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Anthropologies of Difference 

Now that I possess the secret, I could tell it in a hundred different ways. I don’t know how to tell you this, but the secret is beautiful, and science, our science, seems mere frivolity to me now.

After a pause, he added:

And anyway, the secret is not important as the paths that led me to it. Each person has to walk those paths himself… What the men of the prairie taught me is good anywhere and for any circumstances. 

(J. L. Borges, The Ethnographer)

Perhaps unwittingly, Borges' enigmatic prose suggests a kernel of anthropological wisdom that addresses a juncture at which social anthropology and anthropological fieldwork sits today. The passage above is from a story about a young ethnographer who goes out to live with and learn the secrets of ancient American tribes. Upon his return, replying to the queries of his professor, he phrases thus his inability to represent his experience through the language that his discipline has taught him. This is perhaps an articulation about the encounters that anthropology makes potentially possible and about how, embedded in these encounters lie the crux of the discipline. 

The idea of an anthropological encounter is going to be the focal point of the arguments I will propose in this essay. It is an encounter complicated by a contemporary politics of location that is embedded in social anthropology and anthropological fieldwork. When social anthropology and its practitioners attempt to re-inscribe a disciplinary cartography that had its apparent genesis in a historical condition (colonialism/imperialism), there is a distinct discord between the desired contours of a new world and its initial mapping. Such re-inscriptions have been a critical concern in anthropological debates and this essay builds upon those debates, but through the parameters of specific perspective. 

In the broadest sense, the issues that I place below are about a change of direction in classical anthropological travel and fieldwork. These are issues about research conducted from the erstwhile 'other cultures', by the classical 'others' in locations hitherto reserved for scholars from the West or the centers. They are anthropological journeys that invoke a criticality of 'place' and 'location' in the production of anthropological knowledge, not only in terms of the location of research agendas and their field -sites, but also their agents of production. I address these issues here from the vantage point of my doctoral fieldwork conducted during 1997 – 1998, as a student from the Department of Sociology, Univ. of Delhi in a location outside India - Beirut. The focus remains on the story of visiting another culture, a visit that traverses a discursive path somewhat separate from the usual anthropological trajectories that fieldwork in my context could have implied. The aspiration is to decipher newness, not quite in the ‘invention of a counter myth of radical purity’, (Homi Bhaba 1994: 19) but more as an answer to his statement,

Can the aim of freedom of knowledge be the simple inversion of the relation of oppressor and oppressed, center and periphery, negative image and positive image? Is our only way out of such dualism the espousal of an implacable oppositionality or the invention of an originary counter myth of radical purity. (Homi Bhaba 1994: 19)

Points of Departure

How does fieldwork initiated from India but conducted 'abroad', engage with the contemporary discourses on anthropological theory and practice? Conducting fieldwork in Beirut from Delhi could signal an intervention that mediates in a variety of classificatory schemes of relationships amongst anthropologists and anthropological fieldwork today viz., Western/Eastern; dominant/subaltern; center/periphery; North/South, South/South and others. These dualisms, well-established by now, have been the result of a retrospective gloss that has tinted the relationship between fieldworker and field on the one hand, and between the subjective positioning of the anthropological voice and on the other, the place of articulation. For most, these relationships are necessary corollaries to the intricate affinity between socio-cultural anthropology and colonialism/imperialism. 

Although many of the debates that have followed such critical appraisals have developed numerous expository trajectories, the core question seems to remain the same. As Gustavo Lins Rebeiro and Arturo Escobar (2003:1) state,  

One of anthropology's strongest aporias is its claim to be a universal discipline in spite of its Western foundations. (Rebeiro and Escobar, 2003:1)
They go on to say that with the new globality of multiculturalisms and postcolonialisms, where the natives have seemingly 'struck back', anthropological endeavors need to be overhauled. They suggest,  

…the possibility of establishing a world anthropology, or world anthropologies, based on the multiplicity of voices and positions existing outside the hegemonic centers of anthropological production. This does not mean that we advocate for the development of nativist movements in anthropology, nor do we claim the obsolescence of hegemonic anthropologies. Such proposals would not only be naïve but contrary to our understanding according to which a transnational community of argumentation cannot be constructed at the expense of any of its constituent traditions. 

The arguments that I formulate here find their closest resonance in this envisioned scope of world anthropologies. It will be my attempt to display, through a description of specific fieldwork contexts, some features that could make a contribution to the making of world anthropologies. It is a perspective that does not lose sight of those genealogical facts which have created structures of contestation, yet it attempts to find a way in which to keep pace with changing anthropological boundaries and frontiers and more importantly, with a growing profile of anthropological concerns. The implication here is an unraveling of the old relationships - for ex, the west vs. the south, the north vs. the south that gave these locations their hierarchical place in an immutable system, and moulding them again over lateral connectivities. 

Lateral connectivity as a way of interfacing in a world anthropology system has been a recent concern of, among others, the cyber group called WorldAnthroNet
. Their suggestion is a pragmatic application of network theory - the opening page of 'worldanthronet' states, 

Conceived as a process, we hope that the network will constitute a dialogic space for discussing 'anthropology' in its relation to a multiplicity of world-making processes and events. We hope that the network will contribute to the development of a plural landscape of world anthropologies that is both less shaped by metropolitan hegemonies and more open to the heteroglossic potential of globalization processes.

We define this as en/redar-se. Modified from the Spanish "to self -entangle", we suggest that this practice should constitute the underpinning philosophy/activity of the network: the constant planetary interlocking of locally significant notions aimed at producing shared, yet differentiated, anthropological practices. 
Network theory makes this a potential practice in anthropology.  Developed from a base in biological theory, the section that appears especially potent for my argument is about social 'meshworks'.
 Meshworks imply a structural connectivity network based on the non-hierarchical positioning of heterogeneous elements, emerging separately, practiced through difference and brought together by compatibilities and complementarities.
 Applied to interfaces in virtual cyber worlds to anti-globalization social movements, this is a construct that is neither tested for immaculate success nor explored in its theoretical fullness, especially in contexts that I argue about here. Even so, a glimmer of world anthropologies seems to lie at this door to meshworks. Using Escobar's (2000) summarization and translating for my own use, the following tropes appear as good foundations  - meshworks are self-organizing; grow unplanned and unpredicted; they are constituted by diverse elements; uniformity and homogeneity is not the criteria for inclusion and lastly, they survive on a degree of connectivity that enables self -sustenance. 

The idea of a meshwork finds expression in a new anthropological circumstance where the periphery and the center have been jostled out of their historical ruts. The new journeys that I will describe below, from India to ‘other’ cultures illuminate these movements, i.e., points at which anthropological encounters came to be critically tabulated as the west vs. the rest, or center vs. periphery, by highlighting their ‘reversal’. These are encounters that are meant to constitute the meshwork above. But then, this kind of illumination is not the only means to the goal of anthropological heterogeneity. For instance, while it is fundamental, is it enough to know how much the colonial archive in India has influenced conceptual constructs or categories of research - say, like Nicholas Dirk’s idea of the colonial archive and the category of caste. We are still in a place where the tacking to the west is a constant point of reference - we are the post-colonials and the umbilical connection to the colonial seems to be dangerously regressive. Once the archaeology of the colonial discourse is gained, what is the next step?
Although I would endorse the 'meshworks' way of practicing anthropology to establish a new world of research, my fear is that the new grids of interconnectivity may still echo or resonate an established pattern, if only in opposition. I am referring to how a pair, say, like the colonial-postcolonial one, constructs a closed universe or even an intellectual deadlock.  Are we always to be a prefix i.e. the post to an eternal suffix, i.e. the colonial? In effect, can there be another device that can meaningfully be used, through which the relationship of the metaphoric pair - colonial/postcolonial assumes a new constitution, such that the epistemology of anthropological research becomes re-invigorated? Can this new formulation be in terms of difference, or rather a world of differences - where we re-enter the entanglements, the muddle of an infinite humanity-in-diversity, where we leave behind some labels that have created separations and oppositions rather than co-operations, or at least meaningful engagement? 
Across the threshold of anthropological frontiers, through the apparent "reversal" of the classical fieldwork tradition, there could be a new conceptualization that can aspire to dissolve those hierarchies that seemingly weaken the discipline. This is an attempt that takes a step back from the meshworks to propose a formative layer of relationships that can make the network a real potential. The first step is to associate an epistemological orientation to this reversal, an originary template with which pursue the discipline - and here I suggest an undeniable core of anthropology, that is – the systematic study of diverse human sociality
. This is a conscious step that sheds the anchoring of a discipline's birth in western colonialism and does away with this root metaphor and its manifestation in subsequent anthropological research. I am persuaded to argue that in the 'new' (changing) world of post - colonialism's and transnationalisms, fluid socio-cultural landscapes and slippery 'objects', dispersed field sites and multi-sited ethnographies, the root metaphor needs to be re-articulated, or re-born, in terms of difference, not necessarily as a reversal. The meaning of this particular kind of difference will find its form through the following discussion - not as a resolved analytic but rather as a proposition, perhaps even a wishful speculation. 

The moment of difference could begin with a transgression – a breaking away from limits that have been set in the anthropological encounter. For instance, George Stocking Jr. (1983:5) writes in terms of a history of anthropology that,

…in every period "the systematic study of human unity-in-diversity" is itself constrained - some might say- even systematically structured - by the ongoing and cumulative historical experience of encounters and comprehensions between Europeans and "others".

The transgressive moment will come about when, in the contemporary present of an alleged new world, the hierarchical encounters that Stocking talks about can be re - cast as ones of difference, ones that are unranked and non-heirarchical. Colonial anthropology need not be the defining myth of origin that secures a relationship of the researcher to the researched to an inevitability of power. If the generic world of colonial anthropology can be re-formulated as anthropology through individual encounters, then its reproduction can be achieved not through the labels that constrain each (center/periphery etc.), but rather each encounter is sculpted through its own trajectory of mutual discovery. In another way, the anthropological encounters of today, whether they be between centers and peripheries, or intra-center and intra-periphery, initiated from and to any which direction, their modality has to be accessed through a belief in idiosyncrasies not contrarieties, through dialogue not insularity, through complementariness rather than incompatibilities and most of all, through intentional equitability rather than hierarchy. It is in this mediating juncture that I suggest the heuristic device of difference.  

Difference

The theoretical model that I am proposing here is inspired by a Deleuzian
 set of concepts, namely, difference and repetition. To reiterate once again, this is not intended as a therapeutic, which by mere conception, will resolve the problem. Nor do I propose ‘difference’ as an absolute value that stands by itself. It is a provisional notion that draws meaning, first, through moments of contingency and second, by reference to a series of principles, a few base ones amongst which are mentioned below.

The first principle is the original quest – the anthropological encounter (bereft of its colonial anchorage). The paradigm with which we recognize it so far is the colonial/post colonial one – where post-coloniality posits a counter to coloniality. A similar point can be made about other dualisms – such as metropolitan vs. periphery, north vs. south and so on. If I were to evaluate the journey out of India as a reversal, or as one that goes against the grain, then this movement continues to be trapped within the same paradigmatic model of origin, even if it is in terms of opposition. If a counter position or opposition is a defining relationship between the terms of the dyad, there is a certain immovable fixity to this. In that case, if such a model is seen as general/universal one, every counter moment, every new instance of opposition remains, in the ultimate analysis, what G. Deleuze would call replaceable, substitutable instances of particulars. Each of them bears a similar relation to the core essence of the general – so, even the countering mode remains limited to the inter-changeable, substitutable instances of the particular. Deleuze, thus, states: 

…generality expresses a point of view according to which one term may be exchanged or substituted for another. The exchange or substitution of particulars defines our conduct in relation to generality. That is why the empiricists are not wrong to present general ideas as particular ideas in themselves, so long as they add the belief that each of these can be replaced by any other particular idea which resembles it in relation to a given word.” (G. Deleuze 1995: 1)

The second principle dispenses with the idea of reversal as opposition in this general dyadic model of relationship in anthropology – i.e. metropolis/periphery. Instead, can another kind of generality be retained as the unique essence or concept of anthropology - which is the study of diverse human sociality through the anthropological encounter? If this concept is assumed to be the general model, we can think of initiating particular instances, not in substitutable terms (of opposition) but rather, in the mode of a Deleuzian repetition. As he states, 

To repeat is to behave in a certain manner, but in relation to something unique or singular which has no equal or equivalent. And perhaps this repetition at the level of external conduct echoes for its own part, a more secret vibration which animates it, a more profound, internal repetition within the singular. This is the apparent paradox of festivals: they repeat an ‘unrepeatable’. They do not add a second and a third time to the first but carry the first time to the n’th power. …as Péguy says, it is not Federation Day which commemorates or represents the fall of the Bastille, but the fall of the Bastille which celebrates and repeats in advance all the Federation days; or Monet’s first water lily which repeats all the others.” (G. Deleuze 1995: 1). 

Through the fieldwork episodes I describe below, I will try and draw attention to how each encounter refers to the  ‘concept’ of anthropology - its internal, profound vibration, if you like, as instances of repetition and not of substitution. Each episode carries forward the essence of the anthropological quest. It allows for a possibility of infinite repetitions, i.e. the n’th moments. Because there always remains a possibility of a new instance, there is also an implication of a recurring unknown. In this way, at least conceptually, there can be a transgression that breaks the limits set by the conduct of opposition.

The last principle that remains in this model – is the idea of difference. Here again, I have drawn upon Deleuze’s idea of specific difference. First, by calling for anthropologies of difference, I am proposing that ‘maximal difference’ be established between the existing paradigm of anthropology and a contrary model, where the new contrary model is conceptualized with a changeover in the essence itself.  If the colonial paradigm was established on an essence or a concept of power and hierarchy, I am suggesting that the new model establish a maximal difference from the colonial model, with a relation of contrariety to the latter. Thus,

...contrariety in the genus  is the perfect and maximal difference, and contrariety in the genus is the specific difference. Above and below that, difference tends to become simple otherness and almost to escape the identity of the concept.(G. Deleuze : 30) 

We do not need to lose sight of the route by which the new model has been initiated – the line of reasoning to the new model or paradigm is the colonial model. At the same time, a breakaway can be established in terms of a difference from the concept itself, perhaps even a transgression, which allows for the release of a new series of repetitions which is unlike the series of substitutions that the colonial model forces us to. It is a movement from one kind of genus and its incumbent series of limited species to another kind of genus, which helps formulate another series of infinite species. In another way, we need not always be the other in a dyadic model, but become the agents themselves of carrying forward the essence of anthropology. 

Institutional Moorings

The fieldwork episodes that form the ‘evidence’ in the arguments here cannot be mentioned without a brief reference to the local context in which they emerge. Although anthropological fieldwork by itself has been a reasonable concern in India, as evident in the titles by A. Beteille & T.N. Madan (1975), M.N. Srinivas, A.M. Shah, and E.A. Ramaswamy (1979) and more recently by Meenakshi Thapan (1998), the palette of issues raised paid but scant attention to the implications of empirically studying societies outside one's local universe. Nonetheless, the unquestioned credo was that anthropology in India is definitively about fieldwork, and second, the point of celebration was that India is no longer a field site for foreign researchers alone, Indian scholars have themselves been able to garner a vast body of empirical work on India. 

One of the pressing concerns that issues such as the above become part of is the question of ‘Indian’ indigenous anthropology - should there be any? The opinions, locally, reify the debates of the past two and half decades, which from different moments and places - including the peripheries, have invalidated the possibility of configuring indigenous or national anthropologies. In India, there is sufficient agreement on the matter that there is no coherent ‘Indian’ anthropology as such
 – in fact, to my mind the quest for it, in the first place, is futile. While individual orientations and specific scholars have made their independent mark on the production of anthropological knowledge from the country, an attempt to constitute a national indigenous anthropology ends up as a rather vexing dilemma. 

Threading the various nuances of this dilemma is the tenuous issue of knowledge production from the peripheries, as is in India. For instance, what does it mean to have gone from Delhi to Beirut in order to conduct anthropological fieldwork and then write a dissertation that will be submitted to a sociology department in an Indian University? The question is not merely about combining empirical data with theoretical sophistication. What is the theoretical framework that one should adopt in order to interpret, analyse and frame one's empirical 'data'. If my specific research agenda is best informed by contemporary theoretical reflections that have not emerged from a category of the indigenous, should that be a predicament about my 'responsibility' as a student of social science in India? At the same time, I would have cherished the training, or even a meaningful point of entry to intellectual traditions that had been alive in the Indian subcontinent - ones that I could engage with not just as 'history for historians', as Dipesh Chakrabarty (2001:6-7) points out, but as ongoing theoretical concerns. Leaving such hopeful intentions to another time and opportunity, I have to return to one issue that I can meaningfully address, that of fieldwork abroad from India.  

It is an issue shot through with additional complications - first, the category of the 'Indian fieldworker abroad’ is not a very unproblematic definition. Second, how is one's own society defined? Does 'membership' to a national territory automatically imply 'knowledge' and  'intuition' about one's own culture? Does being Indian mean a special relationship to all matters Indian? As Indian anthropologists trained within, if we are to explores issue located outside our boundaries, do we carry anything specifically Indian that forms and illuminates our examinations or our analysis? Is there a local disciplinary orientation at all that can direct our movements in a given Indian way? In addition, there could be a good number of Indian students who enroll in doctoral courses abroad and are involved in research that lead them to conduct fieldwork in locations outside their home country. My contention, in this case, would continue to be that research positionings, when centered through the form and frame of anthropological metropolises, get operationalized significantly by their own economies of research. These few points obviously do not cover the complicated tangle of issues that constitute the debate on indigenous anthropology.
 

Furthermore, one could argue that in a country as large and diverse as India, someone belonging to the northern states conducting fieldwork in southern India could face an array of ‘cultural’ novelties perhaps akin to those faced by Indian anthropologists abroad. The question is undoubtedly, not so much about cultural distinction and affinity, or about geographical proximity and distance; but more about boundaries and frontiers that are created by the anthropological imagination. However, these are the issues that influence formulations about 'Indian' anthropology and what fieldwork 'abroad' from India could imply. A summing up note to points such as these is best made with a statement made by M. N. Srinivas (1979:3),

…(there are) very few field studies of other societies by Indian sociologists, and little appreciation of the problem of doing fieldwork outside India. This is unfortunate. There can be no science of society in India without bringing to bear a comparative perspective, and this is possible only if Indian sociologists study non - Indian societies also. (My emphasis)

This view of what the science of society should accomplish in India clearly calls for a 'comparative' perspective and this is where the question of fieldwork on 'other cultures' becomes a necessity, if not a requirement. The gravity that comparison has in the anthropological world of peripheral locations relates to a crucial end - that of indigenous anthropology - or that which Srinivas calls the 'science of society in India'. The true hallmark of competent anthropology as well as a valid claim to authoritative knowledge, allegedly, can come only when study of one's own is discovered through the route of the other.  Once again, the might of classical metropolitan anthropology appears to have its crux in comparison - for instance, Louis Dumont is led to state his -

…conviction that caste has something to teach us (Europeans) about ourselves. … For instance, the India of caste and varna, teaches us hierarchy, and this is no little lesson. (Quoted in T.N. Madan, 1982: 8)

Given this, (without committing to any graspable meaning of the 'other' and what constitutes comparison), can there be an internal evaluation of how the science of society in India has progressed? The answer, most likely, would be about the lack. At the same time, there cannot be a glossing over of the enormous diversity and variety that the Indian context provides which in itself allows for a good approximation of the 'other' or of ‘comparison’, however that may be defined. However, to my mind, the criteria for a credible anthropology produced from a given anthropological location, namely - the south/periphery/east/margin should include a crucial encounter with an 'other', although, through a problematized notion of comparison.
 

However rich the internal diversity, the imagined community of ‘Indians’ does dull the possibility of a ‘real’ encounter with the ‘other’. The standards of analytical reference are liable to keep returning to what has been called "gatekeeping concepts" by Arjun Appadurai (1986) and described as,

…a few simple theoretical handles (that) become metonyms and surrogates for the civilization or society as a whole: hierarchy in India, honor and shame in the circum- Mediterranean, filial piety in China are all examples of what one might call gatekeeping concepts in anthropological theory, concepts that is,  that seem to limit anthropological theorizing about the place in question and that define the quintessential and dominant questions of interest in the region. (A. Appadurai 1986: 357)

If I were to make the same point from the periphery, I would say that gatekeeping concepts are also largely responsible for setting the frame to the kind of issues and field sites that local anthropologists from amongst the conventional ‘others’ themselves, choose to apply their professional skills to.  I am by no means suggesting that in India issues outside of caste, hierarchy, or small community studies of tribes or villages do not exist. Nor am I saying that the original theoretical metonyms for India i.e. her anthropological gatekeepers, have not been questioned and reworked.  My understanding is that the possible existence of that frame has made the practice of fieldwork in India limit itself to its boundaries. It has constructed a paradigm by which studies of locales outside India, based on direct fieldwork, remain an irregularity and a sadly under-examined aspect of the discipline. Without doubt, there are several practical and technical factors (funding, local expertise, job markets etc.) that have hampered a meaningful pursuit of the classical anthropological study of ‘other cultures’ from India
.  But that does not entirely cover for the apparent lack of any interest in that direction, particularly when this lack may threaten to weaken the escalation of social anthropology in the peripheries. 

Acting on a stage that has the above for a backdrop, the field experiences I will now talk about lead me to the pursuit of what I have called difference, a difference that can be culled in order to make for world anthropologies. Undoubtedly, these experiences find a place in the cartography of anthropological knowledge production because they provide a counterpoint to the classical metropolitan paradigm of field sites, but, in my argument, they make possible episodes of 'anthropological encounters' that anchor down the discipline to its necessary purport.  

Dwelling within these experiences is what T.N. Madan calls the "form of consciousness which arises from the encounter of cultures in the mind of the anthropologist" (T.N. Madan, 1982:5). They are facets of discovery and inventiveness in the fieldwork experience that are entirely linked to the reversal of the classical fieldwork situation, but at the same time grasp an interior meaning of what the anthropological encounter is. They are facets that take us closer to what the anthropological encounter could be when it is bereft of the originary hierarchy, and as I expect to illustrate, when it focuses on the essentials of difference as well as the idiosyncrasies of diverse societies, research objects, their field sites and modalities of analysis. This is the essential displacement and decentralization of the anthropological consciousness, the cogito, (David Scott 1989) away from and beyond the west.  

Crossing Boundaries

My choice of Beirut as a field site 'places' me squarely in an 'in-between' space that is neither inside nor outside in the west vs. rest pair. The idea of 'encountering' an ‘other’ culture in person, much in the style of the classical ethnographies I had read was seductive. As I began my tentative steps towards such an enterprise, I learnt that it was not enough for me to produce an inspired proposal on any which location corresponding to a research agenda. My field location had to be designated so by a series of what can be best called  “visa and clearance procedures” after Ferguson and Gupta (1997a: 11). They have pointed out that research permission, interests of funding agencies, intellectual debates and sub-fields within the discipline, undoubtedly echoing the limits already inherent in the discipline, create a predetermined array of field sites. My own predicament, unlike the Anglo-American vantage point was to target, not an array, but perhaps the only field site that could materialize from my own nexus of training, possible funding, research permission etc. 

Interestingly, as I began corresponding with a few anthropologists at AUB, one suggestion that came my way was that my research proposal should involve a study of kinship amongst a given community, because my proposed area of investigation, i.e. post-war recovery could be too complicated too handle and should be left to local students! I am not very sure whether it was my 'Indian origin' that prompted a presumed affinity to kinship studies. In any case, with the fortunate coming together of funding, affiliation and access, Beirut indeed, was to be my field. The overall theme that I wanted to explore was - How does a city and its fragmented spaces and peoples, when emerging from a prolonged crisis, develop strategies of recuperation and recovery? At the end of a year’s fieldwork, I was able to sustain the core research agenda through articulations collected over multiple sites - neighbourhoods and their residents, state agencies and technical documents of reconstruction, material sites of architecture and archaeology, pasts and futures, spaces and times.  It was an anthropological encounter that measured the leap between borders both social and sociological. The point that I will emphasize here is that this journey refracted my 'Indian' subjectivity i.e. in terms of my cultural knowledge of a fraught multi -community society through the similar texture of another fragile society. My contexts were new, post -war reconstruction and recovery were not part of my Indian experience, yet, as I encountered the palette of experiences, events and their narratives, my experience of alterity became a double sided mirror of dissimilarity and sameness. 

The act of my going over to the cultural domain of Beirut did not establish an inherent ‘otherness’ or alterity. Moving from life in one urban context to another does have its set of changes – Beirut and Delhi are different in a host of ways, and therefore, as with any traveler or anthropologist, there is a newness to a number of little and big instances, yet there is a sense of sameness in the experience of contemporaenity. Interspersed in this ‘sameness’ is what I could call episodes that cull out a distinctive encounter, a form of consciousness, in which a particular sense of the self as well as that of an alterity comes into sharp focus. The first instance is my initial positioning in Beirut, which was my place among Lebanese students and other European scholars of social science in the institute that I was affiliated with. Alongside them, I seemed to form a third category, my presence was the ‘other’, non-western ‘voice’ in social science research. To the local scholars, I was bit of a puzzle. They thought it quite unlikely that I had no western institutional affiliation and also, that I was capable of fluent spoken and written English– the reason for which obviously was the notion that good research and good English was the forte of Western institutions whereas India was presumably not a part of that. On one occasion, I was introduced as an English speaking and therefore, a thoroughly colonized Indian - undoubtedly accurate but ironic!

My positioning outside the circle of academia was a wholly different story. The general Lebanese regarded Indians as a part of the South Asian 'bank' of cheap industrial labour and domestic help that had found their way into Lebanon through the Gulf. A sense of wary curiosity came forth from several of my informants – unless my meeting was preceded by a recommendation from a known quarter. It was important for me to "go native"- in a way quite different from what the native used to imply in anthropology. I was clearly, matter out of place – here was a native woman wearing the white man’s shoes, walking the same roads that some of my ‘first world’ male colleagues would have, were they in Beirut. Clearly, an orientation has been reversed, but I was neither the (local) insider nor the (western) outsider, but rather, an in - between. 

Eventually, I also had the opportunity of sharing some of my work with a few ‘locally’ placed academics and one particular instance seems significant where it was said, “your position as a non-Lebanese - non western observer, is crucial to the text. Your analysis avoids the superiority, false humility, or 'orientalist' point of view of westerners; in the same time it bypasses the self-righteous and unbalanced attitude of the insiders”. Even beyond the ‘insider-outsider’ contest, I find it re-assuring that the language that mattered here was the text I had formulated through ideas that were born at home and then nurtured and given substance in the ‘other culture’. They were contoured around my queries and my ethnographic discoveries – they constituted a social imaginary that appeared to touch a common ground of human interest. While my Indian-ness was not entirely forgotten, my agency here was the ability to communicate through a problem that was local but at the same time universal, a communication that set me up as a student of social science rather than anything else - perhaps this was a special feature of in-between-ness. 

In my interaction with "informants", an example that catches the tone is one where a symbolic relationship was construed between my anthropologist self and that of the 'other' - which became an elaboration of what Marc Augé (1998: xvi) would call "double relativity" or "others also define what is for them 'the other'". It was an occasion about creating sense and meaning between 'others' where a bridge could be temporarily constructed in order to establish a linking over a social difference - a link that made tolerance possible between differences. This was an interview with a Christian resident of Hamra (one of the neighborhoods I worked in) whose sons had been kidnapped during the war by unknown Muslim militants. He had consciously made a decision not to join the many Christians who had fled to safer areas. For him, a secular existence had always been the creed and practice of the genuine residents of Hamra, i.e. the ‘authentic’ Muslims and Christians- inter -confessional hostilities were surely being imposed from outside. Even a suggestion of doubt on my part seemed to indicate to him a measure of my non-authenticity and my ignorance as a foreigner, an uncertain Muslim (as I had announced myself as a non practicing Muslim) from a different culture. In what seemed like a gesture to establish a ground from which to move from, he pulled out a copy of the Koran and started to recite the first verse, looking up to see if I could follow and recognize. It was one of the few I knew and I was able to recite along with him. From that moment on, some validity of my position, perhaps as a 'genuine Muslim', although distant, but belonging to a familiar category of those with good faith, rather than those very close but with bad faith and suspect, seemed to be established. 

The differences between ‘me’ and ‘them’ turned up a new side –they were about discovering the different manifestations of sameness. Human pain, suffering, destruction, the desire to move on from a malignant past, the hope for a future are part of what I would include in what Clifford Geertz (1983: 36-53) has called the ‘moral imagination’ which tricks the anthropological social imaginary into a paradox. This profound double world of anthropology brings together distance and affinity in a situation where, (slide 9)

The differences do go far deeper than an easy men-are-men humanism permits itself to see, and the similarities are far too substantial for an easy other-beasts, other-mores relativism to dissolve. …anthropologists… (are) still possessed of the primitive belief that there is such a thing as life itself; and anthropologists such as myself, who thinks that society comes to be more than behavior – pursue their vocations haunted by a riddle quite as unresolvable as it is fundamental: namely, that the significant works of the human imagination …speak with equal power to the consoling piety that we are all like one another and to the worrying suspicion that we are not. (C. Geertz 1983:41-42)

This then was one kind of difference in sameness that fieldwork abroad was to mean for me. This was the core of the anthropological encounter. The Indian social imaginary finds nothing strange in sectarian differences. Mass violence, devastating social damage is also disturbingly familiar. In the anthropological reach of social understanding, these are paradigms that have led research and have formulated models of meaning.  In the moment of one facing the other, i.e. the fieldworker facing a novel sensation, there is a separate and distinct event – separate even within the novelty of daily life in the field.  In a sense, for me this essential episodic fragment of newness - was one of difference that my personal biography was to encounter in my anthropological journey. Once again, these fragments brought me closer, with unprecedented sharpness, through the route of the other, to my 'inside' social conditions from which I was personally removed. But the critical note was that this sameness/difference in effect opened a window to understanding that locations, when not mired in the anthropological imperial cartography, can only be about heterogeneous differences rather than about hierarchies that slotted the observer in relation to the observed. 

Retrospectively, the crux of my fieldwork encounters was perhaps the condition in which the relationship between my subjects and myself could not be translated into one of hierarchy and power as it could be between the researchers and researched in classical anthropological cartography
. All I could have as an advantage was the language of a social science (i.e. anthropology) with which a particular narrative on Beirut could be articulated. Although the cases I describes below do not have this same automatic condition of non - hierarchy, yet the significance of these negotiations echo a similar tenor of relationships present in my fieldwork.
 These are experiences made significant by the amplification of the theme of difference where the classical (western) self -(peripheral) other relationship is turned on its head.

Roma Chatterji’s
 (RC) experience is related to a project initially conceived as a study of ageing and 'social death' in a western society, expressly motivated by the understanding that anthropologists do not study the West, particularly those nebulous areas that remain hidden in advanced capitalist societies. The fieldwork component was to be undertaken by Indian researchers placed within Dutch field-sites. RC focused on a home/ research institute for the aged.  The process of formulating the project was not entirely smooth - partly accentuated by the discomfort expressed by Dutch scholars when faced with the prospect of having researchers from a developing country work on issues and field sites in their own 'society'. Later into the project, when the project members made formal presentations, the same sense of unease continued amongst academics - with queries and apprehensions that appeared to underline the sudden awareness of having become the objects of study rather than their authors, in a way a bewildered sense of being exposed, evaluated and eventually, threatened. Clearly, such a changeover in the delegation of anthropological authority could not be a painless process which by itself, marks a factor in this argument - one kind of resistance that any conception of world anthropologies will encounter are anthropologists themselves, especially those on either slot of the center or the periphery.  I was struck by a special experience she underwent, with a partly paralyzed lady resident who had been admitted into the somatic section. For me, that illustrates the powerful content of a field relationship that eventually sustains the core of the anthropological encounter, regardless of anthropological boundaries. 

This particular lady resident could not speak but would break into disturbing daily episodes of screaming - there was no way in which anyone could communicate with her meaningfully. RC, who helped in looking after her, knew about her love for chamber music and on one occasion of routine feeding and watching a television program of chamber music, she mentioned to her about her past passion for music. Her face lit up and a friendship that went beyond everyday instrumental contact was established. In a moment of breakthrough, made more poignant and powerful by silence, a relationship of quiet gestures and gentle touches started - one that could pacify and soothe the lady unlike anything else before. It was this part of her interaction that led to the inclusion of 'touching' - as a part of the lady's formal care regime. 'Touching', under normal circumstances, would have been left out because the 'usual' practice in the home amongst the somatic residents was that there should be no non - specific body contact, i.e. other than those involved in feeding, washing etc. This practice in itself was the result of a social need in that society to avoid infantilizing the aged and thereby reducing them is some stature. My point here is that the anthropological encounter is a profoundly human one - sometimes channeled through non-verbal communication as this one was, and there are ways in which these could become the ways of reaching the 'other' and then making that relationship a kernel of anthropological insight.

The power of relationships is also the point that Rajni Palriwala (RP) seeks to emphasize in her own experience. RP was part of a team that collaborated with a Dutch anthropologist at Leiden to study a state -society dynamic as contextualized in changing family models. In this project, a part of the motivation also came from a desire to question the perspective that kinship studies were almost always framed through western categories and then empirically explored in the peripheries. In this sense, it was an attempt to reverse the flow by having "kinship" examined by the peripheries rather than in them. 

Through this project, RP sets a comparison between her earlier fieldwork in Rajasthan and her work in Leiden, The Netherlands. As an insider in India, her immersion in the field came about as a gradual co-optation into a community space bounded both territorially and socially. In spite of a large range of 'cultural' differences, in the ultimate analysis, the fact of belonging to same country, the recognizability of one's credentials made accessibility and acceptance easier and comfortable. The nature of a relationship that forms within the community space there becomes a function of these factors. Also, the anxiety of making mistakes is mellowed by the knowledge that returning, extending one's stay or even starting over is not an impossible option. The conditions change entirely when the field is another country, another social universe. The question then is how do relationships form the anthropological quest in these situations?

Through her experience, RP holds that the politics of place or voice becomes somewhat diluted when the focus turns to relationships which are negotiated and sustained in situations where making contact is a highly fragmented experience. The relationships that emerge in this context, as RP discovered, bring together a tension between what she calls the instrumental relationship part and expressive friendship part of an anthropological contact.  As a stranger in a foreign world, the expected problem is about finding relationships that is initiated by a difficult process of establishing credentials that are convincing enough for those who will participate at its other end. But the real difficulty for RP wasn’t about finding the relationship; it was more in terms of striking the right balance between the instrumentality that was the underbelly of the relationship and the expressive intimacy that her contact with ‘informants’ elicited. Inscribed into the contact is the distance traveled, both intellectual and cultural, between the ethnographer and the ethnograph-ed; yet, it is the intimacy that blends this distance that makes the anthropological journey possible. Clearly, understanding kinship in another social universe does draw upon existing anthropological classifications and also, in RP’s case, find insights from a comparison with local ‘Indian’ categories. But a ‘new’ insight is possible when an underlying difference between social contexts can fructify an anthropological bridging that amplifies understanding of a given context, in this case, kinship. 

Radhika Chopra’s (RaC) research amongst the publishers and writers of popular romance fiction in New York reflects Palriwalra's in terms of a comparison between field work inside and outside as well as the research object itself that mediates between the distances traveled. One feature was her bridging of differences between the familiar and the unfamiliar. ‘Traveling’ to a village in the Punjab, in spite of being a ‘Punjabi’ was of a far greater ‘distance’ then was her travel to New York. In the former, the contrast between her personal profile and the anthropological world that she encountered was far more acute than her affinity, in the latter, with the world of romance fiction in a Western milieu. New York provided a common language universe – English, a common life style – urban and a familiar territory – romance fiction. It was about traveling a great distance to something familiar. In the Punjab – she had to learn the language, train herself to understand codes and norm that would govern a round the clock embodiment of ‘otherness’ – in bodily gestures, in speech, in conduct and so on. In other words, a small distance to the greatly unfamiliar. 

On one hand, it is the shared ‘cultural’ world that even allows RaC the comfort of an affinity with her research agenda in New York. Romance fiction was a common ground of popular culture. Yet, her perspective was separate from those entrenched in that very milieu in which the novels are placed. Blending together this affinity and separation and then creating an interesting ground of difference was, in my opinion, her choice of a path that could make the familiar strange, i.e., she chose to write a novel – a completely new skill with which to walk the paces of her anthropological queries. An immersion into the writing process meant understanding a familiar world differently – create western protagonists, conjure western situations or discover the intrigue of a city as the backdrop - by changing, for the purpose of the novel, from being one kind of ‘native’ of the exotic east to a native of the ‘west’ (in the world of romance fiction). It was again a blending of the research object with process that gave fieldwork here the crucial anthropological twist.

In all these encounters, I describe above there are inherent contrasts between them.
 My episode of traveling is not to the west. Moreover, my experience does not have the benefit of a comparative experience that could have helped me in formulating an insider vs. outsider argument. At the same time, the point I am emphasizing here is precisely a blurring of such boundaries by drawing attention to the individual paths traveled, the issues explored and the knowledge gained. Ageing, familial relationships, popular culture or strategies of recovery are areas that produce ethnographies that inform a wider body of anthropological understanding, potentially produced by and about anyone anywhere. Yet, the significance in these cases is the fact that the agency of production has moved in a direction different from other anthropological journeys - the outsider, (if all the researchers mentioned in the above cases may be called so) is not western. It is this change that allows for a tacking between new places and voices that ultimately creates the discursive terrain for a new anthropology. In the final evaluation, the emphasis is really about the individual contact points made  - the complexity of self and otherness that is developed through these contact points and lastly, the new anthropological milestones covered through these multifarious pathways.
 

Conclusion -The Metaphors and Metonyms of Difference 

At the end of these registers that I have opened, let me return to the proposed theoretical framework. These episodes of fieldwork are meant to provide a descriptive indication of the substance of an anthropological encounter. I must add here that an “encounter” is a term loaded with anthropological historicity, most of which echo the hierarchies of relationships mentioned frequently here. Notwithstanding this, I am attempting to glean out an inside, a core to this historical concept, by attaching a special significance to these fieldwork episodes in a way that Deleuze calls the secret of empiricism.

Empiricism is by no means a reaction against concepts, nor a simple appeal to lived experiences. On the contrary, it undertakes the most insane creation of concepts ever seen or heard. Empiricism is a mysticism and a mathematicism of concepts, but precisely one which treats the concept as the object of an encounter, as a here-and-now, …from which emerge inexhaustibly ever new, differently distributed ‘heres’ and ‘nows’… I make, remake and unmake my concepts along a moving horizon, from an always decentred center, from an always displaced periphery which repeats and differentiates them. (G. Deleuze: xxi –xxii) 

At the outset, when I talked about establishing a new paradigm of the anthropological encounter, in place of the colonial encounter through the idea of maximal difference – I was implying this kind of a creation of a new concept – a new generality, from which, ever new singular encounters can be repeated. 

To reiterate, the fieldwork instances I have described effectively map an ever-expanding anthropological cartography of locations, each of which is constituted by a field site, a researcher and an object of research -a constitution which can be based on heterogeneity and not on established hierarchies of power. Of course, each of these locations, by far, would also implicate a place in the historicity of anthropological world making. At the same time, they are singular substantiations accommodated into a new general model such that a growing collective language of anthropological epistemology is created, which in turn, releases the potential of many more specific contexts of analysis. Or, in another way, particular, different anthropologies finds expression in a universe of anthropological knowledge where the defining criteria does not speak of center or peripheries as the nodes of production, but in terms of individual contact points, of singular interfaces, of heterogeneous points of anthropological production. 

The epistemology of difference, in social anthropology, helps to grasp the social imaginary that defines the contemporary world.  It is an idea of 'everywhere' anthropology   that I am arguing for through the idea of difference. Difference allows for research agendas to break loose from the rigidities of localized metaphors. Objects of research require an open-ended compilation such that contemporary social imaginaries are reckoned with. Of course, the foundational relationship that tacks the researcher to the research object is tied to the genealogy of location in which each is placed. However, if difference privileges the issues under examination and not a first evaluation of conditions determining hierarchical place and voice, there is a possibility that boundaries and insularities do not get reified, but rather that anthropological knowledge achieve meaningful fructification.  The logic of place and location should receive attention, but with the lens focused on marginal and marginalized issues and somewhat veered away from the persistent category of peripheral/marginal or dominant/central professionals in anthropology.  Through the 'politics and poetics' of subject positionings and representations, the inevitability of diversity needs to be assured. In the 'changing' world that the discipline of anthropology faces today, its new credo has to be that of achieving some sense of equity between the researchers and the researched, as well as between researchers themselves.
Through the above case studies of Indian journeys abroad, my intention has been to explore the manifest idea of difference on the terrain of fieldwork, the undisputed cornerstone of anthropology.  I am persuaded to argue that such a gloss of difference on the anthropological quest is possible for several reasons, not least of all is a retrospective reasoning which holds that the category of the west, in which we have so firmly located the anthropological cogito is itself a rather shaky category. The decided anthropological relationship between the west and the rest is predicated on the support of the 'western'   pillar, one whose foundations appear to be weak enough to topple the monuments that it allegedly bears.
 This does not deny the geo-political colonial genealogy that the anthropological endeavor has its anchors in, but a continuation of these very anchors into all potentialities of the future may not be a very constructive idiom. Fernando Coronil's (1996: 51-51) search for a 'decentralized poetics' of a 'non- imperial' world where a future builds on its pasts but is not imprisoned by its horror is perhaps an echo of the anthropological desire that my passage out of India appears to nurture. 

(
End Notes

� Details on this group, members and connected documents are available at  � HYPERLINK "http://www.worldanthronet.org" ��www.worldanthronet.org�. (20the April 2003) Although I make a reference here to some of their basic constructs, I am not expressing a wholesale endorsement of their political aims.   


� I may have oversimplified the notion of Manuel De Landa's (1997) meshworks. For a brief exposition also see, De Landa's  "Meshworks, Heirachies and Interfaces" available at � HYPERLINK "http://www.t0.or.at/delanda/meshwork.htm" ��http://www.t0.or.at/delanda/meshwork.htm� 


� For an overview of network theory and its potentialities into the social, see Arturo Escobar's  " Notes on Networks and Anti- Globalization Social Movements", available at � HYPERLINK "http://www.unc.edu/depts/anthro/faculty/fac_pages /escobarpaper.html" ��http://www.unc.edu/depts/anthro/faculty/fac_pages /escobarpaper.html�. (15th July 2003)


� I understand that this need not be a legitimate definition that anthropology has historically granted.  Anthropology is perhaps more accurately defined, historically, as a discipline born out of the discursive  'savage slot' that the west had constructed within its own historicity. See Michel Rolph Trouillot (1991). I am not ignoring this part of anthropology's genesis; rather, it remains beneath the interface that defines the center/periphery interface.  


� The text referred here throughout is Giles Deleuze (1995), Difference and Repetition. The ideas that I use here are meant to be heuristic devices and this essay is not a sustained reflection on Deleuze’s work at large.


� See, for instance, Satish, Deshpande, Nadini Sunder, Patricia Uberoi (2000).


� See for example, Hussein Fahim ed. (1982) and Roberto Cardoso de Oliviera (2000).


�Clearly, this is not a simple point that can be made without referring to core anthropological paradigms that examine the definitions of the social and the cultural, cultural relativism, translatability of social universes and so on.  My intention is to simply emphasize the possibility of anthropological encounters beyond their existing boundaries and moreover, cull out the nature of these encounters within the political economy of the discipline. In my own case, before I begin to apply such complexities, I would prefer a descriptive exercise that, in the very least, notes the simple steps of the anthropological encounter, which is as yet, new to our 'Indian' anthropological imagination.


� In addition to S. Deshpande et al (2000), also see Satish Saberwal (1982) for a discussion on the mentioned factors.


� At the present, I am not dwelling upon the questions of how the very relationship of researcher to researched in any which situation is a hierarchical one.  


� This essay cannot do justice to the whole body of work that is covered by the researchers mentioned. I have mentioned situations that apply to my argument. Most of the discussion on their work is based on personal communication between the scholars and myself. Wherever the projects are described or discussed, the opinions and issues raised are solely that of the researchers I have communicated with, or myself. They do not represent the views of other members or participants of the team, where applicable.


� All the researchers mentioned by name in the following cases are presently faculty members at the Dept.


� Several other issues relating to fieldwork abroad from India are common to all the projects and they remain to be discussed. Publishing work done in such reverse situations may encounter 'structures of dominance' in mainstream journals, as expertise is often an exercise of western privilege. The other point that I would emphasize is the way in which these foreign ethnographies are received locally - in our case, their reception within local forums. 


� Clearly, this is not a simple point that can be made without referring to core anthropological paradigms that examine the definitions of the social and the cultural, cultural relativism, translatability of social universes and so on.  My intention is to simply emphasize the possibility of anthropological encounters beyond their existing boundaries and moreover, cull out the nature of these encounters within the political economy of the discipline. Of course, none of these encounters would occur without the complexity of meaning formation that is introduced by the above paradigms.  In my own case, before I begin to apply such complexities, I would prefer a descriptive exercise that, in the very least, notes the simple steps of the anthropological encounter, which is as yet, new to our 'Indian' anthropological imagination. 


� See, for example, Fernando Coronil (1996) and M.R. Trouillot (1991).
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