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Abstract

Anthropologists have long relied on powerful concepts operant in the societies where

they have carried out fieldwork to unlock the meanings of various, even seemingly dis-

parate, practices and experiences, and which, in virtue of their sharing a name, are given

coherence by ethnographic and ethnological texts. In this essay, we examine how anthro-

pological icons like hau, mana, and the shaman, are created, and suggest that there might

be fragments encountered during fieldwork that do not, in themselves, necessarily add up

to a coherent whole, but which are fit into stories of these kinds because of the pressure

of narrativity within conventional notions of anthropological theory. To illustrate this

argument, we draw in particular on Malinowski’s stories of the baloma, Trobriander

spirits of the dead, reading his well-known fieldwork diaries alongside his published

account, in order to show how life is always stitched across multiple registers of story-

telling, some of which take the form of narrative and others that do not. Attending to the

space between these modalities, or to their crossings, a different picture of theory begins

to emerge, and which hews a bit closer to our ordinary experience of social life.
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Anthropologists have long relied on powerful concepts operant in the societies
where they have carried out fieldwork to unlock the meanings of various, even
seemingly disparate, practices and experiences, and which, in virtue of their sharing
a name, are given a coherence by ethnographic and ethnological texts.
Nevertheless, as every fieldworker knows, one never encounters the fullness of
such phenomena all at once and in toto – mana, hau, potlach or benge, stories
like bird-nester or barge myths, or figures like the Nummo twins, are met in frag-
ments, and which the anthropologist often attempts to piece together after the fact,
having gathered up a sufficient archive of experiences. Few of these efforts are as
well-known as Bronislaw Malinowski’s description of the Trobriander spirit of the
dead, the baloma. In this essay, we want to ask how a kind of anthropological icon
like the baloma is created, and suggest that there might be fragments that do not,
in themselves, necessarily add up to a coherent whole, but which are fit into stories
of these kinds because of the pressure of narrativity within conventional notions of
anthropological theory. Malinowski’s diaries, for example, attest to the disjointed
nature of his experience of the world of the baloma, and particularly to the ways in
which it gathers unexpected intensity for him in moments of his life that are ulti-
mately excised from the narrative essay he produces. We will argue that life is
always stitched across multiple registers of storytelling, some of which take the
form of narrative and others that do not. But in attending to the space between
these modalities, or to their crossings, a different picture of theory begins to
emerge, and which hews a bit closer to our ordinary experience of social life.

In the past, where anthropologists have talked about storytelling, it has tended
to be in two ways: 1) to describe particular practices or strategies of performative
speech encountered in societies around the world, and 2) in relation to their own
work of reading and writing culture from a space “between” contested codes or
systems of representations. The two have shared, moreover, a relatively stable
constellation1 of concepts – narrative, memory, cultural form – the configuration
or relations among which have been more or less ossified in anthropologi-
cal theory.

In the first case, ethnographers have long been drawn to those interlocutors
whom they have received, or who have fashioned themselves as particularly pro-
digious, or insightful, or reliable storytellers – not least because it had been
assumed that these key informants are those who have given us most ready
access to a repertoire of cultural motifs, symbols, and myths upon which a given
grammar of storytelling relies.2 Storytelling has thus often been tied to the capacity
for both personal and cultural memory. One thinks perhaps of Sidney Mintz’s
reliance on Don Taso’s talent for narrating so cogently and creatively his own
life story, in addition to his intimacy with the ethnographer. Or of Edmund
Leach’s work in Burma, where storytelling among the Kachin operates in a myth-
ological register, rather than as (poorly) disclosed historical memory, and whereby
it serves to “validate the status of the individual who tells the story,” or more
commonly, who hired the professional storyteller, thereby expressing a “system of
ideas” (1964: 265–266, 268).
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Ethnographic fieldwork itself has often been structured by the form of the
relationship between storytelling and memory particular to a given context.
Vincent Crapanzano (2004: 43–45), for example, relays his disappointment at
the sense that the Moroccan landscape where he had been carrying out fieldwork
was not attached to stories as was Navajo land, despite Moroccan society’s love for
storytelling. Among his Navajo friends, the land itself served as a mnemonic for
caches of cultural knowledge and would be activated through an encounter, and so
moving across the land “activated” narrative performances of various kinds.
By contrast, in Morocco, the landscape was dotted by the sanctuaries of saints,
and which, despite their capacity to orient one in space, bore no stories.
These markers silently “conjure the passage of time as ruination,” through an
emblematic language (See also Pandolfo, 1997) – a dead memory opposed to
Navajo vital memory.

The second case, that of the anthropologist as storyteller, has been likewise a
central feature of much contemporary ethnographic theory. In the wake of the
so-called negative hermeneutics, anthropologists, especially in the United States,
are often wont to describe their own analytic work through appeal to a “reflexive”
mode of storytelling. Ethnographies are “fictions,” Geertz reminds us, in the sense
of having been fashioned through a symbolic exchange of interpretation.
The Writing Culture moment, in turn, responded by locating this act of creation
in moments of contestation between systems of representation in the field.
The figuration of the anthropologist as storyteller is perhaps most forcibly
defended by Michael Taussig (1989:18) for whom the ethnographic story, through
an act of “collation of meaning and power,” might reclaim the promise of a mod-
ernist text of “the modern and the mundane . . . irregularly challenging the invio-
lability of the referent.” Following from his reading of Benjamin, Taussig (1980)
understands experience “in the strict sense,” defined by its situation between indi-
vidual and collective, voluntary and involuntary forms of memory amalgamated
by rituals, as having been severed from modernity. The pact with the devil, there-
fore, is the “mnemonic of the evisceration of memory,” (Taussig, 2006: 71) leading
to a situation in which stories of terror are promulgated along chains of story-
tellers, one generation replacing the next.

Such is the world of violence and memory, bound necessarily to fiction. Recognition

of this state of affairs, however, leads not only to a sobering pessimism, but to the

sliver of a possibility that maybe, just maybe, the tension of this interval between your

displacing story and the next story that will displace it can create a force field in which

the violence can be transmuted into healing (2010 [1980], xiii).

Taussig (2012) describes the storyteller elsewhere, as Benjamin had earlier done, as
the “artisan” of experience, the sort who might return from abroad to their natal
village carrying with them experiences of elsewhere, made to be legible to a new
audience, not as it had been experienced originally, but refashioned into an art-
work. But who, Taussig asks, is telling stories anymore, especially stories about
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stories? Stories, if they are still to be told, must at once demystify and re-enchant he

suggests, like a trick, they must be a perfect mimesis of nature, and are often

accompanied by humor, or what earlier writers might have defined as appeal to

wit or parody. This strange merger of apparently contradictory elements thus

effected an immanent criticism. Stories can be flux, they can muddy, “what is

object, what is a subject”; he insinuates, by comparison to shamanic conjuring,

and to animism more broadly, that they might be given to the inversion of insides

and outsides, to rapidly disappearing and appearing figures. Without the critical

tension of the parodic, however, such montages might lapse into mere postmodern

pastiche (Jameson, 1991); that is to say, the sense that, in virtue of mere juxtapo-

sition, or play in form, we somehow better transcend the distance to an otherwise

stable, or as Taussig says, inviolable, referent.3 This has been a claim advanced by

some advocates of “literary anthropology” whose interest is nominally in the more

felicitous evocation of lived experience, and yet whose collages are imagined as

giving more agency to the world, even as they self-consciously craft themselves in

the mode of writers prior to the writing. This is a very different quality of the

writerly existence than the one described most insightfully by James Baldwin, as

the terrible thing about life as a writer – that one discovers themselves to be a

writer only after the fact.4

What these various conceptions and attitudes toward anthropology’s involve-

ment with storytelling share is a conviction about the importance of narrative.

However, T.H. Eriksen has argued that “in contemporary anthropology, pleas for

narrative have almost become a cliché . . . but we rarely get on with actually telling

stories” (Eriksen, 2006: 36). But while Eriksen’s exhaustion with programmatic

calls for more narrativity might be well founded, as might be his objections to the

kinds of stories anthropologists tell, it seems nevertheless the case that much

anthropological work is done in the self-conscious mode of storytelling as con-

struction of narrative. We acknowledge the importance of efforts to more fully

theorize this constellation of concepts – viz. narrative, memory, the gap between

the time of telling and the time of the event or story and discourse, as well as the

movement between the personal and the collective. “Stories,” Kirin Narayan

writes, speaking of Renato Rosaldo, are “inherently analytic . . . and in the

sequence of reasoning, analysis has narrative form” (Narayan, 2012: 8). This is

also true for Michael Jackson’s powerfully argued case for a return to Hannah

Arendt’s notion that storytelling creates an inter-experiential space of play between

multiple and multiply-contested private and public interests, “between microcosm

and macrocosm . . . the visible and the invisible, the familiar and the foreign, and

the living and the dead” (2002: 12). “To reconstitute events in a story,” he con-

tinues further on, “is no longer to live those events in passivity, but to actively

rework them” (2002: 15). This shifts, Jackson suggests, the nature of experience by

transforming reality in response to existential imperatives. Stories give us

“purchase” on events, not by producing a new and fixed meaning, but in the act

of meaning-making itself.
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But Jackson’s notion of the narrative reworking of stories also subtly clues us
into the fact that experience is produced as story in myriad ways, and that some-
thing is done in and through experience, and not merely added to it, as if a mere
adornment. This may take the form of narrative, in which very particular political
stakes are expressed, but it also may not. The movement between registers of
storytelling in this way takes on considerable analytic weight. This is a sense one
might recognize in Jackson as intuitively taken up from Jack Goody’s work on The
Myth of the Bagre, and which relied on extensive fieldwork among the LoDaaga to
produce a singular work of oral literature.5 As Goody frequently expressed, often
under the guise of a critique of Lévi-Strauss’s data, ethnographers quickly learn
that myths, like stories generally, are often told in fragments and manifest consid-
erable variety across tellings, even when told by the same performer. Goody and
Lévi-Strauss would agree, of course, that the distillation of this plurality into a
sedimented Ur-myth, or a repository of doctrinal mythology, would be to remove
from mythic thought what distinguishes it, i.e., from the artwork, or literature, as
Lévi-Strauss himself later indicates. According to Goody, Lévi-Strauss had
imposed on oral cultures assumptions based on literate societies by assigning
single versions of a myth to a group. But by the same token, one might ask whether
we are not often too quick to assume an identity between the oral performance and
the mythic itself, insofar as the latter refers, Goody and Lévi-Strauss both suggest,
to something that can only be seen across variations. Thus, the arresting of the
movement that is proper to mythic thought through its instantiation in, say, an
oral poem, makes it into something else, even if it continues to partake of shared
qualities or set of elements. This also seems to suggest then that the narrative
reworking of a story always makes it into something new, and that each iteration
of this reworking allows for a uniquely instantiated relationship with the larger
cultural milieu to emerge. If this is the case, what is at stake in that difference, and
what might attending to such distinctions make available to anthropologi-
cal theory?

Stories in another mode

Before we turn to Malinowski’s stories of the baloma, it is worth making a further
point about the stakes of this rethinking of the narrativity of theory. In part, the
argument of this essay is that there are many possible configurations of the con-
stellation of concepts attached to stories available within anthropology, and that
clarifying them might help us to hold different aspects of ethnographic experience
together. In each of the above cases, and indeed in most instances in which story-
telling has been addressed within anthropological theory, there has been an
assumptive correspondence between particular binary terms, most recurrently,
between memory and a body of cultural forms (what we might call an aesthetic
grammar), and between narrative and the plot of the story. But there is nothing, it
seems to us, inherent in the nature of storytelling that seems to require this
arrangement. Roma Chatterji (2012) makes this point with respect to folk artistic
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and narrative traditions of West Bengal and Madhya Pradesh. Rather than imag-
ine folk stories as “timeless,” Chatterji suggests that storytelling in folk grammars
responds to contemporary events through the generation of new forms. But this
ought not to be read, thereby, as a kind of cultural rupture. It is in the nature of the
aesthetic tradition that one need not find a continuity, for instance, in the organi-
zation of elements, or even in the elements themselves. Instead, they are
“constituted through networks of encounter and exchange” (See Das, 2012), in
what Chatterji calls a “vernacular in the contemporary.” A narrative universe is
thus constituted through the encounter of overlapping forces – an aesthetic gram-
mar of tradition, the creative work of individual artists, the pressures of institu-
tionalized art-worlds. Chatterji tracks, for example, the uptake of the attacks on
the World Trade Center among Chitrakar painters, who draw on Kartik mythic
imagery6 and pictorial language to incorporate the new knowledge and figures
circulating through various media. Of course, not all such experimentations suc-
ceed, or are made durable. But their proliferation nevertheless shows that neither
the experiential material of stories, nor their forms or contexts can be taken
for granted.

We are indebted, moreover, in our approach to this issue to a subtle point that
Veena Das (2015) has raised in her recent ethnography among the urban poor in
Delhi. Writing on the various kinds of stories of illness one encounters in the field,
Das describes an orientation to plot very different from the one commonly
deployed in fiction writing, with its “narrative coherence, or delineation of char-
acters”; that is, as a “series of events consisting of an outline of the action of a
narrative” (2015: 25). She opposes this sense to the ways stories “could change
shape, be picked up or [be] discarded . . . the very strangeness of the world for the
poor and the sheer force of contingency produced constant shifts in delineation of
character and plot.” Plot then is reconfigured here as carrying the sense of
“ground,” as “the soil on which the story grows” (Das, 2015: 25). It is worth
giving an example in some detail. Das details the experiences of a man she calls
Billu, who, owing to a series of medical contingencies and a penchant for buying
commodities he could not afford, finds himself recurrently having accumulated
massive debt. Das first narrates a story in which Billu’s brother, Ramvilas,
becomes sick with a kidney infection and needs serious medical attention. Billu
takes on the exorbitant costs of care in a private hospital for his brother after
Ramvilas’ employer who was initially very helpful can no longer sustain the fees
for dialysis, until ultimately Ramvilas dies before he can receive the transplant that
has been promised.7 Das first tells the story in a straightforward manner, with its
clear plot lines and with delineated characters that she strings together after the
fact as narrative, and which seem to reflect a plain enactment of kinship obligation.

The story, she goes on to say though, was not presented to her in this way.
Different parts had bubbled up in disconnected fragments. Billu tells Das, in one
instance, that his father had died when he was a small child and so he came to the
city to work for his brother, feeling a great closeness to him and simultaneously
experiencing a sense of having been abandoned by his mother. Subsequently, as an
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adult, he would hide his finances from her many a time to avoid the pull of kinship
obligations toward her. Within these fraught relations, Ramvilas was the major
anchor for Billu, and his death was both a source of great sadness and relief (from
the pressures of mounting debt he felt obligated to maintain). At other times, the
mention of Ramvilas, however, would occasion a retelling of a story that enraged
Billu, in which the older brother had connived with their mother to arrange a
marriage for Billu to a much older woman, out of greed for the dowry she
would bring. The older woman ultimately left Billu, saying he was “not a man”
implying he was not yet capable of sexual relations. A subsequent marriage to
another woman that he had himself arranged also left him in debt when the bride’s
parents reneged on the expenses for the bridal meal. The first son born of the
couple later died. At that point, Billu is visited in his dreams by the goddess of
the village who is angry that he has forgotten his home, and whom he placates in a
variety of ways, until she ultimately allows his wife to become pregnant with a
second child. At that time, Ramvilas gets sick, and then unbeknownst to Das,
Billu’s wife becomes pregnant again. Because Billu is busy with Ramvilas, he is
unable to help his wife secure adequate medical care, and the newborn soon dies of
an infection. Billu is then visited in his dreams by his brother who says that it was
he who had reincarnated himself as the child, but had chosen not to make a life
with the family because of the ambiguous love Billu had shown him.

If many anthropologists have called attention to the work of their own hand in
the fictioning of a narrative form, and its possible disjuncture with the emergence
of stories in the course of everyday life, Das draws us into the space between the
two forms of a storytelling, in order to convey how differently existential stakes are
configured. In a reflection on Das’s ethnography, Richard Rechtman (2017) draws
an important distinction between what he calls the ethnographically fictional con-
struction of a chronological narrative, and its attendant “subjectivitzation of expe-
rience,” and the “subjective experience” of suffering that resists absorption into
such a narrative. Neither the categories of psychiatry, nor local ways of talking
about pain suffice. The narrative, he argues, is used to render fragments of expe-
rience intelligible to those outside the subjective experience (ergo, as testimony) – a
trope at once familiar to ethnographic theory and yet radically reinterpreted for its
attention to the ways in which our stories are distinct from experience itself.
If pragmatism’s legacy in anthropological theory has been to make experience
into an operant term, further theorizing would be required to show, as
Rechtman argues, how a subject of an experience – or an apperceptive unity – is
constructed and cannot therefore be taken for granted as extant prior to the ref-
erence; that is, as an inherently existent referent, the distance to which we reach by
an act of magical collation.

Janet Carsten, Sophie Day and Charles Stafford (2017) have articulated a relat-
ed position, in the introduction to a recent issue of Social Anthropology, on what
they call the “parallel worlds of ethnography and biography.”8 Their intervention
sets off from the fact of the convergence of differing subjective experiences, e.g.,
that of the ethnographer and her interlocutors,9 and which thereafter intertwined,
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become the material of Rechtman’s subjectivization in the work of ethnography.
The two terms, ethnography and biography, they argue, are often tacitly mapped
onto corresponding categories of reason and passion. But both are false dichoto-
mies, in part because each term is essentially implicated in its pair. To construct a
seemingly detached, reasoned, ethnography one relies on moral and emotional
attachments, much in the same way that biography is intrinsically political.
Attending to the various ways in which interwoven biographies are integral to
ethnography and not “separate from or prior to it,” is to index the intimate and
contested ways in which we live together, but also the different configurations of
power implicated in the capacity to tell stories of different kinds. Following Day
(2007), such a perspective also allows us to dislodge the hegemonic conventions
embedded in our assumptions about narrativity. As the contributors to their col-
lection make clear, the position from which one speaks, or that one is or is not able
to claim a voice in narrative, or to fashion for themselves or for others an authorial
self, is inflected by determinations of power. As such “fragments or traces, once-
forgotten but now recalled experiences in the form of an object or a word, and
evocations through a glance, a sudden stiffening of a body or a silence are as much
the stuff of ethnography as of biography and imbricated in the everyday” (2018: 8).
No particular rendering of experience exhausts experience. There is always some-
thing else that can be done, we can be reconfigured and made into and from
experience. The question thus becomes how we might think of storytelling such
that this openness continues to be available.

Embedded in this sense then of the mutually constituted biographical and eth-
nographical is a reconceptualization of transmission. But Carsten, Day, and
Stafford rightly suggest, the making-memorable, or making narrative, requires
work of selection and care that they call, after Arendt, “political.” Rather than
end there, however, such testimonies imply a continued involvement in the world.
It is retrospective, insofar as it is constructed out of previous experiences and
configured as coherent narrative. By the same token, however, it is future oriented,
even if we cannot know ahead of time in what kinds of contexts these snatches of
experiences might gather force. To speak of transmission then is no longer to think
of ready-made knowledges or more or less stably configured experiences passed
directly from one generation to the next, but to take into consideration its stop-
pages, its making and unmaking, and its shifting intensities.

One might enter into this problem through a variety of materials, including, as
the above mentioned authors have done, via reflection on one’s own enmeshment
in a variety of social worlds and the texts that involvement produces (or, we might
also say, which produces those worlds). Below, however, we reread the ethno-
graphic archive alongside the diaries of an anthropological founding father pro-
duced nominally from the same set of research experiences, in order to suggest that
one form of transmission is not the degraded form of, or antecedent to, the other.
Instead, we consider the two texts to allow entry into different ways of receiving
experience – one fragmentary and disjointed, the other given narrative cogency.
In everyday life, we are implicated in these two senses of plot all the time, and it is
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in the conflict between these different forms of storytelling that concepts reveal
themselves to be bound to our experience.

The twice read diary

Malinowski’s personal diaries seem to be perpetually fated to be read twice-over –
the first time as a character study of one of anthropology’s most distinguished
thinkers, and the second time as a powerful testament in the trial of the anthro-
pological method of fieldwork. It was in this vein that Raymond Firth wrote twice
about the diary, the first piece written as an introduction for its initial publication
in March 1966, and the second as part of a reissue in 1989, around the time that the
Writing Culture moment was unfolding. In the first preface, Firth reads the diary
as an invaluable resource for a character study that revealed the inner workings of
the conflicted and complex personality of their author. Otherwise just a “footnote”
in the history of anthropology, Firth reads the diary as Malinowski’s ardent con-
fessions of love for a woman referred to as E.R.M., and as a personal journey of
longing, loss, and the occasional joy. Characterized by its force of expression,
Malinowski’s diary notably illuminated the heady mix of temperament and cir-
cumstance that marked any person’s striving to “preserve their individuality, and
to make headway in the face of challenges, temptations, and flatteries of the soci-
eties in which they live” (1989, xvii). The diary held a mirror to Malinowski’s own
heroic character.

In the Second Introduction, Firth “modifies” one of his earlier observations.
There he says that the diary is no longer just a footnote in the history of anthro-
pology, but an intensely honest depiction of how fieldwork actually occurs. Amidst
surrounding calls for the turn to “reflexive anthropology,” Firth considered the
analogic value of the diary to reside in the alternate form it offered to this vexed
question between ethnography and autobiography. Firth read the diary not as an
abridgment of these different genres, but as one that provided the strongest depic-
tion of the position of the fieldworker, who though taken up as a conscious par-
ticipant within the social dynamics of fieldwork, was yet nevertheless able to
separate the intensely personal, “all too human” responses to interpersonal
encounters from the more ethnographic recordings of life in a given society
(1989, xxix). The diary became a document not of confession, but of realization
of the social tug of war of which the context of fieldwork is a drastic manifestation.

Firth was not alone in changing his mind about the significance of the diary,
shifting from a psychological revelation about Malinowski’s inner character to its
appraisal as a valuable description of fieldwork; Geertz later reevaluated its fate in
a similar fashion. In his first biting review published in the New York Review of
Books, Geertz (1967) did not hesitate to call Malinowski an “hypochondriacal
narcissist” whose only respite from the realities of social life was to lose himself
in a stereotypical tableau of figures he obsesses over: his mother, his ex-wife, the
woman with whom he is currently in love. It was only through a “Calvinist” ethic
of hard work that Malinowski was able to salvage himself from becoming mired in
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these abyssal trappings of fantasy and self-pity. In substantive contrast to this first
review, however, Geertz later deemed the diary The Double Helix of anthropology,
a text that displayed in the open the realities of fieldwork that we, because of our
professional qualms and decorum, otherwise try to hide. It advanced a method of
fieldwork that was both intensely local as well as recurrently global, and so per-
fectly situated at the crosshairs of these two ends since it shows how it is only
through “grasping a proverb, catching an allusion, seeing a joke” that the “natives’
inner life” can be understood, while at the same time being distant enough from
these interactions to see these behaviors as reflecting the larger “experience-far”
concepts of cultural symbolic systems (Geertz, 1983: 70). For Geertz, as well as for
Firth, the diary is read either as evidence, for or against, in the trial of Malinowski
as a person, or as evidence in an axiological estimation of what fieldwork is and
should be.

However, before assembling our choice courts of appeal, we may perhaps ask in
what way might we consider the diary not simply as a primer, or rather a depiction,
of disciplinary method, or as the personal longings of a single man, but which,
precisely due to its idiosyncratic, accretive, and fragmented nature, provides us
with a different way in which stories move into and out of the worlds we inhabit.
Reading a diary might provide us with a different locus of investigation, a different
kind of soil, from which a story burgeons, becomes important, and provokes a
different response in the person receiving it. Of course, the diary, in this case
Malinowski’s, provides us glimpses into the soul of a man who is not only libid-
inously impatient, but also a brooding aesthete who frequently descended into
bouts of depression. However, rather than treating these as isolatable points of
biography or as the inevitable but unimportant condition of the fieldworker, we
might ask if these personal inflections might establish a different grounding for
how and when certain stories come to matter. This is not to establish a point of
empathetic contact, but to emphasize the internal connection between the way in
which stories are told to us over time and what we eventually make of them.
Malinowski, himself, notes the purpose of a diary when he writes:

Day by day without exception I shall record the events of my life in chronological

order – Every day an account of the preceding day: a mirror of the events, a moral

evaluation, location of the mainsprings of my life, a plan for the next day (1989: 103).

It is this notion of chronology, closer to chronicle and distinct from the construc-
tion of the chronological form of experience that Rechtman describes as
“subjectivation of experience,” that allows the diary form to appear as an apt
location in which to look for other ways in which stories are plotted in the field.
Ideas of chronicle do not cleave closer to experience as such, but instead provide a
different emplotment of events and reception of voices that might not be governed
by the pressures of directed inquiry. In what follows, we trace one such story, that
of the spirit of the dead, or the baloma and the ways in which it takes on different
forms of appearance, depending on whether it appears in Malinowski’s famed
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essay ‘The Spirits of the Dead in Trobriand Islands,’ or how it is indexed in his
diary entries on Kiriwina to signal something other than the belief with which it
comes to be associated in the essay. It is crucial for our argument that it is the diary
we consider and not his fieldnotes on Kiriwina that still survive in the Manuscript
Room of The British Library of Economic and Political Science in London.
Malinowski’s pioneer biographer, Michael W Young, writes how the methodolog-
ical self-consciousness of the essay on the ‘Baloma’ marked a turn in the history of
the ethnological monograph (2004: 428). Abandoning the survey format of the
Notes and Queries handbook where Malinowski published his work on the Mailu,
the essay on ‘Baloma’ initiated a cross-hatching of fieldwork and writing that
achieved analytical coherence as well as descriptive continuity by 1) juxtaposing
data obtained from different informants and sources, 2) constantly cross-checking
details and seeking alternative explanations throughout the text, and 3) acknowl-
edging “negative evidences” so as to then filter them out while making the con-
cluding argument (�Alvarez-Roldán, 2002). If in the essay, Malinowski achieves a
synthesis of fieldwork data and writing in a way that he was not able to do before,
the diary presents us with a different problem than that of how a unitary argument
is composed and arranged – it discloses the larger field or plot, as in a plot of a
land, such that a story does only emerge in forms, tones, and words that can be
determined or typified in advance. The diary bears a different relation thereby to
that unstated background of our lives such that a story can be traced in spaces of
experience that are more sweeping than the more audible and evident scenes.

Multiple worlds of the Baloma

The spirit of matrilineal descent

Malinowski’s overarching argument about the baloma has a canonical status
within anthropological theorizations of kinship. Briefly put, Malinowski argued
that Kiriwinians do not recognize any direct relation between the act of copulation
and pregnancy. The reason for this failed connection is that for the Kiriwinians, it
is the baloma, or the spirit of a person who is dead and who descends into the
nether-world of Tuma, that puts the baby in the woman’s womb. According to
the schema of reincarnation developed by Malinowski, when a Trobriander dies,
the baloma escapes the body of the deceased and goes to the world of the Tuma
where the spirit encounters a world similar to the one it had left behind. A baloma
settles into a life in the nether-world after having been accepted into it by the
Topileta (the “chief” of the balomas, who Malinowski analogizes with
Cerberus), and soon finds itself forgetting about the woes of the earlier world
while settling into life in Tuma. However, the baloma is not immune to the effects
of time even in this nether-world of “after-life” – it too suffers from all the indig-
nities of old-age, the falling of teeth and the wrinkling of the skin, until one day it
goes to the beach, bathes in the salt-water, sheds it skin and then takes the form of
a waiwaia (an “embryo” as it is the same term that is used to refer to children in

Brandel and Bagaria 11



utero, and immediately after birth). Once the baloma becomes a waiwaia, a youn-
ger baloma picks it up from the water, puts it in a puatai (plaited coconut leaf) and
goes to Kiriwina to then place it in the womb of a woman. It is this circle of life and
death and its coincidence in the mother’s body as that place of social and biological
reproduction that becomes a rational justification for the characteristic system of
matrilineal descent among the Kiriwinians.

A cursory reading of Malinowski’s argument might result in confusing the
standing of the story of the baloma’s posthumous journey with that of a fixed
belief that allegedly unlocks a set of sociological operations that define
Trobriander life. However, Malinowski was careful not to attribute too much
weight to an anecdotal statement or story that he might have heard from an
individual, “popular” opinion held by a majority, or the orthodox view of special-
ists. He insists rather that several versions of a story have to be recorded before one
can settle on a representative version. In the case above, Malinowski found
Gomaia’s (one of his informants) to have general acceptance amongst the
Kiriwinians. Malinowski provides a pithy description of Gomaia:

Gomaia one of my best informants . . . He is a very intelligent native and his father

was a great wizard and bwoga’u [a man who knows any of the evil spells] and his

kadala (maternal uncle) is also a sorcerer (Malinowski, 1916: 368–389).

Irrespective of Gomaia’s special status as one of Malinowski’s more knowledge-
able informants and one coming from a culturally resourceful family, Malinowski
does not stop at the mere transcription of his story as a final sign of belief about the
role of the baloma in the preservation of matrilineal descent. Instead, he simulta-
neously finds it necessary to pursue his analysis of “social ideas” on a different
order of performance; that of customs, festivals, and magical rites, in short those
ceremonial practices that are public and open for observation. Such depiction was
necessary to both avoid the pull of what Malinowski calls the “cult of ‘pure fact’”
(1916: 419), and to find a point of vision that would allow one to see sub specie
aeternitatis the sociological makeup of a people:

The often fragmentary, incoherent, non-organic nature of much of the present eth-

nological material is due to the cult of “pure fact.” As if it were possible to wrap up in

a blanket a certain number of “facts as you find them” and bring them all back for the

home student to generalize upon and to build up his theoretical constructions upon

. . . In the field one has to face a chaos of facts, some of which are so small that they

seem insignificant; others loom so large that they are not scientific facts at all; they are

absolutely elusive, and can be fixed only by interpretation (1916: 418–419).

Let us consider a few of the examples that Malinowski mentions in order to expli-
cate this relation.

In his discussion of the relation between bathing and conception, Malinowski
notes how young unmarried women took precautions while washing themselves in
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the sea. Since, the baloma are supposed to come via the floating sea scum, such as
barks of trees or dead leaves, the young unmarried women avoid bathing in the sea
when a tide or a wind brings this material closer to the shore. Contrarily, if a
married woman wants to conceive, she may tap a dukupi (stone), another place in
which waiwaia remain hidden, and induce it to enter the womb. Malinowski noted
in a footnote that this is hardly general knowledge, and was only told to him by
one woman on the west coast who did not even confirm if such actions were
ceremonial requirements or not.

Perhaps a slightly more convincing relation between bathing and conception was
disclosed in the only important ceremony connected with pregnancy. About four or
five months after the first signs of pregnancy, the woman undergoes a ceremony in
which certain female relatives bathe the woman in salt-water, the same day that they
give her a saikeulo (a grass petticoat that is worn by the woman after the birth of the
child). After bathing, a small sagali (ceremonial distribution of food) follows.
Malinowski notes that one of the explanations he gathered for the performance of
this ceremony was that it is only during the ceremony that the waiwaia really enters
the woman – the time prior to its enactment was merely a preparation for this day.
However, this understanding is completely rejected by other women who note the
temporal discrepancy between the actual time of pregnancy when the waiwaia is
already supposed to have entered the woman and the performance of this ceremony
a number of months after this should have happened. Such seeming contradictions
even though incorporated by Malinowski within the triangulation of different voices,
did not prevent him from positing a common denominator of belief. Even if
Malinowski fine-tuned his methods of observation to incorporate conflicting princi-
ples, and to avoid the concrete fallacy of positing a smoothened metaphysical concept
of collective representations that had differently preoccupied Durkheim and Jung,
Malinowski did not, however, jettison the desire to arrive at general sociological laws
that would provide a definite frame of reference to organize the facts of “chaotic
social reality”10 (1916: 419). The sociological makeup that Malinowski had in mind
did not require any collective solidarity for its fortification, but it did require him to
subordinate the chaos to general rules that would fix the essential bits in a story so as
to then be able to treat it as a general cultural form. Hence, the “learnedness” of
Gomaia and the detail with which he recites the journey of the baloma becomes the
version that Malinowski cites. Let us consider another instance where Malinowski
sought the presence of the baloma within the familiar institutions of milamala which
he describes in rich detail.

At the annual feast of milamala, there is a sumptuous display of food and
valuables that are arranged to receive the baloma in the village. Once the festivities
are over, the baloma satisfied, people conduct what they call an ioba for the
baloma so as to bid farewell to them. After giving an unironic account culled
from several interviews by informants of how the balomas are “chased” out of
the village by heavy drumming back to the world of Tuma, Malinowski gives a
participant description of one such chasing in the village of Olivilevi. Having
reached there right before daybreak, Malinowski was shocked at the emotional
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mood of the proceedings that he witnessed. Instead of any collective feeling of
respect or piety for the ancestral spirits, Malinowski notes how the “undignified”
performances were attended only by “five or six urchins with drums,” his inter-
locutor and himself (1916: 382). The small boys beat the drums and then chased
the spirits out with the “same characteristic mixture of arrogance and shyness, with
which they used to approach me, begging for tobacco, or making some facetious
remark, in fact, with the typical demeanor of boys who perform some nuisance
sanctioned by custom” (Malinowski, 1916: 382). The following day was even more
“paltry” with the younger boys continuing in the same mood of jest, while the
older village men smiled while thinking of how these spirits had to hobble away
after the ceremony that allegedly was held in their honor. This mismatch of mood
between Malinowski’s expectation of sincerity and the playful and insolent manner
in which the spirits are bid farewell, gives us glimpses into a different life of the
baloma from the narrative of its descent into Tuma.

As a different experience of death

It was not only at the milamala that Malinowski was struck by the frivolous mood
with which the Kiriwinians treated the spirit of the dead. He begins his essay on the
baloma by recalling a similar incident in which he first heard the mention of a kosi
(spirits of the dead who do not immediately go to the island of Tuma, but linger
near the village for a bit, all the while playing tricks on the villagers):

It was a dark night, and I, in the company of three natives, was returning from a

neighbouring village, where a man had died that afternoon and been buried in our

presence. We were marching, in Indian file, when suddenly one of the natives stopped,

and they all began to talk, looking around with evident curiosity and interest, but

without a trace of terror. My interpreter explained that the kosi was heard in the yam

garden which we were just crossing. I was struck by the frivolous way in which the

natives treated this gruesome incident, and tried to make out how far they were

serious about the alleged appearance, and in what manner they reacted to it, emo-

tionally. (1989: 355)11

Malinowski’s befuddlement of how an event of death is not subsequently followed
by an experience of grief becomes reason enough to separate the practice of mor-
tuary rites from the welfare of the spirit. The former, which broadly allows for the
absorption of the disruption of death back into the regularities of social life, does
not hold the same weight, for Malinowski, in the transformation of the dead into
the spirit. Thus, the life of a baloma can be considered as being separate from the
event of death that led to its release from this world and into the land of the Tuma.
We may take this to be an indispensable cog in the sociological centrality of the
baloma or an opening up of a series of existential problems related to the poi-
gnancy of death and the powerful ways in which we delimit its spread that haunted
Malinowski during his time there.
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In the diary entries on the Kiriwina, the baloma appears, like all other spirits
and non-spirits, right in the middle of Malinowski’s rush of thoughts. Consider
this entry written on 12 December, 1917:

I sat listening to a walam, and talked with an old man in [Wakayse.] Then back to tent via

Okinai, Oloolam (I tried to buy 2 lagim). Vayoulo was brought. Tomwaya Lakwabulo

was carted in. T. L. gave me a vocabulary of the Tuma* language. Very guttural. Then

baloma. Then Namwana Guya’u came back. I took out the dinghy as usual. After lunch I

[carried] yellow calico and spoke about the baloma. I made a small sagali,Navavile. I was

fed up with the n——; and with my work. I walked alone through the raybwag. Water. I

felt strong and energetic. I waded through but the mud stopped me. (1989: 154)

Besides a brief reference to Malinowski’s own involvement in offering a “small
sagali” (the ceremonial distribution of food that is first offered to the baloma and
then to the recipients, and which forms a vital feature of the social life in the
Trobriands), the significance accorded to the mention of the baloma is given as
much importance as the passing observation that the language of the Tuma is very
“guttural.” From one perspective, these might seem like thoughts that are not
crystallized yet, that do not have a destination, and that are merely unfinished.
However, we might read the passage differently, such that the passing nature of a
thought is not an attribute of the insignificant nature of what is being thought, but
rather an indication that when looked at from within the movements of our every-
day lives, no thought is ever available to us in all its intensity, but rather catches
and takes hold of us unevenly. On 1 January, 1918, Malinowski writes:

Ideas about the historical value of the diary. I concentrated, felt fine. Worked on

linguistics, with good results. Then the balomas. Tired – from quarter to one – napped

for half an hour. Then superintended grilling of chop (damned hard), then kayaku,

talk about the balomas. At 5 bum off. (1989: 170)

If the entries, so far, seem to be staid, they take on a different quality only three
weeks after the above observation: on 21 January, Malinowski writes:

After supper and making a round round the village (I upbraided them for not sending

me back ula’ula of the baloma), began to write a letter to E.R.M., but I stopped

because of my eyes; then sat a moment by the sea, content with the stagnation and

solitude, when I heard that Ineykoya’s [Toyadala’s wife]12 condition was worse – she

was groaning loudly. I went to see: she had another hemorrhage, groaned horribly,

and was apparently dying. (1989: 192)

Ineykoya died five days later; Malinowski described his own response as: “All my
despair, after all those killed in the war, hangs over this miserable Melanesian hut”
(1989: 196). Even if this concentration of feelings seemed to have been visibly
depleted soon after, as Malinowski writes of how he “pretended” to weep the
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next day when he went to Toyadala’s hut, it becomes increasingly clear that the

problem of death, as it becomes entangled with the ongoing context of the First

World War, an event always on Malinowski’s mind, comes to pervade the latter

part of the diary. Right after Malinowski “upbraids” the villagers for not sending

him back his share of the ula’ula (food made as offering to the baloma in non-

ceremonious contexts), he continues:

I also thought of E.R.M. and in my nervous disarray I told myself: “the shadow of

death is between us and it will separate us.” My betrayal of N.S. confronted me in all its

starkness – Over the hut in which my lamp was glowing, tall palms, thick

white clouds, through which the moonlight filtered. Kabwaku sings melodiously

and clearly – Death – all this is like an ebb tide, a flowing off into nothingness,

extinction. Through all this, the cruel customs of the n—– who were again washing

her, preparing her for death. (1989: 192)

Malinowski’s own failure to confront any possibility of an internal relation between

the rites of death and the “nothingness” of death does not eliminate this possibility

but only makes it more poignant as the rest of the diary comes to be shadowed by

death in an almost consuming way. Until it reaches a point of no return when

toward the end, Malinowski hears about the death of his own mother:

6 June, 1918: . . . Life pierced with the arrow of grief, guilt feelings, irretrievable

things. – Tiny details recollected: the linen Mother gave me when I left. Continual

memories and associations. At moments an acute, sweet sorrow – I wept (the luxury

of strong feelings). (1989: 295)

And then the last entry in the diary on 7 June, 1918:

My own death is becoming something infinitely more real to me – strong feeling-to go

to Mother, to join her in nothingness. I recall things Mother used to say about death.

I recall the countless occasions when I deliberately cut myself off from Mother, so as

to be alone, independent – not to have the feeling that I am part of a whole – furious

regrets and guilt feelings. (1989: 297)

Surprisingly, Malinowski never made any explicit references to the baloma when

he was struggling to find a way to speak about his grief at his mother’s death.

However, its suggestive and cognitive power was definitely not missing, when he

writes about his desired immortality for the soul:

6 June, 1918: But my sorrow is intense and deep. I have no joyous thoughts. A feeling

of the evil of existence – I think constantly about the shallow optimism of religious

beliefs: I’d give anything to believe in the immortality of the soul. The terrible mystery

that surrounds the death of someone dear, close to you. The unspoken last word –
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something that was to cast light is buried, the rest of life lies hidden in darkness.

(1989: 293)

The desired immortality of the soul that Malinowski is at pains to conceive, and that
allows for the acceptance of the death of someone dear to you, pushes the story of
the baloma from a chalked out path of the soul in Tuma, to regions that Malinowski
himself stops short of exploring. Even if Malinowski does not explicate the relation
between the spirit of baloma and the mortuary rites that absorb the inevitable break
in the social body that arises due to the death of an individual, it is almost set in
advance for Annette Weiner (1983). Her own book on the domestic economies of
Kiriwinian women begins with a description of women gathered noisily in the clear-
ing of a hamlet, exchanging strips of banana leaves and skirts made out of fiber,
which would then be presented to the father and the spouse of a deceased person.
Weiner’s final argument about how it is through the exchange of women’s wealth
that the deceased are allowed to escape from the relation of obligation that tie all
people together, is not merely a “sociological” corrective to Malinowski’s argument,
but the widening of the plot over which the story of the baloma grows.13 Not plot in
the sense of how a plot thickens, but plot as widening and becoming much more
than the single story about the after-life.14 The difference between the two might
seem minute but it is absolutely crucial. The former moves via a logic of accumu-
lation or amplification, in which a particular story gains significance by becoming an
Ur-text (an origin myth, a belief, a legend) such that its determining effects is
reflected across several levels of analysis, such as ritual action, kinship relations,
and systems of economic exchange. The latter moves through fragmentary stories
that emerge and recede, acquire intensity and dissipate, without relying on an orga-
nizing principle given by an unmediated “reality.” There is no inherent object that
stands outside and organizes or unifies disparate configurations, though their over-
lapping borders, and their appearance to one another allows for the crossing of
concepts. This second sense of the plot is not the material on which the argumen-
tative edifice is constructed but a different form in which a plot is not closed or
bounded within specific narrative parameters, but rather kept open for another and
perhaps different future rendering.

Conclusion

When Malinowski wrote the diary entries on the Kiriwina between 1917 and 1918,
he had already published his essay on the baloma. One could say, Malinowski had
already established, at least for himself, that the spirit of the baloma did not bear any
relation with the mortuary rites or a more general experience of death, but grounded
a sociology of belief that allowed for the continuation of matrilineal descent. Yet,
this explanation seems to him ultimately unsatisfactory when he berates the customs
of the “natives” and the failure of “optimism of religious beliefs” to remove “the
terrible mystery that surrounds someone’s death.” The shift is striking in its admit-
tance of how a sociological function never gets rid of the density of experience of
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which it is allegedly an explanation. For Clifford (1988), the undecidability that
pervades the mood of the diary is a sign of the particular literary style with which
it was written. This style he calls “ethnographic realism” as opposed to the “realist
cultural fiction” of which Argonauts of the Western Pacific is the first fully realized
example (Clifford, 1988: 109). Ethnographic realism, on the other hand, discloses the
“ironic positions within the general project of ethnographic subjectivity and cultural
description” (Clifford, 1988:113); it shows how the fieldworker is merely a site from
which we can begin to unravel the complex ideological structures that produce eth-
nography, a site that in revealing the “discrepant worlds of meaning” (113) also
reveals their limitations. However, as we have argued, if the project of storytelling is
not the same as identifying the genre to which particular stories belong, then we
might be better served by thinking of the diary as a chronicle that allows a story to
appear in a form different from the rarefied way in which it appears in an essay,
rather than as an instantiation of ethnographic realism.15

Texts like the ‘Baloma’ essay reflect narrative fictions of the ethnographer, with
their clear plot lines, stable characters, and descriptive ambitions. Such stories
might be productively read as adjacent to the disordered or even bewildering
stories relayed in the diaries, in which stories emerge as fragments with shifting
intensities, with muddied figures and gaps. Reading Michel Leiris’ diaries from his
days working with Marcel Griaule on the Mission Dakar-Djibouti and published
in 1934 as L’Afrique fantôme, Andrew Brandel (2018) has argued that contested
forms of storytelling might be read alongside one another in the mode of Parisian
surrealism – adjacent, that is, in the sense of mutual, and immanent, criticism, and
which might be committed to life together. One is not positioned fully outside the
other, any more than one is prior or beneath.

Douglas Cole notes a similar imbrication as it was expressed in the punctuated
form of Boas’ letter-diary, written during his field expedition to Baffin Island.
The voluminous text is simultaneously a love letter to his far-off fiancé, Marie,
and a documentation of his daily labors,16 though the former is shot through the
latter here and there in bursts of intensity. Cole describes the effervescence of the text
at those moments where “amorous effusions . . . overwhelm description of his field
activities,” giving the sense that it was constructed also to “relieve [Boas] of other-
wise constrained emotions – love, frustration, joy and despair” even as “under
especially trying conditions, it sometimes ceased even to be a personal document
and merely duplicated the sparse entries of his daily field journal” (Cole, 1983: 16).
At other times, there are gaps of days between entries, and Boas hurriedly fills them
before returning to his affections. Cole takes as the shibboleth of the letter-diary a
passage dated 23 December from Anarnitung, in which Boas, following on the heels
of a short letter recounting his travels in the cold, relays the excitement in the village
around a local friend Oxaitung’s capture of two seals. Boas writes,

Is it not a beautiful custom among these “savages” [wilden] that they bear all depri-

vations in common, and also are at their happiest best . . . when someone has brought

back booty from the hunt? . . .The Eskimo are sitting around me, their mouths filled
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with raw seal liver (the spot of blood on the back of the paper shows you how I joined

in). I believe, if this trip has for me (as a thinker person) a valuable influence, it lies in

the strengthening of the viewpoint of the relativity of all cultivation [bildung] and that

the evil as well as the value of a person lies in the cultivation of the heart [herzenbil-

dung], which I find and do not find here just as much as amongst us, and that all

service, therefore, which a man can perform for humanity must serve to promote truth

. . . But now I really must get back to the cold Eskimo land . . . This morning I went to

Kingawa by sled . . . I hope to finish my map as far as Nudnirn. For that purpose I

had made a very thick handle for my pencil . . . Wilhelm’s left foot is so badly frozen

. . . the Eskimo are now sitting around me, telling one another old tales. Too bad I

cannot understand them. When I return I shall also learn to understand. (1983: 33)

Given that, in order to understand, we always have to return, the diaries on the

Kiriwina, Baffin Island, or Dakar and Djibouti ought not be read as extraneous to

the history of anthropology, but are invaluable reminders that stories might have

been and still may be told otherwise. The details that Malinowski or Boas or Leiris

themselves proffered in their diaries, and which they did not consolidate into an

argumentative narrative, does not mean that they had an incomplete understand-

ing of their respective regions or peoples. Anthropological theory often treats the

fragmentary stories we encounter, and that we tell, mereologically – as parts of

wholes to which we can possibly have access. To speak of unfinished stories,

however, is to consider that such fragments might not abide imaginations of an

external wholeness – a potentially finished story with a definitive end. Rather,

snatches of experience remain open to being picked up in new contexts with new

intensities.17 This also means that the stories our anthropological ancestors aimed

to tell about the places they traveled are in some way never completely their own.

Just like the death of Ineykoya haunts the unfinished project of Malinowski’s

understanding of the baloma without consciously registering as an elision, all

ethnographic narratives, in some way, possess forms of significance that are

never completely available to the anthropologist, without this lack ever being a

falsification of their accounts themselves. If it is this unfinished-ness that consti-

tutes both the social life of the places we find ourselves in, as well as our own

accounts of them, then to such ellipses, even Malinowski is not immune.
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Notes

1. The use of this term is deliberate, in the sense that both Adorno and Benjamin make use

of it, as a structure of relations between concepts which though subjective, are also

embedded within histories of usage and thus take on the force of, or are received

as, objective.
2. This has had the unintended consequence of making into a problem the status of

authorship and genre in oral performance, and the common category confusions com-

mitted by analysts of ritual, mythic and poetic language use. See Narayan (1989) on the

context-situated performance of story-telling in relation to the sense of a repository of

“folk narrative.”
3. The critical point here is one made by any number of modern philosophers, not least

Lacoue-Labarthe, in his characterization of mimesis as transcendental installation.
4. In a subtle criticism of the Writing Culture project, Jackson (2009: 10) similarly warns

against the “tendency to privilege the textual and subjective construction of ethnograph-

ic reality over the contextual pressure and intersubjective processes that determine the

way in which this reality gets rendered in writing – and my dismay at many recent

experiments in ethnographic writing that make fieldwork experience a mere point of

departure for poems or stories whose aim is display literary prowess rather than com-

municate an understanding.” See also Peter Geschiere’s (2010) critique that following

through on such a position requires a return of the materialist sensibility through which

one might take seriously such contextual pressures beyond the anthropologist-writer.

Our criticism, like Jackson’s, is positioned against thinking of storytelling simply as the

kind of creative act that “connects a storyteller to her or his audience” or to “attract

readers to the text” as a “writerly conceit” – as does Paul Stoller (2009). Instead, our

sense is that that such “contexts” and positions are themselves produced through, or are

discovered in, the telling.
5. We are grateful to Jackson himself for calling our attention to this.
6. That is, the painterly traditions of Shaiva mythology that show Kartik, the son of Shiva

and Parvati as the dandy
7. The uncanniness of events such as the efforts made by a family mired in poverty to get a

kidney transplant through a charitable program, when they cannot sustain ordinary

medications, is shown by stitching fragments that emanate from different scales at

which relationships unfold.
8. Michael Herzfeld (1998) had also earlier experimented with a genre he called

“ethnographic biography,” through which an individual’s life – in his case, the novelist

Andreas Nenedakis – provides the hook into the social worlds through which he moved.

The “counterpunctual” juxtaposition of the perspective from a single life with the more

conventional ethnographic description of a local community, he hoped, would provide
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mutual insight, going so far as to muse that perhaps “highly personal insights of the

novelist begin to overcome the distance between social analysis and lived experience.”

Similarly, Deborah Reed-Danahay (1997) in her edited volume on “auto-ethnography”

ties the renewal of such individual, albeit non-coherent, narratives to the historical

fragmentation of identities brought about by the cultural conditions of postmodernism.

While, in one sense, we follow Reed-Danahay in acknowledging that specific protocols

of reading become available at particular historical junctures, we also want to indicate

that broader questions of conceptuality can also be read into earlier anthropological

texts that might not have been written with such avowed claims to historical belonging.
9. One might distinguish this sense from the one Ruth Behar (1996) had earlier advanced,

in which the ethnographer makes herself into a kind of vulnerable, if awake, screen, to

be enveloped by another culture, the impress of which is then excavated, with careful

attention to the anxieties and defenses the ethnographic self throws up.
10. Ivan Strenski (1982), for example, considers the presence of notions such as “chaotic,”

“life,” “Weltanschauung,” “native outlook” to argue that Malinowski followed in the

German tradition of ‘second romanticism’ or the movement of the Neuromantik.

11. We are reminded of a striking moment in Evans-Pritchard’s account of witchcraft in

Zandeland, in which we recall that one evening, the ethnographer spots a bright light

passing behind the huts of his servant. He writes “There did not lack ready informants

to tell me that what I had seen was witchcraft. Shortly afterwards, on the same morning,

an old relative of Tupoi and an inmate of his homestead died. This event fully explained

the light I had seen. I never discovered its real origin, which was possibly a handful of

grass lit by someone on his way to defecate, but the coincidence of the direction along

which the light moved and the subsequent death accorded well with Zande ideas”

(Evans-Pritchard, 1976: 11).
12. Toyadala was one of Malinowski’s key informants.
13. Weiner’s intervention in this debate has a different tone than, for example, Edmund

Leach’s argument about the relationship between the father and the daughter as being

affinal, or Susan Montague’s replacement of the superimposition of a fixed nature/cul-

ture dichotomy of biological reproduction and social reproduction, with the notion of

totem/rank to then think about how the purity of the matriline and the sub-clan is

maintained. See Leach (1961[1971]: 1–28), and Montague (1971). Also look at Mark

Mosko’s (2017) invaluable interpretive recension of the “idea” of baloma, which he

argues is the central “personified” sacrificial recipient who is responsible for the effec-

tivity of all Trobriand magical rites – a figuration that Malinowski himself had only

attributed to the realm of instrumental speech. For Mosko, the continuity of the bwe-

kasa (sacrificial) rites are the pivot through which relations between the living and the

dead, and so even amongst the living, are reciprocally maintained. However, we would

argue that the unity of the baloma cannot merely be accessed through the discussion of

specific rites through which they are channeled, as if there were a unitary object called

the baloma that it is the anthropologist’s duty to outline. Nor do we assume that there is

an eidetic completeness to the idea. The disparate experiences that are consolidated

under the sign of the baloma can neither be provided in advance, nor restricted

merely to the canonical sites of ritual and exchange through which anthropologists

have come to theorize the operations of social life. Rather, the baloma appears as

much as a product of the anthropologist’s imagination, under her own socially mediated

conditions of experience, even as it indexes the continuity of Trobriand social life. The
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baloma really is what is given in their respective experiences, simply under different

conditions – as much for Malinowski, as for the Trobriander, even when these two

figurations do not coincide.
14. For a brilliant recent example of how a story gathers fodder by adding more and more

layers to it so as to recognize its pervasiveness, see the much belated but much awaited

publication of Terence Turner’s (2017) The Fire of The Jaguar.

15. Consequently, Clifford’s distinction between genres, while acknowledging a different

quality of characterization or form, nevertheless relies on the assumption that the two

modalities necessarily share at their core a structuring self who authors them in a con-

ventional way. “In both novels and ethnographies,” he writes, “the self as author stages

the diverse discourses and scenes of a believable world.” Rather than presume subjects

who fashion themselves, or who gather together scenes according to different aims, our

claim has been that we cannot take such structures for granted.

16. Owing to the condition of his expedition, the letters could not be mailed as they were

written and instead compiled until they could be shared.
17. See Richard Moran’s discussion of how Alasdair Macintyre’s understanding of “life as

it is lived” is reliant on a conflation between a person being the object of a story and a

person being the author of a story (2017: 297–314). As Moran’s response to Macintyre

makes clear, even death is not transparently an end to life story. See also Das’s dis-

cussion of “unfinished stories” in the context of social violence in India where images of

trains filled with dead bodies, 40 years after they had fallen into disuse, suddenly

emerged again in circulation following the assassination of Indira Gandhi and the

Sikh uprisings of the 1980s (2007).
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