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As someone interested in the intersections of language and cultural practice,
or, more appropriately, the embedded nature of language within cultural practice, I am
pleased that this journal issue is devoted to the study of what happens when
interaction fails or is threatened. The papers here reflect the presupposition that
interaction is not positively fixed by convention, but, as Jacques Derrida (1977)
reminds us, convention is constantly being ruptured by the multiple layers of the
imposition of context. When we speak of interaction in these papers, the authors and
I, coming from diverse backgrounds in linguistic, archaeological, and sociocultural
anthropology, refer to the interaction between the ethnographer and the fieldsite
community members who are engaged in a particular activity during the course of
fieldwork. The activity as a unit of analysis is a key concept for this issue's theme,
because a close study of situated activities provides insights on "how human beings
construct the events within interaction" (Goodwin 1990:8). Although much has been
written about the power dynamics of ethnography, contact, and representation over the
recent decades (see Asad 1973; Said 1989; Abu-Lughod 1991; Scheper-Hughes 2000;
Jacobs-Huey 2002), the papers in this issue seek to take a somewhat different turn in
their discussions of face-to-face interaction in anthropology. While insights from
previous and continuing discussions of power, politics, and anthropology fit
appropriately with the incidents discussed in this issue, I encourage us to consider not
only the larger political constraints of the ethnographic interaction, but, as Erving
Goffman (1964) emphasizes, the situational properties of interaction that are not
overly determined by macro-structures but emerge during the progression of ratified
co-presence (see Jacobson, this issue).

Most will agree that every ethnographic experience is fraught with the fear of
breakdowns in communicative events. This fear assumes, rather appropriately, the
differential distribution of fluency in verbal repertoire (Gumperz 1968) and culturally-
situated "common sense" (Hanks 2001), both which make themselves known through
interaction between, as well as within, "cultures" (see Gumperz and Cook-Gumperz,
this issue). However, to assume breakdowns have their beginning and ending point
with the situation's seeming resolution would be misleading. A close analysis of
breakdowns yields potential insight into another fruitful site of anthropological theory
and practice: the diachronic nature of language socialization. As Bambi Schieffelin
and Elinor Ochs (1986) argue, language socialization, or socialization to language use
and to culture through language, is an ongoing process as we enter into new domains
of communication. Furthermore, they go on to note that every interaction is
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potentially a medium for socialization. Thus, explorations of communicative
breakdowns can highlight the horizon of pedagogical resources used by the cultural
groups we live and study amongst to assist in transforming particular persons from
novice to "competent" members of culture (see Jacobson, this issue). A critical
engagement with communicative breaches also allows us as ethnographers to render
visible the patterned and expected, but taken-for-granted practices, within everyday
activities (Garfinkel 1967:36-38). Indeed, within these reflexive moments, the
ethnographer and other co-participants, in addition to the act of place-making, are
constantly vulnerable to reconstitution. As such, ethnographic fieldwork shows itself
as a situated, co-constructive activity.

From Interaction to Textual Representation

Given that breakdowns are constitutive of fieldwork experiences regardless of
the location of the fieldsite or "native/non-native" positionality of the anthropologist
(see Jacobs-Huey 2002), the concem for the anthropologist is how to represent these
incidents in the ethnographic text. Breakdowns are vulnerable, intersubjective
situations within the field, and bringing them out in the ethnographic text calls into
question the "social face" (Goffman 1967) of the ethnographer and the discipline.
This insight is important when talking about actual or potential failures. As Linda
Kent (1992) notes, while there is a multiplicity of discourses on failures within the
field, these discussions are often contained so as to preserve what Renato Rosaldo
(1993:171) refers to as the "masculine heroics of science." In the use of the latter
phrase, I do not mean this in a manner than can be taken as sexist, but as a provisional
signifier to suggest the ever-present popular idealization of the ethnographer as
endowed with powers to penetrate the boundaries of communities. As such, failures
are seen as necessary, but certain failures are strategically invoked in the ethnographic
syntagma whereas others remain virtually unspoken and never entextualized.

This journal issue is an attempt to write against this sort of downplay, which
is already determined by the ability of these sorts of incidents to get lost within what
appears to be the importance of larger cultural description. By explicitly presenting
these situated events and pushing for an analysis of communicative breakdowns in the
field, both the author and readers are encouraged to invoke the destabilization of
"context" and the complexity of inference during interaction (see Gumperz and Cook-
Gumperz, this issue). In these presented incidents, one may also consider Erving
Goffman's understandings of "social face" (1967), the everyday performances we
engage in (1959), and the use of frame keys in understanding events within social life
(1974) as insightful in critically assessing the significance of the accounts as
constantly negotiated between co-present participants (see Kalshoven, this issue).
Moreover, a discussion of breakdowns within communication between the
anthropologist and the fieldsite can be potentially fruitful for understanding the ways
in which both engage in attempts to re-make identity and place during our presence
and afterwards (see Giraudo and Westmoreland, this issue).
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In addition to the examination of interaction, I encourage the papers to be read
as a means for narrating the self (Ochs and Capps 1996): how we as ethnographers
make the experience of narrating breaches both personal as well as accessible to a
collective speech community of social science scholars. This allows us to discern
what the available discursive devices are for narrating ourselves as subjects within
particular disciplinary constraints and censorships imposed and tacitly accepted by
ourselves as practitioners in a social field (see Bourdieu 1991). What types of
registers are we "allowed" to use when we choose to speak of failures? To what
degree do these registers allow us to go forward in making the discipline a reflexive
account of "us" versus the Self/Other?

In closing, the papers in this issue seek to reposition discussion of breakdowns
in the field not as anecdotal and tangential to ethnographic description, but as one of
the many constitutive elements of the description that is often downplayed. In short,
the "failure" becomes "data," and the anthropologist is presented as one of the many
participants within the framework chosen for analysis. As Matti Bunzl (2004)
reiterates the problematic of the Self/Other dichotomy, I would hope to see a
concentrated writing about communicative breakdowns as a treatment of incidents in
the field where the dichotomy is dissolved and the anthropologist and the fieldsite
members are both a part of the same participant framework (see Goodwin 1990).
Thus, I invite us to see these explorations on breakdowns as a stage in the ongoing
dialogues on the ethnographic enterprise. Consider these papers as an attempt to
move beyond anecdotes and into the realm of experiencing and representing
ethnography as a series of situational, performative, and open-ended interactions that
are constantly in negotiation within and beyond the field, with embedded and
emergent constraints and patches of agency for the subjects of inquiry and the subjects
who are inquiring.

Acknowledgements

I would like to thank William Hanks, Patricia Baquedano-L6pez, Saul Mercado, Marc
Goodwin, and Jeffrey Piatt for their comments on multiple drafts of this introduction.
I am also beyond grateful to the KAS editorial board for dedicating their time and
energy to producing this issue. Finally, I am indebted to Lanita Jacobs-Huey, who
first planted this journal idea in my mind.

References Cited

Abu-Lughod, Lila
1991 Writing against Culture. In Recapturing Anthropology: Working in the

Present. Richard Fox, ed. Pp. 137-162. Santa Fe, NM: School of
American Research Press.

Dumas Introduction 3



Kroeber Anthropological Society Papers

Asad, Talal, ed.
1973 Anthropology and the Colonial Encounter. Atlantic Highlands, NJ:

Humanity Books.

Bourdieu, Pierre
1991 Language and Symbolic Power. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University

Press.

Bunzl, Matti
2004 Boas, Foucault, and the "Native Anthropologist": Notes Toward a Neo-

Boasian Anthropology. American Anthropologist 106(3):435-442.

Derrida, Jacques
1977 Signature Event Context. Glyph 1: 172-197.

Garfinkel, Harold
1967 Studies in Ethnomethodology. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall.

Goffman, Erving
1959 The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life. New York: Anchor Books.
1964 The Neglected Situation. American Anthropologist 66(6):133-136.
1967 Interaction Ritual. Chicago: Aldine Publishing Company.
1974 Frame Analysis: An Essay on the Organization of Experience. Cambridge,

MA: Harvard University Press.

Goodwin, Marjorie H.
1990 He-Said-She-Said: Talk as Social Organization among Black Children.

Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana University Press.

Gumperz, John J.
1968 The Speech Community. In International Encyclopedia of the Social

Sciences. Pp. 381-366. New York: Macmillan.

Hanks, William F.
2001 Exemplary Natives and What They Know. In Paul Grice's Heritage.

Giovanna Cosenza, ed. Pp. 207-234. Turnhout, Belgium: Brepols.

Jacobs-Huey, Lanita
2002 The Natives are Gazing and Talking Back: Reviewing the Problematics of

Positionality, Voice, and Accountability among "Native" Anthropologists.
American Anthropologist 104(3):791-804.

No. 914



Dumas Introduction 5

Kent, Linda
1992 Fieldwork That Failed. In The Naked Anthropologist: Tales from around

the World. Philip R. DeVita, ed. Pp. 17-25. Belmont, CA: Wadsworth.

Ochs, Elinor and Lisa Capps
1996 Narrating the Self. Annual Review of Anthropology 25:19-43.

Rosaldo, Renato
1993 Culture and Truth: The Remaking of Social Analysis. Boston: Beacon

Press.

Said, Edward
1989 Representing the Colonized: Anthropology's Interlocutors. Critical

Inquiry 15(2):205-225.

Scheper-Hughes, Nancy
2000 Ire in Ireland. Ethnography 1(1):117-140.

Schieffelin, Bambi B. and Elinor Ochs
1986 Language Socialization. Annual Review of Anthropology 15:163-191.




