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Does activism have a place in anthropological practice?
This essay will explore the anthropological theory surrounding activism and the nature of anthropological practice. Through analysis of established theory – examining the ideas of Ingold, Graeber and Scheper-Hughes – and critique of the nature and purpose of Anthropology as a discipline, it will ultimately be argued that activism does have a place in anthropological practice. It will be concluded that the anthropologist ought not to be detached from their research material and the people with whom they are carrying out their fieldwork[footnoteRef:1], but should instead be engaged in an active role as an advocate – a transceiver for the voices of less powerful and less heard groups of people both within a singular society and within the broader global community. [1:  I have refrained from referring to individuals as ‘participants’ or ‘informants’, as these terms have implications and connotations which may be problematic. Ie. ‘participant’ implies that the researcher is leading the process; ‘informant’ suggests a form of betrayal or underhandedness, and a closed-off temporariness to the relationship between the individual and the anthropologist.] 

	Ingold (2014) outlines a distinction between Anthropology and ethnography, which is important to establish in relation to this argument. He describes the anthropological (not ethnographic) practice of participant observation as a process of “correspondence” – when the anthropologist conducts participant observation, their life, behaviour and experience co-react and correspond with the group which they are observing. It is this practice, Ingold argues, that is integral to and that characterises the discipline of Anthropology.
	Ethnography, on the other hand, Ingold declares is the description of these experiences. He criticises ethnography, saying that “this experience [of participant observation] is schizochronically put behind us, even as it is lived.” (2014: 393). In essence, ethnography – taken as the practice of writing up data obtained through participant observation – distorts the experience of anthropological fieldwork, insofar as it inappropriately places ongoing and open-ended experience in a particular frame of time and place.
	Anthropology is different from ethnography, Ingold goes on to explain, because its purpose is education (of the anthropologist). Where ethnography is the practice of gathering “data”, Anthropology is process of learning or being educated. Ingold suggests that Anthropology is thus the prelude to ethnography (p.391). The role of the anthropologist is to observe, correspond, and be educated.
	Having established this notion of the anthropologist as an engaged participant in not only the society or culture, but the lives of the people with whom they are carrying out research, it can be taken further. That is to expand the role of the anthropologist beyond the field, and beyond its academic sphere (now the realm of ethnography) and out into the world – such is the purpose of education. If the anthropologist is to be truly engaged in the lifeworld of the group with whom they wish to work, they must surely be active both within and from within this group. Ergo, it should be the role of the anthropologist to act, not on behalf of, but (at least) alongside those with whom they are working.
	Furthermore, Da Col and Graeber (2011) discuss the decline of anthropological thinking in the absence of a purpose or place within the world or even within academia. In other words, the discipline is too introspective, without its theories and theorists contributing to any wider pool of knowledge or to the development of wider society. The remedy to this is to apply Anthropology not just to ethnography, but to the world and to wider matters and issues within it.
	A prime example of the application of Anthropology in political disputes is the 1976-79 legal case of the Mashpee Tribe vs. New Seabury Corp. The anthropological dimension to this case is examined in detail by Clifford (1988), who outlines that the purpose of the lengthy trial was “to determine whether the group calling itself the Mashpee Tribe was in fact an Indian tribe, and the same tribe that in the mid-nineteenth century had lost its lands through a series of contested legislative acts.” (p.277) The intention of the Tribe was to sue for the ownership of land. During the trial, “expert testimony by professional anthropologists and historians played a major role” (Clifford, 1988: 317). The expert opinions of anthropologists were crucial to determining the group’s status as a tribe (the ethics of the necessity to prove this, while questionable, will not be discussed here), and thus anthropologists were indeed playing a part in the advocacy for rights of an indigenous group in this case. Whilst this contribution does not strictly constitute a form of activism in itself, it represents the beginnings of an activist anthropology. It demonstrates the wider, non-academic need for anthropological expertise, which in turn suggests that anthropologists should not merely be passive observers, but active thinkers, advisers and advocates outside of the discipline’s own academic sphere. One may argue that it would be heedless of the anthropologist to ignore these broader pragmatic applications of anthropological research and thought.
	Of course, in such a case as the Mashpee trial, the anthropologist still plays a somewhat passive role, inasmuch as they are required to be impartial in their giving of factual (ethnographic) evidence. However, this is not to say that it is wrong or unethical for the anthropologist to take on a partial and active position in cases where possible. Ultimately, an anthropologist is not simply an observer of human beings, but a human being themselves, and as such will inevitably hold values and morals. Indeed, it would not be considered good practice as an anthropologist to fail to acknowledge one’s own preconceived values and understandings of the world.
	Yet, paradoxically, it is the fundamental role of the anthropologist to gain an in-depth, personal and first-hand knowledge of a group of people. As Evans (2012: 99) describes:

The objective [of participant observation] is to make an embodied, visceral journey into the socially and culturally distinctive way of life of a particular group of people in order to know what it is to inhabit their environment, live their social relations, understand their preoccupations and appreciate their values and feelings about each other and what matters in their world. The aim is to gain insight into what it is like to experience the world from a different point of view and to question, thereby, everything that is taken for granted about what it is to be human.

The anthropologist, it seems, is supposed to fully immerse themselves in the socio-cultural environment of a group, both acknowledging their own values and accepting those of the group in question. Yet they are apparently forbidden from connecting the two. Surely anthropological research should not be constricted to the writing of ethnography – should the researcher have the opportunity to advance the rights, freedoms or opportunities of a group, or to amplify their voice, and should the researcher believe strongly in this group’s case and cause to gain such rights, freedoms, opportunities or voice, then it is right for them to utilise their inherently privileged position to do so.
	Hale (2007) alludes to the decolonisation of Anthropology. As Lewis (1976) notes, Anthropology has its shady beginnings in the age of the British empire – the discipline emerged from evolutionist ideas about “primitive” societies, and with aims of gathering information about indigenous societies for the benefit of the colonising power. What Hale refers to is a kind of reinstatement of knowledge; making anthropological data available to those who have previously been debased as objects of study, and repurposing Anthropology and its data to benefit now marginalised groups of people, as opposed to the colonisers.
	It is important to note here that to urge anthropologists to aid the “liberation”, or perhaps more accurately the reestablishment, of such marginalised groups is not to imply that the Western[footnoteRef:2] anthropologist is to be the saviour of the indigenous community. It is simply to recognise the harm caused by early anthropologists and by the society from which the discipline evolved, and to attempt to make recompense – to whatever extent possible – for this harm. Indeed, Hale also argues the case for activist anthropology as a contrasting methodology to the paternalism inherent in the nineteenth century evolutionist anthropology of indigenous groups. [2:  Here I have used the term “Western” to illustrate the stereotype of what would commonly be referred to as “western” individuals imposing their ideas of development upon a society seen as “undeveloped”. It should be noted that the term is not accurate.] 

	In addition to the need for an activist anthropology, Hale goes on to describe that “conditions have never before been so propitious for the institutionalized practice of collaborative and politically engaged scholarship, a method I refer to as activist anthropology.” (2007: 104) He argues that both the evolution of the academic discipline of Anthropology and the political climate of the twenty-first century further bolster the pragmatic case for activism within anthropological practice.
	Nancy Scheper-Hughes (1992) makes a case against the somewhat hegemonic notion of cultural relativism –defined by Paul Folorunso (2015) as “a denial of universality of rational procedure through which a cross-cultural understanding can be reached” – stating that “[i]f we cannot begin to think about cultural institutions and practices in moral or ethical terms, then anthropology strikes me as quite weak and useless.” (p.21) She goes on to ask how anthropologists may go about “a moral and an ethical reflection on cultural practices that takes into account but does not privilege our own cultural presuppositions.” (p.22) In essence, it is vital not to fall into the trap of swapping cultural relativism for cultural assimilation.
Within any society, moral and ethical paradigms shift, and socio-cultural development occurs over time. It is not viewed with sadness or disdain that British society, for example, has evolved in terms of its morality to allow women to vote, same-sex couples to marry etc. So why should it be that attitudes of intolerance towards certain groups are excused when they exist within other societies? Of course, it is not defensible to forcibly impose new moral or ethical standards upon a society or community from without, particularly not if this endeavour carries with it cultural hegemony. But when marginalised groups within a society can be and wish to be aided in strengthening their position within said society, it is surely the place of the anthropologist – as an engaged scholar with genuine interest in the ongoing life of these people – to take on this supporting role.
It would not be prudent nor ethical of the anthropologist to exoticise the people with whom they are working; to freeze them in time through the ethnographising of their culture and society. This is precisely what is anachronistic within the discipline in its traditional, ethnography-centred form. Rather than looking upon non-hegemonic[footnoteRef:3] societies as exemplars of different ways of being human, the anthropologist should look upon them simply as societies. Societies do not stay the same. Just as European, American, “developed” societies have changed and evolved throughout their history, so have others. And in both cases, this process is ongoing and will continue. When this is acknowledged, the traditional practice of ethnography becomes – to use Scheper-Hughes’ words – weak and useless. To document the lives and lifeworlds of a society at any one point in time is to merely do the job of a photographer or journalist. The role of the anthropologist should go beyond this, to work alongside the development[footnoteRef:4] of societies in a positive, engaged, active and (most importantly) supportive capacity. This is not to impose development upon people, but to acknowledge and support an ongoing process. This is incumbent upon Euro-American societies in particular as the perpetrators of colonisation and empiricism. [3:  I have referred to hegemony to illustrate the political-cultural hegemony of what may commonly be called “western” societies.]  [4:  Note that “development” here is not necessarily as in the traditional sense of the term, nor is it necessarily linear, but relates to the inherent changing nature of society and culture.] 

	Carolyn Fleuhr-Lobban (1995: B1) clearly highlights the danger of cultural relativism:

[P]ractices that violate individual rights or oppress particular groups have not been denounced. Anthropologists generally have not spoken out, for example, against the practice in many cultures of female circumcision, which critics call a mutilation of women [the practice now being commonly referred to as female genital mutilation (FGM)]. They have been unwilling to pass judgment on such forms of culturally based homicide as the killing of infants or the aged. Some have withheld judgment on acts of communal violence, such as clashes between Hindus and Muslims in India or Tutsis and Hutus in Rwanda, perhaps because the animosities between those groups are of long standing.

	At what point, then, do morals override ethics? Ought the anthropologist to stand by and remain impartial in the face of violent practices such as FGM? If they are to adhere to the ethical policy of cultural relativism, they must. But this is a coagent of the anachronistic ethnographic method of anthropological practice which has led to, as Da Col and Graeber (2011) describe, the decline of Anthropology into irrelevance and inaction. In sum: for societies to change is not a tragic loss. Put simply, that is what they do. And to insist upon the preservation of harmful, violent and violative cultural practices is to commit the otherisation and exoticism of people and societies which anthropologists are ever-cautious to avoid.
[bookmark: _GoBack]	In many ways, the debate of whether anthropologists should be activists can be stripped back to a broader debate about the nature of Anthropology. There is a difference between learning about people and learning from people; between knowledge-gaining and embodied learning. An early anthropologist may have travelled to a country to “study” a group of people and learn about them; to gain knowledge and data about a particular people and the way in which they live. However, modern Anthropology is – or rather should be – geared far more towards learning from the people in question. As previously mentioned in discussion of Ingold’s (2014) article, modern Anthropology can employ, in lieu of ethnography, a practice of being educated. The anthropologist, in contrast to simply gathering data to be shared with other academics, learns the customs, norms and, crucially, the values and beliefs of a particular group of people. The second vital aspect of this approach to Anthropology is engagement with the information taught to the anthropologist. It is not enough for the anthropologist to simply “write up” their findings in a journal or ethnography – they must engage actively with them and explore new modes of thinking and being. After all, what is the point of learning about a group of people, if the anthropologist does not also learn from them?
	Such an approach – one which is engaged before ethnographic – lends itself to an activist anthropology, as it is not, as is traditional Anthropology, limited to the confines of academia. Instead, this Anthropology can be taken beyond ethnography to become an active and constructive discipline which takes on and occupies fully its own clear standing both within and beyond academic discourse.
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