueblo as well as 
a c~oss~C\Juntry toar. After each performance, the 
director, playwright, actor" dancer", singers, and 
audie:1ce members conversed about the mcan!r:g 
and interpretation of the play. In collaboration 
with the Appalachian group Roadside Thca:er, 
they also produced a bicultural play tiLed Com 
MOl1ntainiPinl! ]\;fountain: Following the Seasons, 
or Dmva Yal(mnel.4shek'ya fa/anne Debikwayinan 
iduJohha The pt'rformers included 3 Zuni and 
~) Appalad:ian storytellers wearing modern dress 
,lI1d 16 traditionally dressed Zuni dancers and 
singer~. lnstcad of underscoring cultural differ~ 
ences, of wh'ch there Wfre :nny, they :ocus~d LJl! 
the similar':y of their reciprocal caring rdation· 
ships with hu:na:1s, animals, and mOl:ntains 
([,acre, Porterfield, & Wemytewa, 2002), 

Ethnodraruas also nave been used to adcress 
urban ana institutional social issues. A perfor. 
mance piece {'entering on scnizophreuia, titled 
Syncing Out Loud: A joumey into lllne!'s, was 
senled in several residential psychiatric settings in 
Austnalia, The play was written ':Jy sociologists and 
?erforllled by a group of professional actors and 
Lursing st udcnts as a psychotherapeutic strategy 
del:ded to i:1struct both studen:s and patients 
(Cox, :989), Each performance wall followec by 
an open fonm that not only built communicative 
consensus but also revealed clements of thf per 
forman;;e tl:at were inaccurate and Cisenfran(his~ 
ing, As a result of this public ?erformance~editing 
straH:gy, the script ,cmainec o?tn ended and 
constantly evolving (Mienczakowski, 1996), 

\Vhat happer.s when an ethnodntma is not 
handled ::1 tn i s manner wa s reVealed :n a 
play ca]ed Talabot, performed in 1988 by the 
Danish t'Jealre group Odin Teatrel (Hastrup, 
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.992). The central character was a lJanisr. woman 
erhnogra p!1er. Ki ,s :e:l Hastrup. She III rote a 
de~ailed autobiography for use by the cast in 
performing her life. The other characters­
Knud Rasmussen (the Danish Polar explorer). 
Che Guevara t the Latin American revolutionary). 
and Antonin Arteud (the French surrealist 
poet)-were chosen to mirror speci:5c elements 
in her 'ife, Kirsten hac read about Rasmussen's 
arctic explorations as a child. wiich is what lured 
her ir:to antl:ropology. Che Guevara chose revolu­
tion to empower the weak, while Kirsten chose 
ethnography to defend weaker cultures. Antonin 
A rtaud juxtaposed theater and tl:e plague, and ia 
so doing he mirrored Kirsten's own madness after 
her 5eldwork, when she WdS caught in a spider's 
web of competing realities. '['~<: ethnographer also 
had OJ twin in the play, a trickster figure who, like 
her~elf, served as a mir ror prom:sing not to lie but 
ne,'or telling the whole truth either, a classic 
ethnographic dilemma (Cra,anzano, 1986), 

Kirsten's initial response to seeing the play 
staged "las the feeling of shock and betrayal at 
"having been fieldworked upon" (Hastrup, 1995, 
p, 144). In analyzing her own discomfort, she 
noticed tl:at exaggeration of her biography. 
accomplished through the use of masculine 
heroes, created 8cbizop1uenia in her self concept 
As a result, she found she eQuid neither fully iden­
tify with. nor f:J:ly distance herself from, the 
stag"..: Kirsten. "She was neit.her my double nor an 
other, She restored my biography i [1 an original 
way. being not-me and not·not·me a: the same 
time, I was not represented, I W<L~ performed" 
(Ha&ll'Up, 1995. p. 141 ), When the theater troupe 
:eft Denmark for performances in Italy, she felt 
:ha: they we~e running away w:th the meaning of 
her lite. with her soul, <,.nd in so doiLg they had 
strippec l:ef of her concept of a seI( The pain this 
caused made her understa:ld the informant's loss 
at the departure of the elh:lOgra ?her. who lOr a 
brief time :li!d encouraged her to see who she was 
for a:lotber, 

Because Ha.';trup learned something about 
hersel~ as a spectator, the play might be described 
as falling within the Erechtian category of "epic 
theater," However, heea Jse the director failed f(J 

include her responses and observations in his 
subsequent performances. the play operated ir. a 
traditional theatrical mode. revealing a fictive 
attitude toward reaH ty. Thus, even though the play 
was ethnographically researched. it was not an 
ethnodrar:13 in the epic mace. because it did not 
operate within a c:oseJ-loop feedback model of 
refining the detail~ again and again until it 
became closer and closer to the reality of her life, 

• PUBLIC ETRNOGRAPHY 

At about the sm:le time as the development of 
ethnodrama. Ii few publishing h01lses and profes­
sional assoc'at'ons began to encourage sodal 
er.tists to communicate openly with nonspecialist 
lIudiences. One of the earliest and the must suc· 
cessful of these efforts wa..~ that of Jean Malaurie, 
who established the French series Terre Humaine 
al the publishing house P:on in Pa.:is. Over the 
years, Terre Hllmaine de"elopec an enormous 
public audience for its passionate lind politically 
engaged narrative portrai ture. This distinguished 
run of accessible narrat:ve ethnographies and 
biographies is now mo,,, than 80 titles in length." 

A similar open:ng up of anthropology 
occurred in Britainanc the t:nitedStates, J:n 1985, 

The Royal A:lthropological Institute, located 
in london. launched a new journal tWed 
Anthrop%g; Today. This bimonthly ;:mbikation 
was designed to appeal to people working in 
neighboring disdpU nes, induding other sodal 
sciences, education, film, health, development. 
refugee studies, and relief aid (Benthall, 1996). 
It has focused on SI ill photography, ethnographic 
films, fieldwork dilemmas, native anth:opology, 
globalization, and the role of anthropologists ill 
deveiopmenL 

The A mericar. :\ nthropo!ogkal Associa:ion 
also assumed a central TO:" in stimulating a 
hroade: rr:ission for the discipline of anthropol· 
ogy. The flagship journal of the association. tbe 
American AnthI'OPQ/Qgisi, ur.der the editorship 
of Barbara and Der:nis TedlQ{~k (J 993-1998) 
i:lcluded r:1tl:1y m ore well· written, illllsl:'ated. 
paSSionate, moral. and polit:cally c:1gaged essays 



than ever before it~ hundred-year history. The 
association also 'nvi:ed a group of scholars to its 
i:eadquarters to discuss "Disorder in t:.S, Societf' 
On this occasion, Roy Rappaport (1995) sug­
gested that engage';: ethnography ought to both 
critique and ~niighter. members of own 
£Ode:y. This stimulated the Center for Community 
Partnersnip at the University of Pennsylvania to 

initiate discuss~ons of str<,.:egics for encouraging 
researching and writing about sociaUy relevam 
topics. rhe center laheled its undertaking "public 
interest anthmpology:* 

More rece:1tly, II sociologicru collective at the 
University of California, Berkeley, undertook a 
project involving finely tuned participant ohser­
vafon within local po:itical struggles worldwide. 
They documented many newly emerg:ng social 
issues, including the privatization of nursing 
homes, the medicruizution of brea~t cancer, and 
the dumping of toxic waste, Their work, wh:(h 
sf.owed how ethnography could nave a global 
reach and relevar.ce, cons:sted of directly engaged 
fieldwork that was both concep tua:iy rich and 
empirically concrete, In th~ir edited volume, 
(]iobai Erhnowaphy: forces, ConnectrQm, and 
Imaginatlot1s in a Posrmodern WiJrid (Burawoy 
et al.. 2000), tney demonstrated how globa: i ?'alion 
impacted the daily lives of Kerala nurses. Irish 
software programmers. ;1:1d Brazilian feminists, 
among dozer.. of other groups. [n this wurk, we 
see clearly how researchers can weave back llnd 
forth witl:in the storied lives of others, c:reati:1g 
an engaged narrativ<: groonded within a specific 
community that is, in torn. locate';: witl:in an 
intefllaConal mosaic of global forces, In so 
doing, the vti of scien:Uic professionalism that 
surrounded and protected social inquiry during 
the McCllr;hy era was puli<:d a~ide, revealing how 
prh'ate joys and troubles create <.nd blend with 
larger national and international pubHc issues. 

As one group progressive colleagues in 
anthropology focused their critical gaze within 
the borders of the United States. anothe~ group 
of progx~s[ve colleagues in sodal sciences 
focused their cri:ical gaze outside the United 
States. The School of Amdcar. Rest'arch, located 
In Sa:lta Fe, New Mexico, valorized both of these 
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directions :Or anthropologists when in 2003 it 
spUt the prestigIous I. 1. Staley Prize between 
Reyna Rapp (1999) fur her book on amniocen­
tesis in lh~ Veli!ec States and Lawrence Col:en 
(1998) for his book on Alzhe:me~'s disease in 
India. Rapp's ethnography centered on the moral 
conflicts women face when they choose to abort 
fetuses because of information gained by genetic 
tesring. Coceo centered on the culturally and his­
torically located descrip:ion and embodiment 
of the anxiety surrounding aging_ T\,ese m::hors 
not only are excellent resear6ers and writers but 
also ilre deeply implicated in ar.c passionate 
aboul their topia;. I consider their ethnographies. 
together with ethnodrama, as important forms 
of "public ethnography:' 

By public eth:lOgraphy, [ mean the type of 
research and writing that directly engages with 
tf:e critical social issues of our tirr:e, induCing 
such topics as health and healing. human rights 
and cultural ~urvival, environme:ltaHsm, violence, 
,'lar, genocide, immigration, poverty, :aciom, 
equality, jus.tice, and peace. Authors of s.uch works 
passi or.ately bscribe, transl&lte, and perform tl:eir 
re8earch in order to ?resent it to the general 
public. They also use the observation of their own 
participation to unders.tand and artistically por­
tray the pleasures and sorrows of daily life at 
home as well as in many out-of-the-way ploces._ In 
so doing, they emotionally engage, educate, and 
move the public to act: on.:' 

Public ethnography, as I ,ancei'll:' it, is both a 
theory a nd a practice. It straddles the do:nains of 
lived expericm:e and recollected memory of time 
spent interacting in the field, on one hand, with 
time s?ent alone in reflection, interpretation, and 
analysis. on the other, As a revolutionary theory 
and a powe1'ful pedagogical strategy. it creates a 
loc3tiou within whid: new possibilities for 
describing and changing the world co-occur. 

[n an attempt to fultill these new mandates, 
ethnographers are once again engaging with 
the general publi~ They are penning op-ed pieces 
in cewspapers and writing magazine essays, 
popular books. shurt siories. and nove;s, They 
are also creating dramas. poems, performance 
pieces. films, videos, weiA,ites, and CD-ROMs. 
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These various ethnographic staging. are dee?ly 
"en:neshed in moral matters" (Co:lquergood, 
:985, p. Experirnentallheater, persunal mur.1-
lives, filmmaking, and documentary pnotography 
produce mimetic parallels through which the 
subjective is !:lace present and available to it. 
performers and witnesses. This is true for both 
indiger:Olis and outsider eth:1ographers, ?J'Ouuc­
ers, and performe~s, 

Three recent books beaut i fullv doct:ment 
public ethnography in action, Paul Farmer's 
Pathologics of Power: Health, Human Rights, and 
,he ,'\'I.'W Warcm the Poor (2003) illustrates the way 
in which racism and gender inequality in the 
Joited Stale~ create disease a:ld death. He pas­
siona:ely argues thai heal~h care s~r.ulC be a basic 
hurr:an right. Aihwa Dng, in her ethnography 
Buddha is Hiding: Refugees, Citizenship, the Nell! 
America (2003), documenb the way ill which 
Cambodi,lO refugees become citizens through a 
combination uf being-made and self-making. 
Aiong the way, she raises important .:; ucstions 
abour :he meaning of citi7tnship in an age of rapid 
globa:ization. 

David Anderson and Eeva Berglund, in their 
edited volume Etlmogrupldes of Comen'tltion: 
Em'irol1mcntatism and the Distribution of Privilege 
(2003), reveal that mnsecvation efforts not only 
fail to protect e:wi:-onments jut a:80 disempower 
a: ready underprivi:eged groups, The authors 
make visib:e these marginalized peoples,examine 
how pm; eels to protect landscapes afe linked 
to my ths of slate identity and national progrcss, 
ar.d shuw how conservation creates privileged 
enclaves for consumpt;on while restricting local 
people's rngagement with thei; envirun:nent. 
Drawing on the tradition of critical theory, they 
shed light on overlooked aspects of environnen­
tali!im, anti as a result they were challenged by 
a powe:-ful wnservatior. orgar.ization that hinted 
at litigation if they published their critique. This 
eXlrene reaction to their proJect helped them to 
re,llize that tl:cir efforts "~ac moved the 3:lthro­
?Ologicat gaze toward relatively powerful organi­
zations • ..,ithout gi "illg these organizations the 
right of veto" (Berglund & Anderson, 2003, p, J 5), 
To avoid a lawsuit but still publish their research, 

they eulled their contributior.s so as to oonccalllll 
personal and organizational identities. 

As sd:olars and activists produce more public 
ethnugraphy, they wt1l move ever further into the 
political arena, As therare read a:1d listened lu, 
ther will encounter legal and other attempts to 
siler.cc tl:em. Sllch is the price of what Micnae: 
Fischer (20m, p. 2) has call1'd "moral entrepreneur· 
ship;' rhe directing of ar;:cntioll to matters about 
which something ought and might dOlle. Th's is 
a that rrany researchers will pay bappily in 
retum fur the c~an;;e to practice e:hnograpJ} that 
makes a differcl:ce hoth at home ar:d abmad, 

We have moved far from rhr EnHghtenm .. nt 
goals flf "value-free" sucial scle:1ce based on a 
rationalist ;:;resumption of canonical ethics; we 
have entered into the arena of postculunial slicial 
science, with its fows on morally er:gaged 
rese',m:h. This new ethical f~an1ework pre~'lmcs 
that the prcbl'c sphere consists of a mosaic of 
tomm'lnilies wi~h a ::;luralism of identities and 
worldviews. Researchers and participants are 
ullited 'Jya set of ethical values in whi(;:l personal 
autoromy and wmmunal well-being are inter 
:ocked. Ulldcrtak ing research in a lIianee w:th 
i ndigen ous, disabled, and other ma rginalized 
l'eoples empOW1:TS diverse cultuml expressions 
and creates a vibrant dscourse in the ~-... ;~, 
respect, freedom. eq LlaJit y, ami just:ce. This new 
ethnograp:-'y is deeply rooted in ideac~ of kind, 
I:fSS, neighhcrliness. and II shared moral gooe. 
"vV"ithin this politically engaged environment, 
social sci e:1 ce projects serve the communi:ie. in 
which tJ:ey are carried mt, rather than ,erving 
external rommullities of educators, policy makers, 
military ptrson::1e1, and flnam:iers,1M 

III CO\,CLUSWN 

The ohscrvatio:1 of participatioll produces II 

cLJmbinalion cognitive and emotio:lal infor­
mation 601t ethnographers can use to create 
er:gaged ethnodramas and other forms of public 
ethnogra ph y. Such performances and hooks 
address important sodal issl:es ill a hUIT:an :stl<', 
self-reEe:xive mam;Cf, engaging both :h" hearts 



and the minds of their audiences. The public 
ethnographies currently being written, published, 
and performed today are fohust examples of 
humanistic concerns and moral entrepreneurship 
in action. They will engage and embolden <I whole 
new generatioll of scholars in many disciplines to 
tackle the ethical dilemmas stemming from ongo­
ing devt'lopr.1enrs ir: rnvirnnmentaHsrr:, biotech­
nology, and information catabases. There is much 
public ethnography yet to be done. 

.. NOTES 

1. The rep:acelllent of almcfu!;:, ethnography b}' 
experientially gained knowledge of othe, cultures was 
pioneered by Matilda Cox Stevenson. Alice =letche~, 
Franz Boas, aCid Frank Hami/I,m Cnshing (S. TOOlod, 
2000, p. 456). This new type of research was cia! rr:ed as 
a fo;mal me:r:ud later by Bronislaw IItlalinowski (Firth, 
1985). Malinowski also claimed that anthropology was 
roncerned wit': understanding o:her ml:t::1!s from the 
"native's point oi view· (1922, p. For a c:scussiQrl 
,.f the ",story and pra,lke of parlid;mul observation, 
sec B. Tedlu;;k (20001. 

2. This sulit between monographs and mC:':1oirs 
is illustrated by the book, of Jean Paul D'Jmont (: 976, 
1978). 

3. For c:scussiol1s of the genre of autoelhnogra­
phr, see Strathern (1987). Lior;:o:et (1989), Deck (1990), 
Friedt:1<ln (1990), B. Tedloe!: (;991), Okely and 
Callaway (1992), Ptat: (1994), VaG Maan.:n (I99S), 
Ellis and Bod:ner 20DO}, C:ough (1997), 
Harringtoll [t997), and ReOO~Danahay :1997). 

4, Examples of vrorks touching on these mpic~ 
include Cesara (19.'\2), Wcsto:: (1991, 1998), Scheper­
Hug:-,es (i 992), and Gopp \1993), Newton 
(1993), Wade (1993), Blackwood (1995), Bolton 
(l 995), Dubisch (1995). Grindal and Salomtme (1995), 
Kulick (1995), Kulick 'Nillson (1995 J, Lewin 
(i995), Nordstrilm and Robbe:1 ~ 1995), Shokeid 
(:995), Behar (19%), Daniel 0995), Kennedy and 
Davis (1996), Lewin a:1d Leap (: 996), Wafer (:996), 
Zulaika and Douglass (1996), Willson ( Lee­
Treweek and Llnkog!e (2000), Theidoo (2001), ..... 'olcott 
(2002),Gusterson (2003).anc Wax (2U03), 

5. A recent lor.g in TIre New Ycrk.~f 
(Pierpont, 2004) profiled the public legacy of Boos as 
well as his students, also the book on lace by 
Benedict (1945). 
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6, See Diamond (1974) and Gailey (1992). 
Stanley Diamond founded the international journal 
Dialectical }.nthropo[ogy ill 1975. rrom its inception, 
it has had an impor:anl critical role in critiquing the 
discipline anthropology: its intellectual :eaders. 
paradigms. and representation>. 

7. Mar(:use (1964), Leacock (1969), Freire 
(1 Sowles and (l976), Bmdkey (1987), and 
Giroux (1988 l. 

8. i'articipataq: research, alsll known as ap":tici~ 
palory anion r"search;':s closely associated with criti­
cal performance eth::ography, liberation tl:eory, 
tiel)-Marxism, and h\:lllan rights activism, See Oliveira 
and Darcy (l9'7S), Fals llorda and Rahman (1991), 
""hyte (I '191), Marika, Ngum:wut:hun, and White 
(,992), Park el aL (1993), Hewn and Reason (1997), 
Co'ten-Cn:z 0998), Kenm::s and Mdilgga~t (2000). 
a:Jd Haedicke (2001). 

9, For discnssions this new type of posrcolo~ 
nial politically engaged theater in Africa, see Desai 
(1990), Mlama (1991), Mda (1993), Kerr (l9951.ldcko 
(1997), and !larber (2000). 

10. ['0£ examples and discussions of pcr:cr:;:ance 
et::nographr, see Kuper (1970). Garner and 1'Jrnbull 
(1979), Grinda! llno Shepard (I 91!6), U88), 
TL::1lbull in HiggillS ~nd Canr.an (] 984), D. leJlock 
(1986,1998,2003), Com;ut"rgood (1989), McCall ~nd 
Becker (1990). Richa,dsol1 and Lockridge (1991), 
Hastrull (1992, 1995), 1vHenczak<Jwski and )'1organ 
(1993), S:nith (1993), Allen and Garner (1994;, 
Laughlin (1994), Ilynum (1995), Isbell (1995), Kondo 
(1995), M'enczakowski (i995, j996), Schcvill ane 
Gordon (1996), Cult (2001), Wokott (2002), ane 
Chatterjee (2003). 

: I. . See TUf::er and T:JrI1Cr (1982), Schechner 
(1983,1985), Schechner and Appel (1990), Tllrner 
(1988), Beeman (1993). and Bouvier (1994) for dis­
l:1ISsior;s of theatricai anthropology. Tl:is research is 

different fror.; Eugenio BarJa's "theater anthro­
pology:' which is omce;J1ed with cr(1&5~cult:.:ral 
acto, training (3arba 8: Savarese, 1 I). For an 
analysis of I ran i<ln popular theater, see lIeeman 
(1979,1981), 

12. Ethnographic descriplions and dis(ussiO:1s 
llf Indonesian popular [heater include those of Belo 
(1960), Peacock (1978), Wallis (:979), Kee:er (1987), 
and Hobart (Z002). 3alinese popular :heat"r can be 
observed in a dassk documentary 11::n by lIateson, 
Belo, and Mead (1952). 

13. SeeElala::dler (1987), Malade (1993), Descula 
(1996), lnd Aun:gan (20(11) for dis(;)ssions about the 
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Ill!tu;e and impact of the For a recent title in this 
serie;;, see B, Tcdlock (2004), 

14. Partidpan:s in the d~velopment and disclls­
sion of this paradigm within anthropology 
incluce Peggy Sanday (: 976, 20fl3), James Peacock 
; 1995. 1997), Anne Prands Okongwa and Joan P. 
""'encher (2000), and lulla fI..;le}· (2002). among others, 

IS, Some e:mmp:ts Hf advoca:y and 
ethnngraph:c re,~earch 'r:dnde Bello, Cunningham. and 
Rav (1994), Cuds and McClellar: (1995), Mullings 
(1995), I~uck C 996), [)c"avemlll {I 996 J, Seavey (J 99ft), 
lulaika and Douglass (l9Wi), Harrison (199n 
Cummins (19911), Thorrr:()11 (1998), Brosius (1999), 
l'ajrwfather (1999), L}'Ons and I.awrenc~ (l999), Kim, 
Irwin, MiIl<:n, and Gershman (2COOI, Howitt (2001), 
McClusky (2001), Lamphere (2002), Gustersoll \2(03), 
Siege: (2003), Balliste and Youngblood Hcndc'f,>t;n 
(2004), r:ummcr (2004). Griffiths (2004), Mdn:osh 
(20(4), Stevenson (2004). lind R, Tedlt.ck (20;)5) 
Ele'trollk~lIr available rep"rt, anC other informati(l:: 
are bemming n:,)re and more Im;JOr:antlil: :esearchers 
working in thes" rapidly developing areas, See, for 
;;:xam?le, both "New Issues in Refugee Re~earch"2:1d the 
monthly :;l.clugee :jvdihQQds e-mail digest at www 
,unhcr,ch. Sec also the portal called "Forc"d Migra:iOIl 
Online" at w\;:w,:hrcedmigration,org, and ',¥\'iW.Secu re 
,m igrationcxp..."'ItGlm. 

16, more i:lformatior. about, a:ld models 
th,s morally engafied tum with i:l the social 

;;<:telletS, see !!arrison (;~91), DCllzin (1997), Frank 
(2000), and Chatterjil (20C4). This is rapidly beco:nins 
~ vishe seldal movemc,:::, At til e American 
Anlhropulogical Asscd,,! :on meeting in :iovet::ber, 
2003, in Chicago, a coalition called the Justice Action 
Network nf Anthrojlo:ogists (JANJ\) was founded, lis 
membuship Ii;;, {'Urreml~ <'On'ii5:s of !TIore thar. 2:>0 
antilropuillgisls frem C.,:lad", United S:ale., the 
United J('!lgdom, Australia, South I\ored, Costa Rica, 
!v!ex:co, and the Netherland s. 
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