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Asking Gramsci’s question crisis
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Some object to the word ‘crisis’. However, it is useful for describing the sense
that what seemed to be an understandable present and a plausible future have
become unpleasant, obscure and even unrecognisable. That sense is, a colleague
suggested,  what  would  have  led  to  Gramsci’s  question:  Everything  seemed
possible on the streets of Turin in 1920, so how did I end up in this Italian prison?
In that sense, much of anthropology has been undergoing a crisis since the early
years  of  this  century,  marked  by  things  like  books  entitled  The  end  of
anthropology? (Jebens and Kohl 2011).
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One common response to crisis is to promulgate a radical vision for a new future
that rejects the past, the sort of thing that occurs among some anthropological
advocates of ontology (Bessire and Bond 2014). It may, however, be better to look
backward before envisaging a new future, to see how we got to the streets of
Turin and then to this prison. To do that, it is helpful to pause for a moment from
our doing of anthropology and instead think about the discipline, or at least its
most visible branches, in a broader context.

Photo  by  Vlad  Lazarenko  (Wikimedia
Commons,  CC  BY-SA  3.0)

A noteworthy feature of that broader context is a different crisis. That is the
economic crisis that began around 2008 and turned into the Great Recession.
These crises are two faces of the same thing, the failure of what commonly is
called neoliberalism, which I take to include the neoclassical economics that is its
intellectual foundation.

In the closing decades of the twentieth century the orientation of neoliberalism
pervaded more than government ministries and political debate. In addition, it
pervaded  the  work  of  those  who  occupied  the  commanding  heights  in
anthropology,  though  it  did  not  do  so  under  its  own  name.  The  crisis  in
anthropology and in the world economy are reflections of the shortcomings of that
orientation. The shortcomings of concern here are those that led to the sense that
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anthropology had lost  its  way,  that,  as  George Marcus (2008:  2)  put  it,  the
discipline is ‘in suspension’, with ‘no new ideas and none on the horizon’.

 

Neoliberal anthropology
In the discipline of economics and in electoral politics the rise of neoliberalism
meant the rejection of what had gone before. That had been a set of orientations
and policies that used Keynesian macroeconomic models to describe and make
sense of a country’s economy, and to figure out what government could do to
improve things. In economics in the 1970s Keynesian approaches were replaced
by neoclassical ones, and in politics in the years around 1980 that orientation lost
ground to the neoliberalism of Margaret Thatcher in the UK and Ronald Reagan
in the US.

What  replaced  that  old  orientation  was  the  assumption  that  autonomous
individuals are the best judge of their own interests, which they could best realise
through transactions in a free market.

Microeconomics replaced macroeconomics;  a focus on individuals and their
desires replaced a focus on systems and their operations; government as the
minimal guardian of free markets replaced government as the formulator and
implementer of notions of the common good.

These changes reflected more than currents of thought in university departments
of  economics  and  government  ministries.  In  addition,  they  reflected  social
movements  in  Europe  and  North  America,  the  home of  the  most  influential
anthropology at the time. Those movements objected to government policies and
social practices that were seen to deny individual freedom – autonomy under a
different name. The 1960s and 1970s saw the civil rights movement in the United
States, the women’s liberation movement and protest against the American war in
Vietnam in many countries, and the events of May of ’68 in France.
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Anthropology was not immune to these movements, and many anthropologists
took part in them. It should be expected, then, that intellectual orientations in the
discipline began to change at around the same time, and in a similar direction.

One aspect of this was the Cultural Turn, which drew on the work of Clifford
Geertz  (esp.  1973)  and  which  affected  the  social  sciences  generally.  Geertz
argued that we should focus solely on culture, on how people perceive and think
about their lives, and that our job is to describe that culture, not to explain it. This
meant that we should forego attention to those things that are outside of people’s
awareness,  whether  because  they  are  distant  from people’s  lives  and  hence
invisible to them or because they are nearby but not, for whatever reason, objects
of attention and cultural elaboration. Such a stance makes it more difficult to
identify systems or structures, such as the system of the kula ring, invisible to
individuals  who  participated  in  it,  or  the  economic  system  that  Keynesian
macroeconomists investigated, invisible to individuals who bought and sold in
their familiar shops and markets.

“Kula bracelet” by Brocken Inaglory – Own work. Licensed
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A different and more explicit challenge to the idea of system also was emerging
around the time of the Cultural Turn, and it also affected the social sciences more
generally. Sherry Ortner produced an influential summary of this criticism in the
middle of the 1980s. She said that attention to system is not enough, that we need
to pay more attention to people and their lives. As she (1984: 148) put it, the
question we need to address is ‘the relationship(s) that obtain between human
action, on the one hand, and some global entity which we may call “the system,”
on the other’.

Ortner’s  criticisms  were  taken  in  various  directions,  but  ultimately  many
anthropologists  ended  up  ignoring  her  point  that  we  need  to  address  the
relationship between systems or structures and human action. Instead, her point
got  turned  into  a  rejection  of  structure,  poststructuralism,  as  many  in  the
discipline embraced what came to be called ‘everyday life’ and ‘lived experience’
and the perspective of those who experienced that life.

It seemed that Margaret Thatcher was right: There is no such thing as society.

Two of the arguments put forward to justify and encourage this change were
especially influential and noteworthy. One was the assertion that societies and
cultures contain so many divergent perspective and experiences, and that their
boundaries are so porous and indeterminate, that we can not speak of them as
ordered wholes. Rather, the best we can do is describe the complexity and fluidity
that our research reveals. The second was the assertion that to think in terms of
systems or structures means imposing a Western and Modern frame on a world to
which it does not really apply.

As a result of these and other arguments, more and more anthropologists sought
to describe the otherness, the difference from the Modern West, that they found
in the field. As Patricia Spyer (2011: 62) put, anticipating the growing disciplinary
interest in ontology, we must reject ‘any attempt to domesticate such otherness
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by either explaining it  away or reducing it  to  something already known and
comprehensible.’

Thus it was that the critics of the old order kicked away one of the two legs on
which, Radcliffe-Brown (1952) said long ago, the discipline stands. One of those
legs is the description in anthropological terms of what the researcher sees in the
field, which Radcliffe-Brown called ‘ethnography’. The other is the development of
reasonably valid generalisations about social life in a range of societies, what he
called ‘comparative sociology’. The critics rejected the comparative sociology and
restricted themselves to the ethnography, and increasingly one that attended to
the distinctive perspectives and experiences of smaller and smaller sets of people.

A  growing  number  of  influential  anthropologists,  then,  saw  their  task  as
attending  to,  even  celebrating,  people’s  perspectives  on  the  world,  while
refusing to attempt to explain those perspectives. In that, those anthropologists
came  to  echo  important  aspects  of  neoliberalism  and  the  neoclassical
economics  on  which  it  draws.

The  equations  and  graphs  of  neoclassical  economics  are  intended  only  to
summarise transactions in a market in a pure form, just as market price is taken
to reflect the aggregate of those transactions in monetary terms. Neither the
economists  nor the price attempt to  identify  the reasons why people buy or
decline to buy what they do, for they are focussed on the moment of transaction
itself. Those reasons are assumed to reflect people’s values, but they are treated
as given, beyond the scope of the economic models and money prices. In this, they
look a lot like anthropologists who observe people’s cultures, their perspectives
and orientations, but restrict themselves to recording them and do not try to
account for them.

For the more thorough-going of those anthropologists, what people say and do is
treated simply as an expression of what is unknowable but can only be inferred,
their culture. In the same way, what people do in their market activities is treated
as  their  ‘revealed  preference’,  which  can  be  used  to  infer  what  is  also
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unknowable, the inner state of mind that is their true preference.

And just as neoliberalism is a celebration of the free market, where people
transact in ways that express their preferences, so much of anthropology sees
itself as a celebration of diversity, of people acting in ways that express their
cultures.

 

Autonomy and anthropology
I have argued that, in the last quarter of the twentieth century, an important
stream in anthropology, probably the dominant stream in American anthropology,
followed  an  intellectual  course  that  resembled  the  intellectual  course  of
economics.  In  both,  a  concern  with  systems  or  structures  was  rejected  as
illegitimate.  In  both,  attention  turned  instead  to  individuals,  in  the  case  of
economics, and to ever smaller sets of people, in the case of anthropology. In
both, the only legitimate public activity was encouraging people to express their
orientations, by expanding the scope of the market in economics or by celebrating
diversity in anthropology.

The individualism that these two disciplines embraced has been attractive to
many, but it has had some unfortunate, unforeseen consequences.

For neoliberals and economists, it meant the encouragement of orientations and
policies that led to the Great Recession. Doubtless those people intended no such
thing, but the limitations of their perspective were such that their policies and
arguments resulted in hardship for many people around the world.
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Those anthropologists, and others, who embraced the liberation movements of the
1960s and 1970s saw individual autonomy as a way to correct the injustices of the
old  order.  It  may  have  corrected  some  of  them.  However,  and  however
unintentionally,  it  presaged  what  looks  like  increased  injustice,  a  growing
repression of disadvantaged groups in many of the Western countries that were
the home of those movements, a repression suggested by the rising proportion of
the population that ended up in jail (Wacquant 2010). Finally, for anthropology
the growing interest in celebrating the diversity of cultures, coupled with an
aversion to explaining any of them, runs the risk of turning the discipline into
what Nicholas Thomas (1991: Chap. 4) described, cabinets of curiosity. They were
popular among early English travellers to the Pacific, who used them to display
the curious things that they had collected on their travels, things that they made
no effort to understand.

For anthropologists who seek to understand the world that they confront, who
want to know not simply what is there but why it takes the form that it does, this
is not a pleasant place to be.
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