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Thoughts on Inactivity and an Ethnography
of “Nothing�: Comparing Meanings of
“Inactivity” in Romanian and American Mental
Health Care1

By Jack R. Friedman

Abstract: Drawing from research in clinical mental
health settings in the United States and Romania, this
article considers “inactivity” as an object of study.
While the “recovery movement” in the United States
has attempted to combat inactivity among people with
mental illnesses, many clinicians remain ambivalent,
seeing inactivity both as problematic and as therapeu-
tic. In Romanian psychiatric hospitals, inactivity is
viewed as both the treatment for and the ultimate fate of
people with mental illnesses. While anthropologists
often study people who could be characterized as
“inactive,” anthropologists have rarely addressed the

experience of inactivity, emphasizing instead “produc-
tivity.” This Foucauldian impulse, I argue, obfuscates
the lived realities of inactivity among many people.

A minor, short-lived, but interesting scandal
erupted in Romania’s media in 2004.2 Journalists
discovered that the regional clinic that provided
ergoterapie — “occupational therapy” — to the ma-
jor northeastern city of Iaşi had been using patients
from Iaşi’s Socola psychiatric hospital as underpaid
day laborers on surrounding farms, including, the
article alleged, the plots of one of the medical staff.
The occupational therapy clinic had insisted that
this was part of a model of rehabilitation and care
that ensured that patients became “active” again to
help them to better recover from their illnesses. The
media, on the other hand, argued that this was just
another example of the ways in which Romania’s
most vulnerable populations — in this case, those

1This essay was first given in a shorter form as part of a panel
entitled “The Politics of Inactivity” (organized by Bruce O'Neill
[Stanford University]) at the 2011 Annual Meeting of the AAA in
Montreal.

2One version of the story can be found archived at http://
www.hotnews.ro/stiri-arhiva-1260572-pacientii-socola-inchiriati-
pentru-munci-agricole.htm (last accessed on Dec. 12, 2011). The
“scandal” later resulted in disciplinary action on the part of the
Romanian Ministry of Health (reported at http://www.gov.ro/
press-release__l2a39332.html (last accessed on Dec. 12, 2011)).



with chronic mental illnesses — were being
exploited in the name of “helping” them to maxi-
mize their potential in the nascent — perhaps “born
again” is a better term — market economy that has
emerged since the end of state socialism. A woman
from the village in which the patients were said to
have worked was quoted in one of the news articles
as saying: “I don’t think that the big bosses [şefii]
know that the patients are made to work in the
village. If they are sick, poor guys [saracii], they
should be left to rest in the hospital, not made to
work. They are unfortunate as it is.” The media
story looked with great skepticism and cynicism on
the claims of the therapeutic value of such an
arrangement. Instead, the section headlines in the
article used words like sclav and rob —literally
“slave” and “serf” — to describe the psychiatric
patients in these arrangements.

The ideas of “activity” and “inactivity” have
long been linked in complex and shifting ways
with notions of illness, health, and what counts as
a “therapeutic” for treating people diagnosed with
mental illnesses. Descriptors like “agitation” or
“stupor” — even the broad descriptor of “depres-
sion” — have linked various states and forms of
activity and inactivity to the symptoms that have
been used to classify and categorize — to semioti-
cally capture — various mental illness diagnoses.3

It is not too much of a stretch to argue that, for
instance, at the heart of many of the classification
schemes surrounding mood disorders — from the
depression that marks out depressed mood disor-
ders to the mania that frequently gives shape to
bipolar disorders — it is the puzzle of making
sense of the ways in which a person’s activity/
inactivity takes shape that is central to how
medicine views psychopathology.4

3While this essay focuses on research among adults, an additional
complication can be added to this if one considers the idea of
“hyperactivity” used to diagnose childhood/adolescent disorders.
4For instance, associations among “manic activity,” bipolar disor-
der, and cultural understandings of the driven, successful entre-
preneur, artist, or businessperson are common in the United
States. How these cultural beliefs complicate medical understand-
ings of bipolar disorder in the U.S. — where certain “manic quali-
ties” of a person can be viewed as exemplary traits for achieving
success — has been taken up by others (e.g., Martin 2007).
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In this essay, I will delimit the potential scope
of this topic and focus on a subset of the particular
meanings associated with the concept of “inactiv-
ity” in mental health care contexts in the U.S. and
Romania.5 I will limit myself to discussing some
of the ways in which psychiatrists think about
activity and inactivity in the lives of patients in
American public mental health settings and
Romanian psychiatric hospitals (which act as a
proxy for public mental health care in Romania
which, generally, lacks a well-developed commu-
nity mental health care framework (for an over-
view of the Romanian mental health system, see
Friedman 2006). Due to limited space, my discus-
sion of these settings will be brief and focused,
leaving aside many of the issues and ethno-
graphic details that I explore elsewhere. How-
ever, at the same time, I sacrifice some of these
details to return to the broad theme of inactivity
in the final section of this essay where I explore
how the study of the experience of inactivity pro-
vides a challenge to the work of ethnography.

Inactivity in U.S. Mental Health Care:
Ambivalence, Recovery, and Morality

Arguably, the newest “best-practice” approach
to mental health care in the U.S. is the recovery
model of care. The recovery model assumes that
care will be provided in a wrap-around manner
with the standard medical model of care —
psychopharmaceutical interventions provided

by a psychiatrist — being complemented with
case management that provides not only linkages
to social services (a traditional role for social
workers and bachelor’s level case managers) but
also a brief supportive psychotherapy through
motivational interviewing and the development
of linkages to group activities to help the patient
to develop those skills necessary to “reenter” the

society as a productive and active member of their
community. When possible, this will involve the
use of occupational therapists and recreational
therapists. In addition, peer-led activities are of
central importance because these recovering
peers can, in the recovery model, give hope to a
person that they, too, can be in recovery from
their mental illness. Support is also provided for
substance abuse and to develop essential life
skills.

Critics of the recovery model have argued that
many of the components of the recovery model —
with, perhaps, the exception of the use of peers in
care — are hardly new and have been central to
older approaches to mental health care since, at
very least, the creation of the assertive community
treatment model of care. However, one of the sig-
nificant changes associated with the recovery
model is the emphasis on patient “strengths” over
symptoms or functional deficits. The idea is that
caregivers must identify the strengths of a patient
because those are the foundation stones upon
which one can build an active, productive life.
This emphasis on strengths is meant to get both
the patient and the care provider to believe
in — to have hope for — the possibilities of a
patient moving beyond their status as “disabled”
or “sick,” and moving toward a life in which their
mental illness becomes nothing more than a
single, contained part of the patient’s life. It is
remarkably common, then, to hear both patients
and providers who have embraced the recovery
model draw on analogies with diabetes — that,
like a person with diabetes, a person with a
mental illness just needs to be careful in their life,
to be vigilant to avoid behaviors/situations that
could complicate their illness, and to be consistent
in their commitment to taking their prescribed
medications. If they maintain this self-discipline
and vigilance just like a person with diabetes,
then the person with a mental illness can lead a
“normal,” active life.

A common problem with assisting a patient
to become active and productive through an
emphasis on patient strengths is that there is a
profound gap between what many providers

5My research in mental health care settings in the U.S. spans the
period from 2004 to the present and includes work in Illinois,
California, and Oklahoma. My research in Romania includes 14
months of fieldwork in Romanian psychiatric hospitals from 2005
to 2007, which followed 34 months of fieldwork on other topics in
Romania (1995–2000).
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think an active life will look like for a “recover-
ing” patient and what that patient believes an
active life will entail. In particular, for most pro-
viders, their goals are the “intermediate” level of
activity. When asked what “recovery means for
their clients,” most speak of getting back to
school, getting some training, doing volunteer
work, the goal of all of which is to ultimately get
a full-time job at some point. The enemy to
getting well — to achieving steps along the road
to recovery — is the day spent isolating at one’s
home or simply watching television (or, in the
case of many people who suffer from severe
forms of schizophrenia, the experience of watch-
ing television at maximum volume and listening
to one or two radios simultaneous to drown
out the voices that they hear). Isolating or watch-
ing TV is characterized as “inactivity,” and “inac-
tivity,” in the recovery model, is anathema to
recovery.

Multiple messages, though, find their way into
U.S. mental health care. On the one hand, patients
are assumed to be suffering from “stress” in their
lives — whether this is the stress associated with
manic behavior, the worrying accompanying
anxiety disorders and depression, or the recogni-
tion that comes with the collapse of one’s every-
day life associated with mental illness — the
challenge of paying rent, keeping food on the
table, and maintaining relations with children,
family, lovers, and friends. The patients are fre-
quently encouraged to “rest,” but this advice is
only reluctantly given because there is a sense, on
the part of therapists and counselors, that a
patient should not accept “rest” as the ultimate
goal. “Rest” is viewed as “inactivity,” so “rest”
can only function as a means to an end — a
respite, a period of “recharge,” and a moment of
inactivity that functions to propel the indivi-
dual patient into activity. As such, ultimately,
it is the goal of pharmaceuticals to achieve this
“rest,” a primary experiential effect of most psy-
chopharmaceutical families being a calming, lev-
eling effect that creates a “restful” inactivity. On
the other hand, if medications are meant to
provide “rest,” the more essential features of the

patient’s self should reject this restful inactivity
and strive for active, self-actualization to achieve
recovery.

What one finds, then, is a kind of ambivalence
bordering on a Batesonian double bind for many
patients. While Bateson (2000[1956]) etiological
explanation for schizophrenia has been roundly
disproven and dismissed (primarily) in favor of
genetic explanations for schizophrenia, his
broader notion of the role of the “double bind” —
those instances in which contradictions in the
society might force a choice on an individual
where any choice carries negative consequences
and reinforces the contradictory nature of the
choice — remains a powerful analytic. In the case
of mental health patients receiving care through
the recovery model in the U.S., then, on the one
hand, when patients enter a cycle of care —
whether this is their first time in care or they are
returning to care after a period without care —
they are held in a relationship that encourages
inactivity (“rest”). On the other hand, these same
patients are simultaneously being informed that,
although they might be currently disabled by
their illness, they cannot rely on “life-long care”
because the goal of the recovery model of care is
to create enough independence so that a patient
no longer needs the specialized services provided
through a mental health clinic. Care is offered, but
the patient is informed that the more that the care
succeeds, the more that the care will be withheld.
Into this healing, relationship, then, is injected
increasing amounts of ambivalence — emotional,
temporal, and linguistic. Inactivity, at first viewed
as a healing practice, becomes seen as iatroge-
nic if a caregiver continues to encourage inacti-
vity beyond some (vaguely defined) point in the
treatment.

Inactivity in Romanian Psychiatric Hospitals:
Inactivity as Personhood and the Endgame of
Social Triage

Romanian institutional settings are places
where hope is in rare supply. Jonathan Stillo
(2010), in describing Romanian tuberculosis sana-
toria, quoted his interviewees as grimly telling
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him that “no one leaves this place except the
dead”. Romanian psychiatric hospitals are rarely
places where people wait around to die, but they
are places where, for many, it seems as though life
has frozen in a state of inactivity and hopeless-
ness, where people go on living but where the
future has been amputated from the patient’s life.
Contributing to this is the fact that Romanian psy-
chiatrists tend to treat mental illness as a purely
biological phenomenon, seeing no need for treat-
ment beyond heavy doses of psychopharmaceu-
ticals to control symptoms and to restrain
dysfunctional behavior.

In essence, Romanian psychiatry is almost
entirely engaged in “symptom management”
rather than anything that might resemble the idea
of “recovery” as it has been implemented in the
U.S. There is no formal space for a focus on a
patient’s “strengths,” and there is little informal
thought given to the possibilities of nurturing a
patient’s strengths to encourage or build upon
these features to instill hope in the patient. Most
inpatient settings use a heavy-handed approach
to medication management, liberally prescribing
large doses of benzodiazepines (esp. diazepam
[Valium]) and first generation antipsychotics
(esp. Haloperidol) to manage possible disruptive
behavior in the cramped, usually understaffed
hospital settings.

However, when asked about their experiences
in the hospital, almost all of the patients who I
have interviewed in Romanian inpatient settings
over the years have insisted that this heavy use of
sedatives in institutional settings has allowed
them to improve because they have been able to
“rest” (a se odihni). Indeed, the importance of the
psychiatric hospital stay as a place for rest — and,
“rest” as an end in itself, rather than just as a part
of one’s treatment of the illness — has a long
pedigree in Romanian mental health care. In
certain ways, the mental hospital — long por-
trayed in the West as being a nightmarish place of
uncontrolled bedlam, simmering violence, cruel
wardens, and, under state socialism, the unjustly
committed political dissident — was, in fact, a
way of “taking the waters” for the working class.

Workers in the Jiu Valley coal-mining region,
where I have conducted research since the 1990s,
described the local psychiatric hospital that had
stood alone on a back street on the northern edge
of the regional capital of Petroşani as being a
place where workers who faced “too much stress”
could “escape” from the watchful eye of the state
that existed in the workplace. Workers who were
overwhelmed by the demands of labor in the
mines that occurred at times of intensified indus-
trial production (so-called “storming”) would
sometimes check themselves into the local psychi-
atric hospital.

Similarly, many miners experienced or wit-
nessed catastrophic accidents in the mines and
found themselves suffering from what they
(retroactively) termed “posttraumatic stress dis-
order” (PTSD) — although, not labeled as PTSD
at the time — and an inability to return to
working underground. Due to the potential
political–legal consequences of refusing to work
or perform one’s job, miners would, they report-
ed to me, voluntarily commit themselves to
the psychiatric hospital to “officially” document
their inability to continue working underground.
And, despite the tendency to “over-medicalize”
the complaints of anyone who sought care
in a psychiatric hospital at the time — including
a heavy reliance on psychopharamaceutical
“straightjacketing” of patients to ensure compli-
ance in the hospital setting — the goal of pre-
scribed treatment during the state socialist period
tended to be the same for all patients: rest and
inactivity.

Similar to the state socialist period, many
Romanian psychiatrists in my current (post-
socialist) research portray the role of hospitaliza-
tion in treatment as a way to provide a space for
solace, rest, and an escape from everyday stress
for those who, outside of the hospital, struggle
either with chronic unemployment and a seem-
ingly unstoppable descent into pauperism or,
alternatively, for those who need an escape from
exploitative labor la negru — literally “in the
black,” meaning “under the table” or “off the
books,” without any legal acknowledgment of
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one’s employment,6 where employers regularly
demand unreasonably long work days and then
can rarely be trusted to actually pay the worker
on time (if at all). As I have discussed elsewhere,
this role for psychiatric hospitalization in
Romania has been captured in the ad hoc clinical
designation of what psychiatrists refer to as the
“social cases” (Friedman 2009) — those patients
who, long after intensive hospitalization services
are indicated, remain hospitalized because the
patient and the doctor collude in recognizing that
they are too poor or are lacking in adequate social
support to return to life outside of the hospital.

It is often (not always) problematic, then, to
think about long-term stays in psychiatric hospi-
tals in Romania as being a “forced” condition for
patients. While many people enter care involun-
tarily committed, in the end, many of them seem
to have no real problem with their commitment
because they perceive it as therapeutic because it
is a period of “rest” and “inactivity.” On the other
hand, there is a more problematic contrast that
distinguishes the periods of rest via institutional-
ization that one sees today versus those one saw
in, for instance, the state socialist period.

Under state socialism, many people either
accepted or actively sought a period of time of
rest and inactivity in a psychiatric hospital with
the full knowledge that the ultimate goal of inac-
tivity would be to permit the person to be better
able to return to a productive, active role in the
society. Post-socialist Romania, on the other hand,
has been riven by such distinctly different cul-
tural understandings of the potential futures
that exist for different classes and categories of
people — the nouveau riches, the struggling
middle class, the small business entrepreneur, the
laborer, the farmer, the student, and, by far the
most problematic category, the unemployed —
that inactivity can no longer be understood by

most people as a therapeutic pause along the road
to a glorious, productive future, but, rather, seen
as a fundamental weakness, as a sign of one’s lack
of fitness in the competitive world of European
Union aspirations and global-cosmopolitan
dreams. Inactivity, understood as “rest” by these
patients, their families, their communities, and
their psychiatrists, has become an epistemologi-
cal, if not ontological, cul-de-sac, an experiential
oubliette.

Ethnography and Inactivity: The Problem of
Writing about “Nothing”

Inactivity and boredom have been viewed, pri-
marily, in two different ways. On the one hand,
early views of boredom suggested that this was a
malady of the affluent. In the early–18th century,
with the rise of the notion of “leisure time,” the
space of inactivity needed to be filled to combat
feelings of boredom (Spacks 1995). On the other
hand, there is a different account of inactivity and
boredom that has remained as a simmering, but
under-theorized, story: that of the causal chain
that links unemployment and poverty to inactiv-
ity, boredom, and, ultimately, deviance and
destructive behavior. This is not the story of the
inactivity and boredom of the suburban youth
who get in trouble by getting their kicks smashing
mailboxes.7 Rather, this is the story of the loss of

6The lack of legal acknowledgment of work, for instance, means
that there is no record in the all important cartea de muncă (“work
book” or “employment papers”) of work so that the person can use
their time legally employed in calculating a pension or to validate
their entitlement to social services.

7I am drawing a distinction here that might prove problematic but
which is illustrative. Regarding youth and inactivity, if one consid-
ers the tradition of working class youth studies that emerged out
of British sociology in the 1970s, one finds much discussion about
the problem of inactivity (or, as one reviewer of this article pointed
out, what Paul Corrigan called “doing nothing” (Corrigan
2006[1975]). I believe that the discomfort that is expressed — or
remains strategically unexpressed — in much of this sociological
work emerges from the question of whether troubled British youth
behavior is a function of the contradictions in capitalism or whether
it reflects something troubling about the nature of the culture of an
“underclass.” This uncertainty means that analyzing youth
“trouble” associated with inactivity is particularly morally charged.
Here, I bracket these accounts of youth inactivity because they
have tended to approach this topic from the very standpoint of
productivity — “bored” youths in social groups, getting together to
“cause trouble,” and, ultimately, produce the category of youth
deviance — that I am challenging with my focus on the experience
of inactivity rather than what inactivity produces.
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hope and feelings of historical injustices that have
lead to deep structural inequalities that have
resulted in chronic inactivity and feelings of
boredom that have spilled over into culturally
framed active responses to inactivity and
boredom. Jervis et al. (2003), for instance, consid-
ered the connection between boredom and
“trouble” on a Native American reservation. They
show how Native Americans in their “Grass
Creek” communities link narratives of inactivity
to feelings of boredom and, ultimately, to how
deviant behavior — alcohol abuse, domestic vio-
lence, and so on — occur as a response to the
boredom of life on a reservation.

Others, like Daniel Mains (2007), have focused
on the ways in which sociality in all of its varie-
gated forms can be produced out of the experi-
ence of inactivity. Mains’ work among young
unemployed men in Ethiopia examines (among
other things) the ways in which chronic unem-
ployment has created a temporal space in which
“youth” (wettat) can no longer be seen as a
transition to adulthood but, rather, has become a
seemingly permanent state defined by inactivity.
Mains sees this inactivity resulting in profound
feelings of boredom, but, in contrast to Jervis
et al.’s case, the Ethiopian youth that Mains dis-
cusses are actively engaged in both the creation of
fantasies of flight and the escape (e.g., winning
the Diversity Visa lottery to go to the United
States) and also the social performance of these
fantasies when these youth meet with friends to
chew khat and to discuss their dreams. In contrast
to Jervis et al.’s focus on “trouble,” then, Mains
focuses on what he terms the “fix” to the temporal
problem that accompanies inactivity among these
Ethiopian youths.

What Jervis et al.’s work and that of Mains’
share is a research focus on what inactivity pro-
duces. Similar to Musharabash’s (2007) work on
boredom among Warlpiri in the postcolonial Aus-
tralian Aboriginal settlement of Yuendumu,
where “practices of ‘killing time’ [...] are aimed
against the same circumstances that create the
potential for existential boredom” (p. 314), these
scholars represent a common approach seen in

anthropological writing regarding inactivity:
Rather than interrogating the experience of inac-
tivity, they explore what inactivity produces.

Of course, anthropologists, taking their lead
from several generations of Foucauldians, seem to
look for productivity everywhere. In the case of
“inactivity,” for instance, one is drawn to ask
questions like: What is inactivity productive of?
What kinds of subjectivities, discourses, biopoli-
tics, disciplinary configurations, and systems of
knowledge/power are at work in capturing inac-
tive “populations”? These questions are fine, and I
have certainly found myself asking these ques-
tions. At the same time, there is something dis-
concertingly “experience distant” — “etic,” if you
prefer — about these questions and this obsession
with productivity in the face of inactivity. I am,
ultimately, uncomfortable with this approach,
despite being drawn to it because in many ways it
is so antithetical to the experience of inactivity — an
experience that is frequently characterized by
people living through it as a life of “nothing.”

Admittedly, this is, on occasion, the kind of
“nothing” that, say, informs the sitcom
“Seinfeld” — a television program that, while
ostensibly being about “nothing,” in fact, was
driven by the bizarre, strange, and, ultimately,
hysterical events and consequences of living
through “nothing.” I have certainly seen this kind
of “nothing” in the lives of the people who popu-
late my ethnography — the “little” dramas that a
female Romanian patient described in terms of
getting enough room for her toiletries in the
nightstand that she shared with another patient,
or the romantic entanglements described by one
of my gay interviewees who was living in a group
home while receiving mental health services in
Southern California. But most of what I have seen
and what I have captured in conversations and
the observation of people’s lives is not just their
bored inactivity but something that is profoundly
boring as ethnography — it is the time spent
having a solitary cigarette (or two or three or four
...); it is the time spent watching hours and hours
and hours of television or listening to the radio; it
is the time spent staring at a wall or ceiling; it is
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the time spent sleeping 12 or 14 or 16 hours a day;
it is the time spent walking and walking, alone, on
the rough streets of North Long Beach, California
or through the woods and fields or concrete
sidewalks of a psychiatric hospital in Bucharest or
Iaşi.

Inactivity, experienced as inactivity, is pro-
foundly boring and is experienced as “meaning-
less” by many people. The question “What did
you do today?” is met with a blank stare and the
response: “Nothing.” I know that “nothing” is
probably not true — the patient woke up, got out
of bed, was given medications by a nurse, went to
the cafeteria to receive meals, and so on. All of
these things can be interesting to the anthropolo-
gist who is examining, say, the micro-activities
that compose the daily life of these people. For
the American mental health care worker, these
activities can be read as signs of “recovery” — as
a patient “progressing” away from illness marked
by inactivity, toward recovery marked by self-
sufficient activity. For the Romanian psychiatrist,
these behaviors would hardly register as a change
in the life trajectory of the individual patient —
they might indicate that the medication is
working to reduce symptoms, but they are hardly
seen as signs of a patient achieving some bench-
mark on the road to becoming an active, produc-
tive, and cosmopolitan citizen. Lost in all of this is
the experience of inactivity, as inactive time is
experienced or interpreted as “nothing.”

My fieldwork experiences — both in Romania
and in the U.S. — have primarily been in set-
tings in which people have faced profound
experiences of decline. For some, this decline has
been associated with the symptoms of mental
illness, for some, it has been the loss of social
connections and the erosion of bonds with family
and community, and, for all of them, this decline
has been associated with socio-economic down-
ward mobility. Inactivity has accompanied this
decline in almost all cases. And, yet, from an
ethnographic standpoint, I have always felt
ill-prepared to deal with — to methodologically
capture, to analytically interpret — inactivity
because of the hermeneutic impulse built into

anthropology. The compulsion to peel away the
surface to reveal the deeper meaning and con-
nection makes it difficult to take, at face-value,
an interviewee’s response that they have done
“nothing” and that their plans are to do
“nothing” — that their dreams have been redu-
ced to “nothing.” Inactivity is, in many ways,
invisible to traditional modes of research and
writing in anthropology — a sort of unnatural
object that, like many visual puzzles, leads one to
reject it as a cognitive distortion that must be
filled in with some sort of content. To me, then,
this is the great challenge, for, to write an ethnog-
raphy of inactivity is, in the end, both the chal-
lenge of writing of the experience of nothing while,
simultaneously, being an exercise in challenging
the nature of ethnography itself.
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Comparative Research
A Brazilian Anthropologist Studying Money
in America
Paper presented at the panel Challenges in Brazilian Anthro-
pology: A Global View during the 110th Meetings of the American
Anthropological Association. Montreal, Canada, November 20,
2011.

By Ruben G. Oliven

Abstract: This article analyzes meanings of money
in America. It is based on an ethnography carried out
in the United States by a Brazilian anthropologist
who studied financial institutions, health insurance,
service clubs, compulsive spenders, restaurants,
shops, scholarly, and non-scholarly articles and books
on personal finance, proverbs, expressions, etc. He is
currently contrasting Brazilian and North American
popular music of the first half of the 20th century.
The author compares attitudes toward money in the
United States with those existing in Brazil and argues
that money in North American society, which can be
seen as a total social fact, is considered less polluting
than in Brazil, where it is represented as something
potentially dirty.

Making Americans My Tribe

Brazilian anthropology is usually considered
creative and of good quality. But until recently,
most Brazilian anthropologists concentrated

their studies within the country’s national
borders. This was due not only to a lack of
funding for research abroad but also because
Brazilian society was in its making, and there
were many urgent phenomena to be studied.
More recently, Brazilian anthropologists started
studying other places, first, neighboring coun-
tries where Brazilians have migrated and later,
first world nations where Brazilians are going in
growing numbers (such as the U.S., Japan, and
countries of the European Union). There are
currently over three million Brazilians living
abroad. Brazil is the sixth largest economy of the
world and is becoming a major global player. It
is therefore natural that Brazil should export not
only commodities but also intellectuals. There is
a growing number of Brazilian anthropologists
doing research abroad. They are trying to under-
stand different societies and to compare them
with their own.

Between August 1993 and January 1995, I
was a visiting professor at the Department of
Anthropology of the University of California,
Berkeley. When I decided to go to the United
States, North American scholars who knew my
previous work suggested that I should study
some minority group in the San Francisco Bay
Area such as the Brazilians who live there in
growing numbers. Because I had just published
a book on cultural diversity in Brazil (Oliven
1996), this would be a “natural” continuation
of what I had been doing at home. Somehow,
the idea did not appeal to me. I came to the
conclusion that this was what one would expect
from a Brazilian anthropologist in the United
States, that is, that he or she should study the
periphery in the center. As I had already worked
on money in the lyrics of Brazilian popular
music (Oliven 1999), it occurred to me that
money would be a more fascinating subject.
When I told North American anthropologists
about my plan, they were usually enthusiastic
about it but tended to say that it was a very
broad subject and asked how would I be able to
study it in so short a period of time. I was, of
course, also concerned about the feasibility of
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my project and worried about the time frame. I
had no idea on how to start and where to focus
my attention.

But from the moment I arrived in the United
States (this was the first time I was staying a
longer period of time in that country), I noticed
that money was around me all the time and that I
was literally submerged in my research topic. I
would have no difficulty finding materials. I soon
realized that money in the United States could be
looked at as a total social fact, to use Mauss’
expression. Believing that money is a key to North
American society, I decided to look at any
instance that could bring me clues: scholarly and
non-scholarly articles, financial magazines, books
on personal finance, proverbs, expressions, banks,
investment companies, health insurance, service
clubs, compulsive spenders, restaurants, shops,
and so on. By looking at the multifarious aspect of
money in the United States, I ended up making
Americans my “tribe.”

I had difficulty publishing my first article about
my research, entitled “Looking at Money in
America” in the United States. Several North
American anthropology journals turned it down.
The reviewers either hated the article or loved it.
One of the reviewers who fall within the first cat-
egory even said that I should not write about mo-
ney in the US because there was so much poverty
in Brazil. Those who liked it said that finally a
non-American anthropologist was turning the mi-
rror on America. As the reviewers were divided,
editors would not accept the piece. I ended up
publishing in Critique of Anthropology (Oliven
1998), an international journal published in Lon-
don. To my surprise and satisfaction, I found out
that several North American professors of anthro-
pology use this article in introductory courses as
an example of an ethnography of America.

Singing Money

Since then I have been in the United States
several times, staying for longer periods of time,
and usually as a visiting professor (at Dartmouth
College, and twice at Brown University). I have

continued my study of money in America and
published other pieces about my research (Oliven
2008, 2009). Currently, I am comparing Brazilian
and North American popular music songs that
deal with money. I am mainly concentrating in
the first half of the 20th century because this was
a formative period for the making of both Brazil-
ian and North American society.

These are of course very different societies, and
it is therefore interesting to compare them. They
have in common the fact that they are “New
World” societies. Both countries had native
peoples when the European colonists arrived.
They also had slavery until the second half of the
19th century. Whereas in the United States,
slavery was more concentrated in the South, in
Brazil, it was spread throughout the whole terri-
tory, and for three centuries, the economy was
fully dependent on this mode of production. The
first half of last century was a period of great
transformation in both countries. Having abol-
ished slavery, they received high numbers of
immigrants and were going through the pro-
cesses of urbanization, industrialization, and
nation building. The economic crisis of the 1930s
affected both countries and their populations
strongly. Social life became increasingly mon-
etized, with different reactions to this process.
World War II was a major event for Brazil and the
United States, and both countries fought on the
same side. All of this is reflected in popular music,
and one can learn a lot about both societies by
comparing their songs.

Popular music is a key instance for looking at
society. It reflects day-to-day life, social and politi-
cal events, changes in morals, cultural values, and
economic representations. In Brazil and the United
States, the majority of composers are men, and
they tend to use music as one of the few public
spheres in which they allow themselves to speak
more freely about their private feelings. They will
sing about their weaknesses, their fear of loss, and
their sentiments toward women. Money also tends
to be a central theme in popular music and is
usually related to other themes like work, social
inequalities, gender relations, and love.
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Ethnicity also plays a central role as regard
popular culture and specifically popular music
in the Americas. Ethnicity is already present
in North American popular music in the 19th
century through what was called coon songs
(composed by white musicians who debased
African Americans in an extremely pejorative
way), minstrelsy and blackfacing. Why is it — one
may ask — that at a time when African Ameri-
cans were so excluded from society, they were
such a central figure in popular music? One
obvious reason is that music is a space frequently
used to speak about subjects that are difficult to
deal with. (Rubin and Melnick (2007) describe
traumas of race undergirding popular culture and
immigration (p. 5).

Ethnicity is also present in Brazilian popular
music. It is related to the end of slavery and to a
new model at the root of the construction of Bra-
zilian identity, that is, of a racially mixed country.
Therefore, although there is obviously racial preju-
dice in Brazil, the model put forward is that of a
mulatto country. Many of the Brazilian composers
were of African descent, and their grandparents
frequently had been slaves. Brazil has no tradition
of valuing work, mainly manual labor. Even after
the abolition of slavery and introduction of wage
labor in factories, work has never been very highly
valued because the social order has always been
highly exclusive. Until the 1930s, Brazil was essen-
tially a rural society. When industrialization and
urbanization started to become more important,
there was a strong reaction against working and
the growing monetization of life, similar to the
attitudes that could be found in the Old South of the
United States prior to the Civil War (Ogburn 1964).
At that time, the horror ao batente (hatred of manual
work) developed into malandragem (idleness),
which can be seen simultaneously as a survival
strategy and as a conception of the world through
which some segments of the lower classes refused
to accept the discipline and monotony associated
with the wage-earning world.

The negative side of labor is reflected in Brazil-
ian popular music. During the 1920s, 1930s, and
1940s of the 20th century, samba composers used

to eulogize malandragem (idleness). It developed
into a way of life and a way of regarding life.
Instead of developing a work ethic, Brazilians
were developing a malandro ethic (Oliven 1984).

The same composers who praised malandra-
gem also depicted money as something ignoble,
generally demanded by women who did not
understand that the men they were asking it for
had something much more precious to offer
them: their love. Of course, one can see here a
“sour grapes complex”: knowing they would
never make much money no matter how hard
they tried, those men looked down at the vil
metal (filthy lucre). On the other hand, one can
notice in the lyrics of these songs that money is a
reality from which one cannot escape in a mon-
etized society. But all of this is seen in a melan-
cholic fashion. Nobody is happy to work. And
money after all is very destructive: it ends love
and friendship, and it invites falsehood and
treason.

Gender is another part of the picture of Brazil-
ian and North American songs about money
composed at the end of the 19th century and
the beginning of the 20th century. Although
most composers were male, they frequently con-
structed a narrator who was a woman. Women
can either be sublime in the love they provide or
very mean because they ask for money. In the
compositions of that time, money is more and
more associated with the figure of the woman
(Oliven 1988). We enter here in the realm of
expectations and complaints between men and
women — themes that are abundant in the com-
positions at that time. The songs show both the
masculine point of view as well as the feminine
one (shown through the male imagination, as
they comprise the absolute majority of the
composers). As love relationships are made up
of expectations, we are always before a tension
between what is expected or demanded of
the opposite sex and what is obtained from
it. Also, always present is what was done to
attend to the other’s expectations and the grati-
tude or ingratitude generated by the action.
Popular music at that time reflects this world of
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expectations and complaints in a register that is
at times humorous and at other times indexes
resentment.

The hegemonic musical genre in Brazil until
the end of the 1950s of the 20th century was samba.
The first composition to be registered with the
name of samba was in 1917. Before that, there was
practically no music industry and no notion of
musical copyright in Brazil. In the United States,
the music industry and musical copyright started
earlier. In both countries, songs dealing with
money also address themes like work, love, and
gender relations. Several songs produced at the
end of the 19th century and the beginning of the
20th century in the United States deal with money
where it is depicted both as an instrument that
allows you access to goods in a society that sees
itself as becoming affluent and also as something
that is difficult to get when you are poor and
nonwhite. Very often, these goods are luxury
commodities.

When analyzing North American popular
music of the first half of last century, one must
deal with different genres, styles, and influences.
There is minstrelsy, Tin Pan Alley (the place
around 28th street and Broadway in New York
where sheet music developed), and, of course,
blues. They all deal with money but in different
ways. Whereas in minstrelsy African Americans
are frequently depicted as not being able to
understand the meaning of “time is money” as a
central tenet of modern North American life, in
Tin Pan Alley songs, money is often sung of in a
rather frivolous way as a means of attaining
luxury (as in “diamonds are a girl’s best friend”).
In contrast, in blues, money is central to surviving
but difficult to obtain through work.

Currently, I am examining the lyrics of North
American songs dealing with money in the first
half of the last century, and comparing them
with the lyrics of Brazilian songs of the same
period dealing with the same object. I am looking
at similarities and differences. I am analyzing
my findings taking into account what was hap-
pening in Brazil and the United States at that time.
Specifically, I want to look at variables such as

urbanization, industrialization, immigration, eth-
nicity, race relations, changes in gender roles and
family structure, attitudes towards work, and
representations of the growing monetization of
social life.
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Exoticizing the Other and the Author:
Commentary on Gang Leader for a Day by
Sudhir Venkatesh
Alisse Waterston is Professor of Anthropology, John Jay College,
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Violence of a Century, an intimate ethnography.

By Alisse Waterston

“You’re a hustler, I can see it. You’ll do anything to get
what you want.”

Gang Leader for a Day is the story of a Chicago
sociologist and his transition from a clipboard
toting social scientist to a full-fledged participant-
observer in Chicago’s toughest, most infamous
housing projects during the 1990s. It is a first-
hand, personal account of Venkatesh’s entrée into
a world with which he had no previous familiarity
by means of friendships he forged with J. T.,
a crack-dealing gang leader, and Ms. Bailey, a
Robert Taylor Homes tenant leader and extortion-
ist. Since its publication by Penguin in 2008, Gang
Leader has received wide acclaim in the popular
press, and its author had many invitations to
discuss the book on radio and television, includ-
ing the Daily Show with Jon Stewart. I applaud
Venkatesh’s success in getting word out to the
general public about the value of ethnography
and the complexities of urban poverty in America,
a goal that many anthropologists hope to achieve.
But there are serious flaws in Gang Leader for a Day
that I highlight in the following critical review.

The epigraph that begins this essay is a quota-
tion from Gang Leader that appears deep into the
story: “You’re a hustler, I can see it. You’ll do
anything to get what you want,” a statement
directed at Venkatesh (2008) attributed to Ms.
Bailey. This quotation captures the organizing
principle of the book: all the main characters have
been reduced to hustlers — folks who work
aggressively and determinedly to advance their
own agenda and their own careers. In what
follows, I will discuss ways in which this theme
works and does not, and critically assess what

Venkatesh reveals and what he leaves out. What
he leaves out is most important considering the
ongoing malign neglect of poor people in
America.

There is no question that Venkatesh is a gifted
storyteller and writer. The tale he weaves is grip-
ping, and the book he produced is a page-turner.
He draws his readers in. We are there with him on
the streets, in the urine-soaked stairwells, and at
the table with a character named Ms. Mae or
cruising with J. T. and the gang. This is no small
feat, considering that so much scholarly literature
is dull, pompous, and obscure, what Karen
Brodkin (2009) calls “lardball productions” (p.
22). Gang Leader for a Day is no lardball. Its sparse
prose and sharp dialogue captivate us. I only wish
Venkatesh would use his talent, his positionality
and privilege, and his opportunity to reach large
audiences inside and outside the academy to
more explicitly reveal the roots of poverty and the
mechanisms that reproduce it, aspects that lie
outside the ghetto walls he portrays.

On Naiveté and the Art of the Hustle

Those of us who study and write about urban
poverty and poor people have a major dilemma:
how do we write engaging narrative combined
with critical poverty theory together in one book?
I will return to this central and unresolved
dilemma at the close of this essay. For now, I focus
on methodological and narrative devices used by
Venkatesh in Gang Leader.

A key device used by Venkatesh is naiveté,
purportedly his own. He invokes it to reveal the
story, a narrative device. He invokes it to get
information, a methodological device. He in-
vokes it to demonstrate his tentative ties with the
other hustlers he describes throughout the book.
Naiveté is at the core of the art of the Venkatesh
hustle.

Examples abound throughout the book. As the
narrative builds, so do his claims of innocence.
Early on Venkatesh describes meeting a group of
old black men who he interviews for a study of
young black men. He presents himself as deflated
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and defeated with their responses to his question-
naire, almost ready to give up on his project until
prompted by one old man’s suggestion: “Before
you give up,” he said, “you should probably
speak to the people who you really want to talk
to — young men, not us.” Are we to believe that it
was the old man’s idea that prompted the sociolo-
gist to study young men in a study of young men?

Over and again, Venkatesh professes igno-
rance or innocence that builds to crescendo: he
first uses the word “naiveté” on page 10, then
later in the following sampling of confessions:

they [his informants] talked my head off. Just as
important, I found I didn’t have to hide my
ignorance — which wasn’t hard, since I was quite
naïve about politics and race in urban America. My
naiveté about these basic issues actually seemed to
endear me to them (p. 53, emphasis mine).

I also told J.T. and Ms. Bailey about ... my legal obli-
gation to share notes with the police. ‘You mean you
didn’t know this all along?’ Ms. Bailey said. ‘Even I
knew that you have to tell police what you’re doing’
(p. 187).

As the book nears its end, Venkatesh confesses
that he revealed details he received from
informants about their activities to J. T. and
Ms. Bailey — the very two figures who exact
tribute from the sociologist’s hustler infor-
mants. I call this as Venkatesh’s “informing-on-
the-informants” moment. “We’re curious about
what you’ve learned,” J.T. and Ms. Bailey tell Ven-
katesh who thought: “It was probably a good idea
... to have a catch-up session. ... For the next three
hours, I went through my notebooks and told
them what I’d learned about dozens of hustlers,
male and female. J. T. and Ms. Bailey rarely
seemed surprised, although every now and then
one of them perked up when I mentioned a par-
ticularly enterprising hustler or a woman who had
recently started taking in boarders“ (pp. 199–201).

Back at the projects, when Venkatesh was
received by silence and glares from his resident-
informants, he again professes naiveté. “I don’t
know what you’re talking about,” Venkatesh pro-
claims when a fellow named C-Note calls him on
his “debriefing” with J. T. and Ms. Bailey where

he had handed them “breakdowns on each hus-
tler’s earnings: how much every one of them
made, when and where they worked, what they
planned for the future.” Of course, “[J. T. went on
to tax] every one of them,” and Ms. Bailey “con-
fronted” all the women (pp. 204–206).

“Man, I had no idea that it would even be useful to
them,” claims Venkatesh.

But C-Note’s got his number, and exclaims, “ ‘No!’ ...
You knew. Yes you did. ‘ ”

Each incident in which Venkatesh invokes
naiveté seems to serve some specific purpose. On
the old men and the survey episode, it is a nar-
rative device to introduce the reader to the soci-
ologist’s critique of survey research and his use of
ethnography as a research methodology for this
project. Venkatesh’s claim to ignorance about his
obligation to share fieldnotes with authorities,
and in another section, his claim of ignorance
about INSTITUTIONAL REVIEW BOARD (IRB)
requirements suggest poor training at a very
prestigious university and borders on confession
to professional misconduct. Well before and
throughout the time of Venkatesh’s research, IRB
requirements were becoming institutionalized,
and there were important cases around the police
subpoena of sociologists’ fieldnotes including
that of Mario Brajuha during the 1980s, and Rik
Scarce (2005) and Eleanor Hubbard in the 1990s.

When Venkatesh, a University of Chicago soci-
ology graduate student, “protesteth” his igno-
rance of race and politics in urban America, we
must understand his use of naiveté as a good
research strategy, “endearing” to his informants
and useful for the information it generates. There
is nothing wrong with holding back what you
may know about a topic from your research sub-
jects. Indeed, a mark of a good researcher is to
find out what they know, not tell them what you
know. However, Venkatesh takes this principle
too far: he does not just pretend ignorance to them
but also professes it to us, the readers, as well.

Let us return for a moment to the “informing-
on-the-informant” incident described above and
depicted in the chapter titled “The Hustler and
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the Hustled.” Like C-Note, I believe that Ven-
katesh knew that the information would likely be
useful to J. T. and Ms. Bailey. So why do it?
C-Note gives us a clue: “You got some shit for
your professors,” C-Note told him. Let us review
the scenario. Venkatesh observed J. T. and Ms.
Bailey in their leadership roles. He heard them
talk about what they did, how they ran things.
But how could the sociologist confirm it? Inform
on the informant, and if there were to be no
consequences, their leadership claims could be
called into question — not real, just braggadocio.
But if there were consequences — if J. T. and Ms.
Bailey hit up on all those other hustlers — Ven-
katesh had his proof: J. T and Ms. Bailey were, in
fact, leaders of consequence in the housing
project.

Venkatesh seems to feel remorse: “It was
embarrassing to think that I had been so wrapped
up in my desire to obtain good data that I couldn’t
anticipate the consequences of my actions,” he
admits and states his regret: “it was clear to me
that other people were paying a price for my
success” (p. 206). But the confession is incomplete,
and the remorse is short-lived. In the very next
breath, Venkatesh blames what happened on his
innocence — that old refrain — not on conscious
intent: “I had been so naïve up to this point,” he
writes (p. 207).

The hustle continues, and it’s disturbing.

Erasure of Things Past; Absence of Things Present

Venkatesh’s portrait of the ghetto suffers from
the erasure of his methodological forebears and
the absence of theoretical analysis of forces
outside the ghetto to help explain the full, lived
experience of the urban poor and the marginality
he so vividly describes. I am not sure why Ven-
katesh made the decision to erase and leave out;
nevertheless, I dare say that it is part and parcel of
the hustle.

By failing to acknowledge his social science
ancestors, Venkatesh can position himself to
readers outside the academy as the first and only
to enter dangerous territory, to spend long

periods of time among the urban poor in the US,
to carry out urban ethnography, and to tease out
nuanced findings about the poor, from their
kinship ties to the workings of the underground
economy, including the drug economy, the local
structure of gang organization, and the multiple
functions of gangs in poor communities. Indeed,
he makes contradictory reference to his unique-
ness. At times, he invokes ethnography as an
established methodology with a long history at
the University of Chicago, and to other ethnogra-
phers, including one anthropologist, but never
gives them their due when it comes to urban
poverty research. He presents himself as excep-
tional in his setup of William Julius Wilson as the
fall guy who relies on quantitative data, while
Venkatesh is the pioneer ethnographer. Ven-
katesh writes: “There were plenty of sociological
studies on economically disenfranchised youth,
but most relied on dry statistics of unemploy-
ment, crime, and family hardship” (p. 24) ... [Wil-
son’s team was] trying to find hidden patterns in
... survey data that might reveal the causes of
poverty. I didn’t know anyone who was walking
around talking to people, let alone gang members
in the ghetto” (p. 38). On his relationship with
gang leader J. T., Venkatesh posits: “I had a
feeling that I was talking to someone about whom
most people probably knew little (p. 38) ... I was
getting a unique perspective on life in a poor
neighborhood (p. 24) ... I felt like I was doing
something unconventional” (p. 38, emphasis
mine).

Of course, there are lots of urban ethnogra-
phers, past and present, too numerous to name
here, and there are too many ethnographies
available to start tracing how Gang Leader builds
on them. I will offer just one example. It is pos-
sible that few nonacademic readers of Gang
Leader are familiar with All Our Kin, but the
following passage, where Venkatesh claims
discovery, screams anthropologist Carol Stack
(1974) and her classic ethnography of black wo-
men’s strategies for survival in a poor commu-
nity, first published in 1974: Venkatesh writes:
“[I] discovered something more interesting, and
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probably more important, than the money that
changed hands in these various transactions.
Many households participated in a vast web of
exchange in which women borrowed, bartered,
and pooled their resources to survive. One
woman might offer day care ... other women
might take turns cooking. In some cases, the
members of a network maintained a fixed
formula of exchange. ... Often a network of
women would share their apartments as well”
(pp. 196–197, emphasis mine). It is a pitfall to
neglect the work that came before because that is
erasure, and erasure is distortion, and distortion
is a false picture of reality.

While Venkatesh expressed the hope that his
work might “really change the public’s — if not
the academy’s — understanding” of poverty (p.
38), the book falls short because it fails to take the
story outside the ghetto for analysis. Without
such analysis, Venkatesh can make his findings
palatable to a mainstream readership, but it does
not contest the exoticization of the urban poor or
explain their plight.

I believe that as social scientists of urban
poverty, our most important role is to confront
power and to explain it. We must explain how
social forces become embodied as individual
experience, explain how collective cultural fic-
tions obscure structural inequality and further
marginalize the excluded, explain how differen-
tial access to material resources and power
shape experience, shape social conditions, and
shape institutional practices. And to get at that,
to confront power and explain poverty, we need
to step outside the ghetto and to look at how
economic restructuring of America’s cities over
the past 40 years has generated a surplus of poor
people. To get at that, we need to understand
the ways in which the neoliberal economy, the
blueprint for which was developed by Univer-
sity of Chicago economist Milton Friedman, has
come to have its effects on the likes of Ms.
Bailey, J. T., and the rest. To get at that, we need
to understand that poverty in America is a form
of structural violence, the effects of which is the
kind of social suffering Venkatesh observed on

the ground, in the projects. Yes, we need the
nuanced ethnographic portraits. Yes, we need
to see the good, the bad, and the ugly. At the
same time, we need to reveal with our analyses
and explicitly in our writing the ways in which
these forces, including America’s attacks on its
racialized and most vulnerable poor, have gen-
erated the conditions of scarcity that put people
at risk for the dog-eat-dog world Venkatesh
describes.

Toward the very end of his book, Venkatesh
declares: “because naiveté had worked in the
past, I’d stuck with this strategy” (p. 232). The
time for that is over. We must all be awake,
aware, and responsible. Our challenge is to write
the good story, write theory at the same time,
and still draw readers to our words (Waterston
2009). We must refuse to write about the poor
unless we make clear the ways in which the
complex of social and political forces that they
did not create have effects on what happens to
them. And we must write this even for those
readers most likely to feel threatened by such
explanations of poverty in America. Our infor-
mants deserve it.
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Report from the Field
Public Anthropology in the Field: Balancing
Dual Identities as Researcher and Staff Member

By Mahri Irvine

Abstract: I explore some of the challenges I have
faced as a public anthropologist who fulfills multiple
roles as researcher, staff member, and volunteer at a
prison reentry organization. I discuss the strategies I
used to establish my research agenda with the reentry
program, the ethical challenges I face working as an
anthropologist and as a staff member, and the benefits
of working with an organization. This article may
prove useful for students who are in the planning stages
of research projects, or for anthropologists considering
the rewards and challenges of working with a nonprofit
organization.

In this article, I explore some of the challenges
I have faced as a public anthropologist who ful-
fills multiple roles as a researcher, part-time staff
member, and volunteer at a nonprofit organiza-
tion. In particular, I will explore my attempts at
identity management, or “impression manage-
ment” (Berreman 2007; Curran 2010) as I balance
my desire to conduct research with my aspira-
tions to serve my research participants in ways
that benefit them. I am at the midpoint in my
dissertation fieldwork; my site is a prison reentry
organization in the Washington, DC metropolitan
area, and I have volunteered and worked with
this organization for the past 2 years. I hope that
this article will prove particularly useful for stu-
dents who are in the planning stages of their own
dissertation or thesis research, and that others
will find value in my analysis of the rewards and
challenges of working within the bounds of a

nonprofit organization rather than working as an
independent researcher who is free of any ties,
and obligations, to organizations.

In crafting a public anthropology project in
which I work as an engaged political activist
(Scheper-Hughes 1995) and in responding to
Bourdieu’s (2003) call for a “scholarship with
commitment,” I have directed my passion for the
antisexual violence movement toward a disserta-
tion that explores the ways in which gender, class,
and race impact women’s experiences of surviv-
ing sexual violence in the Washington, DC area.
My interpretation of public anthropology draws
on McGuire’s (2008) conceptualization of praxis
and Hale’s (2006) invitation for scholars to engage
in activist research. My work explores the impact
that sexual violence has had on the lives of
women who have been caught up in the US crimi-
nal justice system, and how racist and classist
biases in the justice system have impacted these
women’s lives. The vast majority of incarcerated
women and girls are survivors of sexual violence
before they become incarcerated (McDaniels-
Wilson and Belknap 2009), and my decade of
experience as an advocate for sexual violence sur-
vivors guided my decision to focus on this topic
for my dissertation.

Establishing a Research Agenda

Because I was unfamiliar with the topics of
incarceration and reentry, I decided to volunteer
at “Open Arms,” a prison reentry organization,
to connect me with potential research partici-
pants. Many anthropologists may be cautious
about partnering with nonprofit organizations
because of concerns that such groups perpetuate
the status quo (Rodriguez 2007). While I shared
this initial concern, I quickly became impressed
with Open Arms. A majority of the staff are for-
merly incarcerated individuals; they create a com-
passionate and informed environment as they
help clients. Open Arms is run in an egalitarian,
client-centered manner; clients are given oppor-
tunities to voice their opinions about Open Arms’
services.
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Determined to “give back” to my research
community, I began my preliminary fieldwork
not merely to assess Open Arms as a research site
but because I wanted to serve the clients and staff
in beneficial ways. I took on a number of different
volunteer roles that had little to do with my
research goals: I assisted with fundraisers; I did
data entry and filing; and I answered the phones
and substituted for the receptionist. My transition
from general volunteer to researcher went
smoothly, in large part because I remained active
as a volunteer. I felt that it would be unwise, and
unethical, to stop volunteering and focus exclu-
sively on my own research goals. While I hope
that my research will prove helpful in changing
prison policies to more compassionately address
the needs of incarcerated women — and ideally,
encourage policy makers to reframe their ways of
thinking about incarceration — I know that this
type of policy impact will take years, if not
decades. Even though my research may eventu-
ally achieve my goals of positively benefiting my
research community, I know that my community
will not see the impact of my work any time soon.
Therefore, it was important for me to develop a
plan in which I was able to serve my research
community in ways that benefit them in the short
term as well as in the future.

Continuing to serve as a volunteer while I
conduct my research has proven to be successful in
the sense that my willingness to answer phones,
stuff envelopes for fundraising drives, and help
clients shop in our free clothing boutique has con-
tinued to assure the Open Arms’ staff that my
loyalty is to the organization, and not merely to
myself. On the other hand, this strategy has signifi-
cantly slowed down my research. I advise students
who plan to serve as both staff/volunteers and
researchers to be aware that fulfilling duties for an
organization may considerably delay their data
collection goals. This delayed research agenda
may be even more frustrating when those types of
jobs seem mundane, boring, or stressful.

Students striving to create a committed public
anthropology project may find that their research
communities prioritize and value things that

appear uninteresting or irrelevant to students’
research agendas. For example, I work as a facili-
tator for Open Arms’ nonprofessional gender-
based violence support group. Clients who
participate in the support group often stray off
topic to express frustrations about reentry chal-
lenges instead of gender-based violence. While I
am primarily interested in helping women deal
with issues of trauma and abuse, our clients fre-
quently have more pressing issues related to their
living situations and economic challenges. My
co-facilitator and I have had to continually reas-
sess the validity of the group, and we recently
decided to expand the focus of the group so that
the women’s needs are being effectively served.
This situation has encouraged me to reexamine
my commitment to my research community
and compel myself to be much more flexible as I
facilitate the support group, to be sure that I am
actually meeting the needs of my research com-
munity, rather than merely following my own
research agenda.

In contrast to Greenough (2006), who explains
the difficulties she experienced during field-
work as she tried to apply academic theories to
her data, I find that I can easily connect theories
to my research community, but I need to refrain
from being overly enthusiastic in trying to
explain such theories to my clients at inappropri-
ate times. For example, when a client expressed
her sadness about not having money to buy
her children Christmas gifts, my ideal response
was to launch into an explanation of how our
capitalist culture influenced her. Instead, I
reminded myself to remain quiet and let other
clients comfort her in a way that made much
more sense to her, in her current situation. In
fact, as Curran (2010) discusses in his own expe-
riences with the raced and classed aspects of
impression management, I know that I must
constantly be aware of how I, a white woman,
present my ideas and my research agendas, to be
respectful and receptive of the goals and desires
of my clients and research participants, most of
whom are black and less economically privileged
than me.
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Blurred Boundaries and Ethical Dilemmas

Researchers who balance multiple identities
may be required by their employers to conduct
research that is irrelevant to, or even contrary to,
their own research goals. Fortunately for me, my
ethics have not been challenged by the goals of
Open Arms. However, as I strive to maintain my
positive relationship with Open Arms’ staff, I find
myself agreeing to conduct research about issues
that seem mostly irrelevant to my own interests.
For example, I will soon begin conducting
research for Open Arms about the reasons why
women often fail to keep their appointments.
While this topic may have little to do with my
own research interests, and it may slow down my
own timeline to complete my data collection, I
recognize that this research will benefit the orga-
nization. As student researchers develop their
research goals, they must recognize that if they
choose to work within an organization, they may
need to substantially increase their timeline to
accommodate the needs of the organization. Of
course, it is also important for anthropologists
with specific agendas and goals to bear in mind
that research findings — even research findings
that do not seem interesting or relevant — can
ultimately provide valuable insights for our
projects.

Working as a staff member, volunteer, and
anthropologist often leads to complex situations
in which I need to evaluate how boundaries
between these different roles sometimes become
blurred and problematic. Many anthropologists
have discussed the discomfort that results when
their research respondents do not realize that the
research is still continuing even in a social setting.
Curran (2010) notes that the sometimes stealthy
strategies of ethnographers are not intentionally
unethical, but they often arise because of certain
situations in which researchers and research sub-
jects form social bonds and enjoy spending time
together. This classic anthropological dilemma —
when should the anthropologist disclose that he
or she is in “research mode”? — is further com-
plicated when the said anthropologist is working

as a staff member and needs to maintain profes-
sional boundaries with clients, yet still wants to
pursue possible friendships.

In contrast to anthropologists who easily
develop strong friendships with some of their
research participants, I must be cautious about
the ways in which I connect with clients. Because
I am a staff member, I need to establish profes-
sional boundaries; I should avoid showing favor-
itism toward clients I have interviewed. I want to
show the women that I value them as more than
mere research subjects, but showing an overly
personal interest in my research participants may
inadvertently cross a professional boundary that
needs to be maintained for the sake of the orga-
nization and other staff members.

The following situation illustrates the com-
plexities of balancing my desires to conduct
research, assist research participants with per-
sonal problems, and maintain a healthy and safe
staff–client relationship. One of my (favorite)
clients and research participants, Sarah, sought
me out for advice about a personal issue, but due
to scheduling constraints, the only time I had to
talk with her was during my lunch break. I had
been planning to walk over to a local deli, and I
invited her to come with me. Our conversation
went well, but despite the positive outcome, I felt
distinctly uncomfortable with the situation
because I am fairly certain that most other staff
members do not spend their lunchtimes talking
with clients. Moreover, I had purchased a snack
for her, potentially complicating our relationship
by emphasizing my privileged economic status.
Additionally, during lunch with her, I felt as
though I was slipping back and forth between a
conversation with a friend and a counseling
session with a client. This situation was confusing
for me, and it might have been for her as well.

If I were not affiliated with Open Arms, I
believe that I would have been able to avoid this
type of complicated and possibly ethically com-
promised situation because I would have been
able to function solely as a researcher-turned-
friend in response to Sarah’s query for advice.
Instead, I had placed myself in a position in which
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I had to constantly evaluate my behavior and con-
versation to ensure that I minimized any negative
impact of blurring the boundaries between staff
member and anthropologist. Svašek (2010) notes
that empathy serves as a powerful tool for devel-
oping and strengthening relationships while in
the field, but empathy “may also cause anxiety
and insecurity, as it raises moral questions about
the nature of friendship ... in the field” (p. 91). My
awkward — and yet important — lunchtime
experience with Sarah illustrates the complex
challenges that arise for a public anthropologist
who strives to fulfill professional responsibilities
to an organization, intellectual responsibilities to
a research agenda, and moral responsibilities to a
(potential) friend.

Assessing the Benefits of Partnership with
an Organization

While there are certainly challenges that arise
from this situation of working as a staff mem-
ber, volunteer, and researcher, I believe that the
benefits far outweigh the risks. First, there is a
logistical benefit of working with a reentry
program that is especially helpful for anthro-
pologists who want to conduct research about
formerly incarcerated individuals who have been
recently released from prison. This benefit comes
in the form of office space — a place to conduct
private interviews in a space that research par-
ticipants view as safe and comfortable. Students
and other researchers who are interested in
working with recently released individuals
should be aware that many of their potential
research participants may be homeless, living in
halfway houses, shelters, or drug treatment pro-
grams, or have otherwise tenuous living situa-
tions that make it difficult to find private and
comfortable interview spaces. Because of my
affiliation with Open Arms, I am able to use
Open Arms’ office space to conduct interviews. If
I were operating as an independent researcher, it
would be difficult — and at many times impos-
sible — to find a comfortable setting to interview
my research participants.

Another important benefit of being affiliated
with Open Arms is that being connected to this
organization provides me with a central point of
contact for my research participants. As a compo-
nent of my public anthropology project, I hope to
offer several of my participants a chance to coau-
thor a policy report with me about my research
findings. Several women have indicated an inter-
est in this opportunity, but I will not approach this
aspect of my project for another year, after I have
collected all of my data and started the analysis.
Many incarcerated women face challenges regar-
ding their living situations, and I have already
lost touch with several of my participants be-
cause housing, employment, and transportation
problems have resulted in them drifting away
from Open Arms. To my relief, however, most of
my research participants seem to eventually
return to Open Arms, seeking additional assis-
tance or companionship from other clients and
staff. For example, I interviewed Keandra this past
summer, and we became rather close. She seemed
interested in being a coauthor with me, and I told
her that I would stay in touch with her about the
opportunity. However, after she was released
from the halfway house, she disappeared, and I
begin to worry when she did not answer my calls
or emails. To my horror, I learned from another
client that Keandra had relapsed (she struggles
with an addiction to crack) and was living in a
crack house because she had nowhere else to go.

I constantly worried about Keandra, fearing
that her relapse would lead to another arrest,
imprisonment, a return to prostitution, or even
death. However, my fears were dispelled;
approximately 3 months after I had lost contact
with her, she appeared at Open Arms one evening
just in time for our support group. I was not only
relieved to see that she was safe and relatively
healthy, but I also began to realize the great benefit
that my affiliation with Open Arms provided me.
Open Arms serves as a central point of reference in
the lives of many formerly incarcerated women,
and being connected to this organization makes it
far easier for me to remain connected to women
when they drift away, and then come back seeking
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further assistance. Therefore, I encourage students
who are considering the benefits and burdens of
being affiliated with an organization to explore
the organization’s centrality to the lives of their
research community. If an organization provides
important resources for its clients, then the clients
may be much more likely to stay in contact with
the researcher by connecting through the organi-
zation, rather than independently.

The ability of compassionate community orga-
nizations to provide important resources to their
disenfranchised clients is another valuable benefit
for students and researchers who may be inter-
ested in affiliating themselves with these types of
organizations. Babior (2011) discusses the nega-
tive ways in which her research at a Japanese
domestic violence shelter impacted her; she notes
that as she lived and worked at the shelter, she
began to share her clients’ fear of and hostility
toward men, and broader society. Jacobs (2011)
also notes the impact of vicarious trauma on his
work with survivors of gender-based violence; he
explains that at times, he experienced despairing
views about men and their potential for goodness.
Fortunately for me, I have not had this type of
emotional response, even though my fieldwork
days are filled with hearing stories of violence
and abuse. While I have a supportive partner,
friends, and healthy self-care strategies to help
support me, I believe that in large part, I am able
to maintain a relatively positive outlook on life
because of the numerous resources that Open
Arms provides to clients.

Being directly connected with an organization
that provides beneficial free services helps allevi-
ate the feelings of despair and inadequacy that
might otherwise overwhelm me. The clients I
work with face difficult and seemingly insur-
mountable obstacles, but by being connected to
Open Arms, I am able to confidently connect
them with services that directly help them. Com-
passion fatigue and vicarious trauma are very real
risks for social service providers (van Dernoot
Lipsky 2009), and anthropologists working with
underprivileged communities are certainly in
danger of having these reactions as they work

extensively with disenfranchised individuals. It is
beneficial for researchers to be connected with
compassionate organizations because of the emo-
tional relief that such a connection can provide for
the researchers. Smith explains that emotionally
engaging with research participants and making
small, yet genuine, efforts to help them “serve to
acknowledge the complex, shared emotions of
fieldwork and really of every human encounter”
(Smith and Kleinman 2010:181). In their discus-
sion of the various ways that anthropologists can
work with their research subjects, Smith and
Kleinman (2010) state: “Engagement, thus, also
involves advocacy” (p. 185). As a public anthro-
pologist, I strive to serve my research community
as an advocate — remembering that advocacy
takes a variety of forms. One simple and effective
way to work as an advocate is to connect with an
organization that is able to provide resources far
beyond our own individual capabilities.

As Jacobs (2011) notes, being connected to an or-
ganization or system that creates a “chain of soli-
darity” to assist gender-based survivors can help
us avoid secondary trauma or burnout (p. 135). At
the midpoint in my fieldwork experience, I feel
extremely fortunate that I have found a research
site that perfectly exemplifies Jacobs’ “chain of
solidarity”; I hope that other students and anthro-
pologists are able to make connections with orga-
nizations that provide not only material, but also
emotional, support. Making a commitment to a
public anthropology project brings about addi-
tional pressures and stress as scholars try to ensure
that their work will genuinely, positively impact
their research communities. Making a connection
with a supportive and compassionate community
organization may be one of the best strategies to
help public anthropologists find the support they
need as they craft meaningful research projects.
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Book Review
Being and Place
• Thomas F. Thornton. Being and Place among

the Tlingit. Seattle: University of Washington
Press, 2008.

By Robert L. Clark and Ying Yang

How do cultures sustain relationships with
places? In Being and Place among the Tlingit,
Thomas Thornton elegantly presents the case that
culture, identity, and place are deeply inter-
twined; that groups define and structure them-
selves in relation to geographical places. Early in
the book, Thorton’s Tlingit consultant responds to
the author’s inquiry about Sitkoh Bay, an impor-
tant subsistence site: “You have to understand.
There’s a history about that place. We’ve got
stories on it.” Building upon this foundational
statement, the book underscores how Tlingits
define geography through generations of shared
history; how their memories of place and percep-
tions of family, space, and order underline a
shared history of subsistence. For the Tlingit, and
native peoples more generally, “place is not only
a cultural system but the cultural system on
which all key cultural structures are built”
(Thornton 2008:4). Of particular importance to the
book’s emphasis on the primacy of place are the
differing means by which Tlingits and the US
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government remember history, and the role of
language in maintaining knowledge of the stories
that define the group’s identity. For the Tlingits,
the universe is animistically self-aware, filled
with human and nonhuman life forms compris-
ing its moralizing consciousness, while culture is
an interpretive, semiotic apprehension of the
environment that transcends mere survival.

Thornton defines place as “a framed space that
is meaningful to a person or group over time,”
further subdividing it into space, time, and expe-
rience. These aspects are mutually supportive,
linking culture and geography to the knowledge
that sustains people. In calling for broader atten-
tion to the topic of place within anthropology,
Thornton comprehensively describes the geneal-
ogy of the term within a Euro-American philo-
sophical context. Tracing the notion of place to
Plato, the author grounds the concept in phi-
losophy, history, and other fields, addressing
connections among space, power/knowledge,
globalization, and modernity. At root, place is a
conceptual adjutant to culture rather than solely a
concrete reality, a role that differs from traditional
understandings of places as locations for per-
forming actions and creating meaning. In-
stead, the author suggests, place is tied to cultural
artifacts that derive meaning from it; separation
of culture from its places results in irrelevance (of
stories, rituals, and knowledge) and, thence, to
forgetting. Conversely, connections to places —
as the settings for stories, for production, as
landmarks — secure Tlingit senses of self.

Central to Thornton’s argument are the differ-
ent ways of charting places. On maps, Euro-
peans and white Americans have traditionally
portrayed unbroken expanses punctuated by
topographical features named for prominent
politicians, wealthy benefactors, and explorers.
Tlingit, and perhaps hunter-gatherers as a whole,
view topography as chains of resources, naviga-
tional aids, and points of interest; the names indi-
cate the ways in which human beings relate to the
landscape through generations. In oral traditions,
place names are woven into larger tapestries of
culture, situating people within history and their

connections to the land. Yet due to changing sub-
sistence patterns and the passing of older genera-
tions, Tlingits have lost knowledge of many place
names, a trend both symptomatic of and contrib-
uting to cultural dislocation. The almost total loss
of the Tlingit language, accelerated in the past by
Indian schools and missionaries, was particularly
destructive to Tlingit culture, damaging geo-
graphical, subsistence, and ritual knowledge.
Thornton (2008) estimates that half of Tlingit top-
onymic knowledge has been lost. Because fewer
than 500 Tlingits are currently fluent in the lan-
guage, this trend is likely to continue (p. 73).

Despite these losses, the Tlingits strive to
maintain their ties to the land. The book suggests
that Tlingits “culturalize space and spatialize
culture” through four mechanisms that focus and
vitalize their relationships with place. Social
organization, language, material production, and
ritual processes establish human relationships
with the environment by defining connections
among people, land, and place. Social changes
wrought by colonialism, such as the Russian fur
trade of the early 1800s, the commencement of
American occupation in 1867, and the Alaska
Native Claims Settlement Act of 1971, have
transformed Tlingit relationships to the land as
well as their means of subsistence. As economic
and political pressures have reshaped Tlingit
livelihoods and mappings of land and places,
these factors have in turn altered kin structures
and patterns of land usage.

Chapter 3 was of great interest, highlighting
the interrelationships among toponyms, stories,
natural phenomena, and subsistence. By illustrat-
ing the ways in which Tlingit and Euro-American
naming systems reflect distinctive ways of relat-
ing to the land, it underlines how cultures expe-
rience landscapes differently. Place names, the
book suggests, are conceived under specific
natural and social circumstances, which are in
turn mediated by culture. For example, whereas
nonnatives have tended to name features such as
mountains and glaciers, the maritime Tlingits
focus on inlets, streams, bays, and settlement
sites. Tlingits likewise place great import upon
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so-called ensemblages, kin-like constellations of
geographic features. Thornton (2008) suggests
that for them, toponyms are metonymical, “invo-
king shared historical experiences and legends
and grounding them in a material reality of the
continuous present” (p. 101). These historically
constituted relationships bind the group to the
land they inhabit, bringing the past into the
present for the edification of younger generations.
Clan histories further underscore the connections
between group and land, foregrounding the
mutual dependence of place, ownership, and
identity (Thornton 2008:105).

Through an anecdote describing the cultural
misunderstandings surrounding the naming of a
middle school in Juneau (Dzántik’i Héeni, Floun-
der at the Base of the Creek), Thornton persua-
sively argues that place names define a cognitive
terrain built upon generations of experience. The
author’s retelling of the story of the Salmon Boy,
in which a child disrespectful of the fish is trans-
formed into one of them and lives for a time
in their undersea village, reinforces this point
by illustrating how myth both concretely and
metaphorically describes places and natural
phenomena. Such stories describe both things
(geographical features) and natural processes
(salmon spawning cycles, glacial advances, and
retreats) in ways that would be most effective
with audiences who know something about the
locales and phenomena described. For example,
part of this story asks listeners to envision herring
and salmon comically hurling insults at each
other. The exchange provides both a humorous
sideshow to the story and an accurate description
of the life cycles of the two fish. Thornton
(2008) points out that the myth contains detailed
accounts of resource usage and topography,
representing both knowledge of the land and
means of facilitating subsistence (pp. 69–70).
Together with Tlingit concepts of shagóon (his-
tory/destiny) and at.óow (ownership and obliga-
tion), the retelling of these stories by elders
possessing knowledge of the setting facilitates
Tlingit ways of apprehending and interpreting
the world, while simultaneously asserting collec-

tive stewardship of the land and its resources. As
the author has it, acts of naming make Tlingits feel
that they belong to the country.

Key to this sense of belonging is an understand-
ing of the symbols of place, which both represent
and attach one to a location from which one is
absent. The Tlingit concept of at.óow, or “owned
things,” describes sacred possessions (comprised
a name, story, sign, and design) that also embody
place. The most sacred at.óow is clan crests:
obtained in the mythical past; they also determine
the future. Similar in some ways to European
coats-of-arms, they bind people to specific
locations, from which they derive their names,
characteristics, and identity. Simultaneously ref-
erential to the past and the future (shagóon), the
crests tell the story of the clan’s origins and
destiny. Indexing the group’s relationship to the
land in both present and mythical space/time,
they draw together and animate the structures
that create Tlingit ideas of space.

By stressing place and place names as pri-
mary categories of importance through which
contemporary Tlingits mediate self-identity, and
privileging native concepts of space over the
taken-for-granted modes of western thought that
have dominated the Alaskan landscape for the
past century and a half, Thornton’s work builds
upon the current trend of Tlingit corporate self-
publication and reinvention of culture through
pan-regional events such as the well-known
Celebration 2000 (Sealaska Heritage Foundation
2000), efforts at place name reclamation among
Alaska natives in a larger sense in the middle of
western cultural hegemony and the geography
altering forces of climate change (Fienup-Riordan,
lecture at The National Endowment for the
Humanities (NEH) Fellowship 2010), and nation-
ally on the level of Native American trends toward
social and economic empowerment; for example,
the recent casino movement with consequently
large cash influxes to Connecticut Pequots, and the
1989 recognition by the US Congress of Iroquois
influences on the Constitution. Although con-
sciously responding to the existing literature
of North America natives, Thornton’s work also
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adds to our understanding of Native Alaskan
conceptions of place as historical constructs coex-
isting in uneasy confluence with the governmental
assignations and personality-centric naming con-
ventions of the recently dominant Euro-American
mold. Being and Place among the Tlingit is not, there-
fore, merely an interjection of Tlingit subjectivities
into Aristotelian notions of place and being,
but itself builds upon recent trends in scholarship
connecting history to the present.

Although he consciously positions the work
specifically in relationship to the genealogy and
philosophy of place and landscape within sociol-
ogy (e.g., Walter 1988), psychology (e.g., Altman
and Low 1992), and anthropology (e.g., Field and
Basso 1996), as well as more fluid interventions
of post-modernist thinkers (e.g., Appadurai
1996), Thornton also responds, purposefully or
not, to a triad of local, regional, and national
trends among Native Americans and perhaps to
hitherto marginalized ethnic populations as a
whole. The relatively recent attempts by native
tribes and corporations to have repatriated a
variety of cultural artifacts and human remains
under Native American Graves Protection and
Repatriation Act (NAGPRA) (i.e., Qin, Wen-Jie:
Return of a Totem Pole 2006); and the grow-
ing momentum of a tribal museum movement
espousing a different perspective from similar
Euro-American institutions are phenomena at
the vanguards of these movements (e.g., Clifford
1997; Saunders 1997).

The last half-century has seen magnanimous
changes that occur to Northwest Coast studies,
beginning perhaps with the pioneering work of
de Laguna (1960, 1972) — a move away from the
ethnographic present toward greater account of
the public, hidden (and perhaps haunted) tran-
scripts of history. Anthropologists have also
continued to work in the classical, ethnographic
sense, documenting the daily lives of communi-
ties and the upkeep of cultural identity in the
middle of pressures resulting from globalization,
tourism, and legal tradition (e.g., Bierwert 1999;
Dombrowski 2001; Miller 2001). Likewise, recent
years have witnessed growth in the trend of

native peoples toward expressing their own
voices (among Tlingits, see, e.g., Dauenhauer and
Dauenhauer 1994, 1995, 1998). In the Northwest,
other works have broadly documented the
history of white–Indian relations in maritime
environments (Fisher 1992), and a series of more
narrowly focused phenomena, such as mission-
ization (Bolt 1988; Harkin 1993, 1996; Kan 1996,
1999), government suppression of native rituals
such as the potlatch (Cole and Chaikin 1990), and
slavery (Donald 1997).

If one criticism is to be leveled, it is that Thorn-
ton could have more explicitly addressed the
complex and sometimes-controversial role of
native corporations in interpreting and furthering
native interests. Native corporations, created by
the Alaska Native Claims Settlement Act of 1971,
administer the claims created by the act by allo-
cating shares to Alaska Natives. One possibility
could be that the corporations damage, native
connections to place, replacing traditional values
with business-driven corporate ones. Commodi-
fication of the land is contentious in native com-
munities, especially when corporations control
land not traditionally under the jurisdiction of the
groups that administrate it, or utilize manage-
ment practices that degrade the environment,
such as clear-cutting. Yet the corporations also
invest in research, language and heritage pro-
grams, community jobs, and the revitalization of
culture. Further analysis might elicit how these
revitalization movements interface with top-
onymical reconstruction of Tlingit names. Once
documented, how will this knowledge be used?
How does the reclaiming of toponyms fit into
other aspects of Tlingit cultural revitalization,
such as repatriation (e.g., the Harvard’s Peabody
Museum’s 2002 repatriation of a Tlingit at.óow,
a Cape Fox totem pole)?

Conclusion

Just as anthropologists no longer focus on
documenting kinship terms or rites of passage
in an unchanging ethnographic present, the
relationship of fieldworkers to their fields in the
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early 21st century has also changed. Broadly
speaking, over the past half-century, anthropol-
ogy has become less concerned with capturing
the essence of a people in a kind of cultural
cookbook (a legacy of salvage anthropology and
cultural colonialism), through the strict lens
of a particular model of culture (e.g. evolutio-
nism, structural-functionalism, cultural ecology),
and instead has trended toward approaching
more narrowly focused phenomena within spe-
cific genres of cultural critique such as post-
modernism, feminism, and specific modes of
engaging the field such as reflexivity and activist
anthropology.

In the framework of the Northwest Coast, we
have correspondingly become less concerned
with cultural groups such as “The Tlingit” as a
monolithic entity analogous to James Fenimore
Cooper’s oft-critiqued “One Giant Indian,” and
more focused upon understanding the diachro-
nic historical processes that have shaped, and
continue to modify, cultural forms through
the present moment. At the same time, the
foregrounding and legitimization of reflexive
perspectives have broadened anthropological
accounts to both include the ethnographer as
part of the field site and to bring to account the
relationship between ethnographer and the com-
munity being studied (see, e.g., Kan 2001).
Coastal southeast Alaska and British Columbia,
as anthropological places of interest, have been
privy to powerful historical events and forces
that have altered the cultural-geographic “land-
scape”: the Alaska Native Claims Settlement Act
of 1971 and the Supreme Court of Canada’s 1997
Delgamuukw decision of 1997 being two of the
most influential.

Being and Place among the Tlingit is an important
and solidly presented ethnography that responds
to these trends by highlighting the ways in which
the Tlingit, historically and in the present, define
themselves through place. It addresses how exter-
nal pressures affect the meaning of ritual, story,
and language, as these artifacts of culture de-
couple from the places they describe. As a result of
this process of forgetting, people lose their

connections to land and heritage. Yet all is not lost.
Thornton closes the book with several case studies
wherein Tlingit actors reappropriate lands from
which they had become estranged; places for-
merly seized by commercial interests or the state.
Throughout, he has suggested that native prac-
tices of land stewardship commingle self, commu-
nity, land, and environment. In addressing the
dynamic interplay of these variables, Thornton
has portrayed a uniquely Tlingit way of engaging
with the landscape as a nexus of life itself.
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Book Review
Landscapes of Youth
• Elsa Davidson. The Burdens of Aspiration:

Schools, Youth, and Success in the Divided
Social Worlds of Silicon Valley. New York and
London: New York University Press, 2011.

• Annette Lareau. Unequal Childhoods: Class,
Race, and Family Life, Second Edition with an
Update a Decade Later. Berkeley, LA, London:
University of California Press, 2011.

By Pamela Godde

In an era of intensifying globalization of labor
and capital, of increasing economic insecurity,
and of a concern over the competition of youth to
perform well in schools, in the community, and in
their future workplaces, Elsa Davidson’s The
Burdens of Aspiration and Annette Lareau’s second
edition of Unequal Childhoods are as timely as they
are insightful. Conducting her work among stu-
dents in two high schools (one of which she is a
former student), corporate employees, middle-
class residents, and other individuals in Silicon
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Valley at the end of the tech-boom era, Davidson
navigates the social landscape of youth, exploring
the lives of teens growing up of in a technology-
driven and self start-up, success-oriented culture.
Lareau’s updated Unequal Childhood parallels
Davidson’s discussion of inequality and its effects
in adulthood — from unequal high schools to
unequal networks, work, and resources. Both
scholarly works emphasize the polarization that
prevails in American neighborhoods and schools
and tightly link class to aspirations of, and choices
for, work in adulthood.

Echoing Pierre Bourdieu’s (1984, 1993) work on
class identification, taste, and capital and Michèle
Lamont’s study of social “boundary work”
(Lamont 1992; Lamont and Molnár 2002), both
The Burdens of Aspiration and Unequal Childhoods
have strong theoretical implications regarding
class reproduction, social boundary making, and
growing up in the United States in the 21st
century. At the same time, while both books are
based primarily on the argument that class plays
a key role in shaping aspirations and future
prospects, they intersect the literature on youth,
race, ethnicity, and education (e.g., Christerson
et al. 2010; Conchas 2006; Lewis 2003). For both
authors, while race matters and contributes to
how youth conceptualize their position in society,
class standing matters more.

The Burdens of Aspiration

Against a backdrop of the politics of class — in
which the politics of race, ethnicity, and gender
are intimately bound — and through the depic-
tion of the disparate educational contexts of lower
and working-class Morton High and middle-class
Sanders High, Davidson accurately reflects the
worlds that youths face today — not only in
Silicon Valley but also across the United States —
and the burdens of aspiring to varying definitions
of responsible citizenship. How students come to
make the choices they do is never a straightfor-
ward process, but it is influenced and shaped by
intensifying globalization of tech workers;
regional, national, and global discourses of at-risk

youth; a neoliberal market economy; and corre-
sponding policy making. Davidson approaches
her analysis through a contrast of the idealized
representation of citizenship as shaped by the
high-tech corporations of Silicon Valley, with the
political, racial, and economic realities of every-
day life in her portrayal of processes of self-
perception and aspiration formation. Aspirations
to match real worlds with idealized worlds pose a
burden to youth and are marred by realities of
social exclusion, social belonging, and privilege.

The Burdens of Aspiration examines how stu-
dents strive to attain various forms of social, cul-
tural, and economic capital to best position
themselves for what may ultimately be a tenuous
future. Students draw social boundaries, learn to
identify themselves in a particular frame (e.g., as
“at risk” or as “brilliant”), and make choices and
set goals accordingly. For example, Armando, the
working-class Latino of Morton’s Biotechnologi-
cal Academy who “manages his aspirations” and
his at-risk status by choosing a career based on
giving back to the community (enlisting in the
Marine Corps) rather than pursuing a career with
a major biotech company, contrasts with
Katherine, the middle-class white student of
Sanders High who negotiates opposing values of
self-knowledge and cultivation versus personal
materialism to eventually market herself as a
“strategic cosmopolitan.” That schools are a great
equalizer in U.S. society is challenged through an
exploration of resources, narratives (ranging from
“at risk” to “digital divide” to “brilliance” to “the
Hewlett Packard (HP) way”), and environment
(an open-campus versus a closed-campus) made
available to students and parents alike in dispar-
ate parts of the Valley. Despite differences,
Armando and Katherine share a common “fear of
slipping”—whether into a status of “at risk” or
into a lower socio-economic class — and they
share the burdens of aspiration, which includes
the burden of responsibility for one’s social and
economic security.

At the same time, Davidson’s work is more
than an ethnography on the variations of tastes,
values, fears, and aspirations that youth espouse.
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It is also a historical overview of the Valley’s high-
tech boom and bust, with an emphasis on corpo-
rate interface with (and reinvention of) local
schools (through such programs as Challenge
2000), as well as an important work that bridges
the relation between changing school environ-
ments and the ever-growing hierarchical global
labor market that demands a flexible but self-
responsible citizenry. Davidson argues that
both types of schools — those of Morton and
Sanders — do more than reproduce class stand-
ing; they contribute to producing the types of
flexible citizen-subjects required by a neoliberal
economy. The role that local high-tech corpora-
tions (e.g., Agilent and Hewlett–Packard) and
global market forces play in both enlarging or
bridging the gap in social inequality through defi-
nitions of success and the ideal citizen sparks
Davidson to raise a variety of questions, includ-
ing the role of private funding in the public sector;
the concomitant responsibility of social reproduc-
tion on processes of citizenship formation; and
agency in setting aspirations and choices. Yet,
while Davidson hints at a hegemonic force at
play, she is careful to show that students have
choices, even if made ambiguous by the influ-
ences of school environments, family values,
neighborhoods, and past experiences.

The subject breadth of The Burdens of Aspiration
is indeed wide, and Davidson ensures not to sac-
rifice the complexity of the subject. Yet, while
such breadth is a strength, it compromises the
depth of Davidson’s ethnographic work with the
students of Morton and Sanders High Schools.
With a focus on the high-tech landscape in the
broader context of a neoliberal order in chapters
3, 4, and 5, Davidson diverts attention away from
the individuals who comprise the heart of her
ethnography in chapters 2 and 3. With a little
more than a third of the book devoted to the nar-
ratives and self-perceptions of high school stu-
dents, The Burdens of Aspiration is as much about
the world of Silicon Valley during the boom and
bust eras of the technological industry as it is
about the Armandos and Katherines who people
this world.

Unequal Childhoods

Ten years after the original study that under-
girded Unequal Childhoods, Lareau returns to her
informants to discern how patterns of childrear-
ing may have influenced pathways and to what
extent class continues to matter beyond child-
hood. In her second edition of Unequal Childhoods,
Lareau advances her objective of “making invis-
ible inequality more visible” (p. 265) and reaffirms
that social class is an important determinant — at
times more important than either race or gen-
der — of educational and work outcomes.

The first edition of Unequal Childhoods takes
the reader into the world of 12 children of three
social classes and two races where parents adopt
varying patterns of childrearing. Childrearing
practices of white and black middle-class par-
ents — who engage in “concerted cultivation,”
filling their children’s lives with an endless stream
of activities designed for enrichment and actively
fostering their children’s talents — is contrasted
with childrearing practices of white and black
working-class and poor parents — who abide by a
“logic” of natural growth, allowing their children
to grow without the constraints of a regimented
schedule. While all families share certain practices
(e.g., all families have rituals that provide children
with a sense of family membership), the content of
such practices varies according to class, and this
variance, as we see in the second edition’s update,
contributes to the outcome of educational and
career choices. Furthermore, aspects of concerted
cultivation that middle-class parents engage con-
tinue through the high school, college, and even
work experience of their children, proving valu-
able resources in achievement.

The strength of Lareau’s update to her Unequal
Childhoods is, like the main material of the book,
the depth of personal information of each of her
subjects as well as the longitudinal nature of the
research. We are provided a window onto the
lives of Melanie Handlon and Alexander Williams
a decade later, after they have completed high
school — or not — and are making their way in
the world. The strength is also on Lareau’s own

29



brave reflection on the nature of fieldwork, includ-
ing the limits of longitudinal work, and, uniquely,
on the candid reactions and feelings of her infor-
mants toward the book and the way they are
represented. Her comments on what might be per-
ceived as a weakness in the research — namely
sample size and how to accurately measure social
class — as well as her addressing issues of recruit-
ment, ethics, and questions of intervention meth-
odologically position her work and remind the
reader of the very real nature of fieldwork.

Lareau’s in-depth ethnographic work on the
intimate everyday world of family practices in
childrearing provides a complementary study
to Davidson’s work, which, while perhaps
lacking ethnographic depth, contributes theoreti-
cal breadth and addresses the very questions that
Lareau raises of broader social influences (e.g., the
globalization of the U.S. labor force) on youth and
class reproduction. Where Lareau’s work details
how youth come to have the values they do,
Davidson’s work explains how youth perceive
themselves vis-à-vis such values. Similarly, by
conducting ethnographic research in Morton’s
Biotechnological Academy, Davidson addresses
Lareau’s questions about the effects of different
access to educational resources in determining
career outcomes. Her findings support Lareau’s
argument that institutions “prioritize and reward
particular cultural traits” and, therefore, certain
class standing (p. 265). Even where Davidson’s
and Lareau’s books have subtle differences in
perspectives on common themes (e.g., Davidson’s
finding that middle-class youth have an aware-

ness of working-class lifestyles contrasts with
Lareau’s argument that middle-class youth ha-
ving little or no awareness of life in other, differ-
ently advantaged nearby neighborhoods), such
differences only prove theoretical fodder for
future work on class and youth.
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