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Toward a Native Anthropology:
Hermeneutics, Hunting Stories, 
and Theorizing from Within

D a r r e n  J.  R a n c o

As a Native person doing anthropological research within 
and for American Indian nations, I am not able to sidestep the many 
theoretical and ethical concerns that non - Native researchers face in 
doing similar research. I have had to defend the potential biases of my 
research, whether it is applied or action oriented, whereas my non -
 Native colleagues do not. Indeed, if anthropology is, as Thomas Biolsi 
and Larry Zimmerman state, “a quintessentially Western project” that 
“Westerners ask about themselves and their encounter with peoples 
they have colonized and liquidated,”1 what use could I possibly fi nd in 
the techniques offered by such a set of questions? In graduate school, 
I realized that my interests in anthropology differed from those of my 
peers who seemed intent on traveling the world and experiencing new 
things. I sought to capture anthropological “skills,” understand my 
place in the world, and help my community communicate our struggles 
for survival. In what follows, I want to examine why and how Native 
and non - Native researchers choose the research questions they do, and 
how this relates to the colonial context in which they fi nd themselves. 
To do this, I treat research itself, not just anthropology, as part of the 
historical and colonial context of contemporary indigenous people.2

A number of studies provide ethical guidelines for doing research 
for and within American Indian nations, and many of them provide 
good ideas for anyone contemplating a research agenda within Indian 
Country.3 What is lacking, I believe, is a deep theoretical rumination 
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on what indigenous researchers bring to these debates, and how they 
may shift the theories that underpin this research in the fi rst place. As 
a Native anthropologist, I want to explore the nature of research, how 
it does and does not meet Native research interests, and propose some 
suggestions as to where we can go from here.

Thus, this essay is a confession — or you could call it an ethnog-
raphy, although only a very partial one, of indigenous engagements 
with research. My struggles to understand matters that are close to 
home and to help my community regain control over our culture and 
resources brought me to anthropology, and this essay documents some 
of the problems I and others have encountered in trying to research 
and advocate for what is close to us. I see anthropology as a hunting 
story — a story about capturing something of the Other that the West 
desires and bringing it back for Western consumption. But what if the 
thing that we, as indigenous researchers, want to bring back is not 
Otherness but a set of tools to protect and enhance Native cultural 
and natural resources? Is this also a hunting story? Can anthropology, 
which privileges the Western outsider as a producer of knowledge, be 
useful to us?

E N C O U N T E R S  W I T H  T H E  O T H E R :  

H E R M E N E U T I C S  A N D  

T H E  P R I V I L E G E D  O U T S I D E R

Most non - Indians I meet who do research in Indian Country are not 
anthropologists — a discipline, for many good reasons, that has lost 
favor in Indian communities.4 Many of them are teaching or getting 
PhDs in departments of sociology, religion, education, history, folk-
lore, and English literature. When talking to them as a Native person, 
I usually fi nd they started their research to understand and experience 
something “Other” than themselves and are thus re inscribing the same 
anthropological desire for the Other, although without the negative 
label that anthropology has in some Native communities. I contend 
that this search for the Other is at its base a colonial desire with which 
we, as Native and non - Native researchers, must contend.

From where does this analytical desire to examine the Other 
come? The form of anthropological knowledge of which I speak is 
the same as that proposed by hermeneutics, or the study of meaning. 
Traditional hermeneutic theory, much like classical anthropology, pos-
tulates a subject (the analyst) who aims to understand an object (a text, 
a social practice, the Indian himself) as it is in itself.5 This means that 
the subject must be as open - minded and unprejudiced as possible, ap-
proaching the object without preconceptions. By introducing “their 
texts” (those of the ”Other” under study) as well as “ours” (those of the 
analyst), recent theories have given up on the idea of the ”unbiased” 
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observer while maintaining the privilege of the observer. For Clifford 
Geertz, Hans - Georg Gadamer, Paul Ricoeur, and others, in contrast 
to traditional hermeneutics, preconceptions or prejudices are what 
make understanding possible in the fi rst place.6 They are bound with 
the awareness that history infl uences the effectiveness of the text; with-
out this awareness, those doing the analysis would not understand it. 
For example, it is impossible to understand the Bible or the Communist 
Manifesto without knowledge of the role they play in history.

Anthropological hermeneutics maintains this belief that ignorance 
provides privilege. An anthropologist will eventually understand what 
Others are talking about, or so goes the positivist version of anthro-
pology, because the anthropologist’s understanding of the world will be 
changed by the exposure to their life world. The basis of anthropological 
analysis then becomes a comparison of his original subjective stories 
with theirs. In an attempt to nuance how we should understand “what 
they say,” Vincent Crapanzano stresses that we should also be sensi-
tive to how our informants say things. For Crapanzano, the life story is 
a combination of artistic form and informative report. For him, “the life 
history is a product of its author’s desire for recognition by this essen-
tially complex other. It is not simply informative; it is evocative as well. 
Its evaluation requires an understanding of the relationship between the 
author and his other, the inevitable interlocutor whom he is address-
ing.”7 The information - evocation dichotomy comes from the fact that

in everyday life we collapse the conceptualization and 
the phenomenology of experience. . . . It is important to 
recognize that the two, the conceptualization and the 
phenomenology of experience, must be analytically sepa-
rated if an epistemologically valid science of man is to be 
achieved.8

With this in mind, Crapanzano makes explicit the dilemma of anthro-
pological understanding. On the one hand, the ethnographer must par-
ticipate in the tradition of those she studies, while on the other hand, 
she must distance herself to interpret this reality and be a researcher.9 
Crapanzano is able to maintain distance from (or, to see it another way, 
is unable to completely understand) his informant Tuhami’s world be-
cause of the colonial encounter and the convenient placement of his 
interpreter, Lhacen. Crapanzano refuses to say defi nitively what we 
should do with this problem of distance, but he wants to allow some 
sense of mystery for the other, while at the same time arguing for in-
tersubjectivity.10 For Crapanzano, we have to keep in mind our own 
intersubjective limitations, that is, our own subject position in relation 
to our informant’s, if we ever want develop a science of man, or even 
something that could possibly resemble a critical hermeneutics.
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The belief that understanding comes from a change of self by 
overcoming subjective difference has also been a key tenet in recent 
hermeneutic philosophy. Hans - Georg Gadamer, like Crapanzano, sees 
the interpreter as torn between “his belongingness to a tradition and 
his distance from the objects which are the theme of his investiga-
tion.”11 For Gadamer, in hermeneutic understanding, one moves back 
and forth in a dialectic between one’s world and the object, constitut-
ing meanings, altering one’s horizons, until the object and the world are 
unifi ed into a coherent whole. One thus “understands” the object and 
one’s own convictions within the same experiential event.

Despite its potential “hypothetical and fragmentary results,”12 
including the subjective stories of others in our analyses still maintains 
the privilege of the observer. Paul Ricoeur writes:

The intersection between the theory of texts and the 
theory of action becomes more obvious when the point of 
view of the onlooker is added to that of the agent, because 
the onlooker will not only consider action in terms of its 
motive, but also in terms of its consequences, perhaps of 
its unintended consequences. A different way of making 
sense with actions occurs then, and also a different way 
of reading it as a quasi - text. Detached from its agent, a 
course of action acquires an autonomy similar to the se-
mantic autonomy of a text. It leaves its mark on the course 
of events and eventually it becomes sedimented into social 
institutions. Human action has become archive and docu-
ment. Thus it acquires potential meaning beyond its rele-
vance to its initial situation.13

Thus, hermeneutic understanding shares a lot with anthropology and 
a lot of other research on Indians. Distance from that which we study 
is not seen as a hindrance but as an important aspect of the process of 
obtaining knowledge.

The belief that we can only understand ourselves with respect 
to others is a fair enough psychologism. A corollary belief, that we can 
understand the Other better than she can understand herself because 
of our distance from her world, maintains the idea that knowledge is 
only brought to certain places by certain Western observers. With-
out the mediation of a professional anthropologist, the knowledge of 
Others would not be understandable to ”us” and perhaps would not exist 
in any real form at all. As I will touch on below, a problem for many an-
thropologists has not been that they understand social life only through 
their own changing subjective stories; the problem has been that an-
thropologists believe that the Other must be something that is radically 
Other.14 I make this point because certain criticisms of anthropology’s 
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affi nity with the exotic have focused only on the form of the anthropo-
logical enterprise.15 I believe that it is much more than the textual form 
of ethnography that gives it an affi nity for the exotic. The methodology 
of self - change and the notion of the privileged outsider also infl uence 
anthropology’s fetish for the exotic. Anthropologists, in conjunction 
with hermeneutic theory, privilege the stories that have the potential 
for changing their subjective worlds. As a Native anthropologist, I have 
to ask, is it is possible to understand the kind of story that does not have 
the potential to change us? What about those stories that are so Other 
that anthropologists cannot understand them at all? Are they even con-
cerned with such stories?

E N C O U N T E R S  W I T H  A N T H R O P O L O G Y :  

T H E  L I M I T S  O F  H U N T I N G  S T O R I E S

We have been observed, noted, taped, and 
videoed. Our behaviors have been recorded 
in every possible way to Western Science, 
and I suppose we could learn to live with 
this if we had not become imprisoned in the 
anthropologists’ words. The language that 
anthropologists use to explain us traps us in 
linguistic cages because we must explain our 
ways through alien hypothetical constructs 
and theoretical frameworks.
 — Cecil King (Odawa)

As an undergraduate at Dartmouth College, I wrote my senior hon-
ors thesis in anthropology about “my own tribe.” As a member/citizen 
of the Penobscot Indian Nation, I occasionally had to defend myself 
as “not biased” as an anthropologist studying people and places with 
which I had a personal connection. Initially, this was not a problem for 
me. However, I encountered diffi culty fi nding an appropriate autho-
rial voice for an experience that was both personal and “social science.” 
The classical ethnographies I read (like E. E. Evans - Pritchard’s The Nuer 
or Frank Speck’s Penobscot Man) were all similar in tone — purportedly 
distanced, objective, all - knowing. I knew that I could not write about 
people I had known all my life in the same manner, but I experienced 
diffi culty writing something that seemed anthropological without 
treating my friends and family in disrespectful ways. I kept thinking, 
how did the fi eldwork situation change me? What did I learn? If I an-
swered these questions, I knew I would be well on the road to writing 
an ethnography, but I remained stifl ed by both the question regard-
ing how I had changed and the form of writing up my experience with 
friends and relatives as objective data. Like Odawa elder and  educator 
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Cecil King in the quote above,16 I was also becoming increasingly 
aware that I did not want to create linguistic cages for the experiences 
of my friends and relatives back home — the stakes were too high for 
my community for me to make a mistake. I knew that anthropological 
experts sometimes used their “knowledge” against Native communities 
that asserted their rights — anything from land claims, fi shing rights, 
and repatriation of human remains require anthropological interven-
tion to be successful.

The voice I used in my undergraduate thesis was never to my 
liking — I tried to be a good ethnographer, and I felt like I failed because 
I was unable to break down the stories of my people into an objective 
analysis. A couple of years later, as I thought about my doctoral dis-
sertation topic, I was faced with a related dilemma. I came to graduate 
school as someone who would ostensibly be doing ”Native anthropolo-
gy,” but some of the faculty in my department warned me that there 
might be problems doing work with ”my own people.” Several profes-
sors in the department urged me to fi nd a new ethnographic location, 
because I would “benefi t from the comparative study.” Despite the self -
 critical turn in anthropology, where studying close to home has come 
into analytic favor,17 most social and cultural anthropology programs 
still strongly encourage dissertation fi eldwork in remote locations, 
where one learns the anthropological tools to bring back to locations 
closer to the home society. Given this model of anthropological inqui-
ry, and the advice from my instructors, it became clear to me that what 
I proposed was not exotic enough. I must experience something truly 
different than myself if I was to ever learn what it is like to be a real an-
thropologist. It became increasingly clear that anthropology still con-
sidered the exotic the most appropriate and interesting story to tell.

Despite these problems, I had become savvier in graduate school —
 I was now able to use anthropology as a tool to advocate an indige-
nous perspective. For one, I was becoming increasingly aware of works 
that challenged the classical tradition that seemed so stifl ing to me dur-
ing my undergraduate research. Also, I had talked to my family and 
friends after my earlier ethnographic effort, and I realized that they 
thought my study of Penobscot identity was fairly accurate but ulti-
mately uninteresting to them. The question I asked myself, therefore, 
was, what would be seen as an interesting or important work from the 
perspective of other Penobscots, and how could I make this a good an-
thropological story? What topic would truly help my community?

While I was writing my undergraduate thesis, my community 
was becoming much more politically involved in pollution issues in, 
and along, the Penobscot River, our aboriginal homeland and the site 
of our retained reservation lands and resources. As an undergraduate, 
I could never seem to fi t this issue, which framed a lot of my inter-
personal experiences while I was home doing fi eldwork, with my an-
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thropological analysis. As a graduate student, I knew that to study this 
extremely important political and cultural situation, I would have to 
employ a multi - cited examination of policy and politics. I was not going 
to put Indians on center stage — I would withhold the ethnographic 
gaze for the United States, a nation - state that continues to fail a Native 
population at risk after hundreds of years of colonial imposition. I knew 
that using anthropology to advocate for an indigenous perspective was 
totally different from using anthropology to think about the indigenous, 
which is what I saw my peers and professors in graduate school doing. 
Despite growing interest in local - global ethnography, I wondered if I 
could capture, in anthropological terms, the story of our attempts to 
protect our resources?

Other anthropologists have addressed the limits of anthropologi-
cal stories. To engage them helped and continues to help my project. 
So, what happens when anthropologists encounter people whose sto-
ries they cannot make into good anthropology? Whereas I was faced 
with a fi eldwork situation that was potentially too close to understand 
as anthropology, many anthropologists have been concerned with sto-
ries that are too Other, too diffi cult or far away for them to understand. 
Sometimes, no matter how hard anthropologists try, they cannot 
change enough in accordance with hermeneutic theory to understand 
the stories of their exotic informants. In her 1993 ethnography, Mary 
Steedly explores this type of situation. For Steedly, Karo women’s nar-
ratives are

fragmentary and inconclusive, starting from an authori-
tative position (the “offi cial version”) and then shifting 
ground, swooping into uncertainties and narrative dead 
ends only to move the story elsewhere, or — sometimes —
 repeating a phrase or image. . . . Women’s stories ended 
only to begin again, in a different key, with a different 
stress, so that narrative closure was always postponed, 
meaning always deferred.18

That women’s stories “end only to begin again” refl ects the fact that, 
for Steedly, Karo women’s stories “were patient with the interruptions 
of everyday life . . . and attuned to the cadences of the perpetual open 
end — the ‘to be continued’ and the ‘more to come.’ ”19 Karo women’s sto-
ries, as conceived by Steedly, were built on the rapport and intimacy they 
encountered in everyday life. These stories were open - ended because 
they related experiences between people who already had very close, 
constant, although intermittent, contact. Because of this context, women 
told stories to each other that were open - ended and fragmented — stories 
that could always be changed and “subjectifi ed” again.

Edwin Ardener has written precisely about this “problem with 
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women.”20 The reason women do not appear in our ethnographies, he 
explains, is because they have been muted. He states that one of the 
reasons women are not given equal voice in our interpretations of other 
societies is “they were rendered ‘inarticulate’ by the male structure; 
that the dominant structure was articulated in terms of a male world -
 position.”21 Ardener is making a statement about the voice women may 
or may not have about the dominant ideological forms in a society. Are 
we concerned with the stories that do not fi t with the generalized mod-
els they have of their society? Are such stories outside of the dominant 
culture’s comprehension? Can we afford not to listen?

Steedly tries to understand the stories of these women, she tries 
to make sense of them on their own terms, but the narrative structure 
Karo women use on a day - to - day basis is one that does not fi t into the 
most explicit, dominant models of Karo society or anthropology. These 
people are no more or no less sophisticated than the Greek men who 
have developed a superorganic tool for recognizing meaning in all sorts 
of situations,22 but Steedly has trouble soliciting and understanding 
their stories:

Generic standards of narrative authenticity (what counts 
as a story) and style (how a story should be told) are 
organized by reference to the social experience of Karo 
men — as patronimically identifi ed subjects occupying 
stable positions in a relationally constituted and fl exibly 
hierarchical social fi eld, and so social actors do count for 
something in public discourse. This is, on both points, 
precisely the sort of social experience that is structurally 
unavailable to women, who are thus doubly discounted: 
fi rst by the literal muting of their voices, which leaves them 
unpracticed in public debate and unheard in public speech; 
and second by the discursive limits of narrative plausibility, 
which require women’s stories to be cast in the borrowed 
phrasings of men’s interests and men’s experience, if they 
are to gain an audience.23

Thus, according to Steedly, the everyday stories of women are de-
valued by the Karo - Batak. The typical interests of anthropology also 
devalue them. What counts as good stories in both contexts are hunt-
ing stories. Karo women’s stories do not speak to issues of politics and 
power, economics and ideology — issues at the core of anthropological 
knowledge. Steedly urges us to develop a language to deal with such 
stories. If we are to take Roger Keesing seriously, this should be part of 
the interpretive enterprise.24 But as Steedly points out, ethnographers 
might not be ready for these stories. If ”good” stories and dominant 
ideologies in Karo - Batak culture are about the hunt, so too are good 
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ethnographies. Who would want to read an ethnography that was 
“fragmentary and inconclusive?” This leads me back to my question. As 
a Native anthropologist, I was also rejecting the hunting story within 
anthropology. I was not going to a faraway place to retrieve data and 
take it back to the home of anthropology. I was trying to make an-
thropology work for my community. And the interactions with people 
in my community, and the stories we told each other, were probably 
a little like the Karo women’s stories that Steedly encountered — they 
were ongoing . . . they would end only to begin again . . . the next time 
we saw each other . . . the next time . . . and the next time.

Thus, would ethnography by a Native anthropologist that treat-
ed ”home” and ”away” differently be incomprehensible? Stated differ-
ently, was being an indigenous anthropologist also a challenge to this 
preference for hunting stories? Most certainly it was, but I knew that 
engaging the discipline would be a way of asserting control over the 
politics of culture in which anthropology is so embedded.

T E L L I N G  O U R  S T O R Y :  

T O W A R D  A N  I N D I G E N O U S  A N T H R O P O L O G Y

On the other side of this dilemma in which anthropology only accepts 
certain kinds of stories is the story of the intimate — something too 
close to change us, something outside of anthropology’s conventional 
gaze. I, like many other American Indian anthropologists before me, 
encounter this problem in my work. The late Bea Medicine was a lead-
ing voice in calling attention to the unique problems that Native people 
face in anthropology.25 As she points out, Native people have done 
anthropology for some time, but our work has been swept under the 
rug as mere data gathering to be used by the “real,” trained, unbiased 
professional. To her, the predominant attitude for most of anthropolo-
gy’s history has been that “native and female anthropologists are seen 
as potential ‘tools’ to be used to provide information to the ‘real’ white 
male anthropologist.”26 This attitude continues in respect to our work, 
which is generally seen as “advocacy” in anthropological circles, there-
by making it immediately less serious or theoretical than that of our 
non - Native counterparts.

Currently, many of the diffi culties faced by Indian anthropolo-
gists come from our communities of interest, those we are ostensibly 
trying to help or with whom we are trying to think through problems. 
Medicine locates this disavowal of anthropology to Vine Deloria’s 1969 
essay that was sharply critical of anthropologists.27 She seems intent on 
saving anthropology for Indians, arguing that “Native readers seemingly 
do not go beyond page 100 of Deloria’s manifesto entitled Custer Died for 
Your Sins.”28 She emphasizes that Deloria later states, “this book has been 
hardest on those people in whom I place the greatest amount of hope 



70

F
A

L
L

 
2

0
0

6
 

 
W

I
C

A
Z

O
 

S
A

 
R

E
V

I
E

W

for the future — Congress, the anthropologists, and the  churches.”29 
Thus, we are supposed to have hope for anthropology inasmuch as an-
thropology, like Congress and the churches, has the power to allow us 
to control our lives for the better.

Medicine sees the role of Native anthropologists in anthropo-
logical research as repairing some of the key “problems” of anthropolo-
gy identifi ed by Deloria and others. Medicine points out that Native 
anthropologists can address and help educate other anthropologists to 
be more respectful of the communities in which we do our research. 
We, as Native anthropologists, can call attention to the real problems in 
revealing Native knowledge to outsiders. We can emphasize the need 
for more reciprocity and continued relationships after the fi eldwork 
situation ends. We can make nonanthropological, community - oriented 
funding more of a standard practice. We can make anthropology more 
reliable by working with our communities in drafting our written work. 
We can use less jargon in our writing and make education of Native 
youth a priority in our fi eldwork. Perhaps most importantly, we can go 
into our work with an open mind and let the community defi ne our re-
search. As Medicine states, “Native Americans often believe that most 
anthropologists already have a theoretical framework when they enter 
an indigenous social system and collect and report data in support of 
this prior formulation.”30 Better research would be more collaborative. 
As anthropologists, we stand as critical examples not only to be better 
in our research ethics but also to consider the needs of our communities 
in order to provide better theoretical tools for the non - Native anthro-
pologists in our midst.

Ultimately, Medicine believes that Native anthropologists must 
maintain their interest in applied research. There are important cultur-
al reasons for this. She points out that some Native Americans, follow-
ing Ed Dozier, went into anthropology to help their people: “this sug-
gests strong interest in the application of anthropological knowledge 
and is tied to the Native idea of education, no matter in what fi eld, as 
a means of alleviating problems and providing self - help among Native 
groups.”31 Medicine is fully aware, however, that this emphasis on ap-
plied work has been a detriment in making the work done by Native 
anthropologists more central within the discipline. Part of the reason 
applied anthropology remains peripheral within the discipline comes 
from the failure of the applied programs themselves: “the residue of 
previous applied programs has not been as effi cacious as we thought.”32 
More critical, however, is the fact that certain voices, perspectives, 
and people continue to remain dominant within the fi eld. She attests 
to the fact that “the contributions of ‘people of color’ . . . have not been 
a strong feature in a sociology of knowledge in approaching our disci-
pline, especially in the applied fi eld.”33

Thus, Medicine asks for more theoretical work in the applied fi eld 
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itself, where indigenous anthropologists would take center stage. She 
argues that there “is little knowledge of what an applied anthropologist 
does. People seem to expect advocacy from any anthropologist.”34 She 
urges us to investigate the role of the Bureau of American Ethnology, 
Indian movements, gaming, and, in general, the structures of power in 
each of these institutions.35 Conducting these types of studies with an 
emphasis on power, I believe, is the best way I know for Native an-
thropologists to work on issues relevant to our communities, to reverse 
stereotypes and curb exploitive forms of anthropological desire, and to 
make key intellectual contributions to a sociology of knowledge within 
anthropology. For example, I intend my work on the relationship be-
tween power and knowledge in Native American environmental policy 
to be of service to my Native community (and other Native communi-
ties) by communicating our needs to policymakers and scholars who 
have the ability to infl uence and change the ways that environmental 
policy is conceived and implemented. One of my projects exposes the 
ways in which the Environmental Protection Agency fails to fully as-
sess environmental risk to Native Americans; traditional, land - based 
lifestyles expose Native peoples to high levels of toxic substances in the 
environment.

I think that this kind of project follows directly from what Medi-
cine defi nes as the four primary areas of concern for both Native and 
non - Native anthropologists. First, we need to empower people. This 
can be done by “teaching and researching issues of race, class, gender, 
and power relations in ways that can be understood and utilized by ‘tar-
get populations.’ ”36 Second, we need to do more participatory research 
and not use Native people as consultants but as codirectors of research 
projects. “Thus, they can learn research techniques and initiate and 
implement their own ‘needs assessments’ and application strategies to 
improve the quality of life in their own communities.”37 Third, we must 
show our fi nished products to those we research, creating a dialogue 
wherever possible. Finally, we need to do new kinds of research that 
show the impacts of research itself on Native communities, especially 
in anthropology, health, and environmental matters.38

B E Y O N D  E T H I C S :  

R E V E R S I N G  T H E  H U N T I N G  S T O R Y

As Medicine writes, “people seem to expect advocacy from any anthro-
pologist.”39 Thus, the position of the Native anthropologist provides 
a critical space from which to think about the possibility of research 
ethics in colonial and other contexts where power differentials exist 
between researcher (and what their knowledge represents) and those 
they research. We need to answer Medicine’s call to theorize our ad-
vocacy, and this may pave the way for our particular sets of expertise 
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to take center stage within anthropology itself. In Maria Elena Garcia’s 
2000 article in Anthropological Quarterly,40 she addresses precisely this 
dilemma — all anthropologists have to be advocates on some level, so 
how does this impact our research and the communities in which we 
research? Does this make our anthropology less legitimate than in pre-
vious times, where advocacy was discouraged or not disclosed? Our 
understanding and interest in the power dynamics involved in anthro-
pological knowledge is where we will begin to move these debates be-
yond research ethics, start to reverse the hunting story embedded in 
anthropology, and return to Native communities the political and dis-
cursive control over their stories.

For Garcia, the issue of ethnographic responsibility should be a 
focus for both Native and non - Native anthropologists. She states that 
the “implications of incorporating the assumptions and the expectations 
of informants and their communities into ethnographic analysis . . . 
are not particular to native anthropology.”41 Moreover, we must all, as 
outsiders, Native and non - Native anthropologists alike, deal with the 
ways ”local elites” process and control our access to data. For example, 
she argues, “the pressure on me from activists to take a clear political 
stand . . . subsided only after I announced that my primary reason for 
working with them was to contribute (with my research) to efforts at 
raising the quality of rural education in the country.”42 Thus, articulat-
ing the applied nature of anthropological research should be a require-
ment for all anthropologists, not just for the Native anthropologist, and 
we must be more vocal about this fact, both as anthropologists and as 
Native people.

While still maintaining the us/them, researcher/researched di-
chotomy, Garcia argues eloquently against the supposed political nonen-
gagement of the unbiased fi eld worker. As she stresses, “non - involvement 
in a community is not a neutral position, but rather one that can refl ect a 
particular political stance.”43 By examining what is expected of the fi eld 
worker in a complex manner, she opens up the way for a more ethical 
fi eldwork situation, one that could potentially incorporate indigenous 
notions of respect and give Native communities more control. She points 
out, “although it may seem obvious . . . the expectation was one of reci-
procity. In return for allowing the anthropologist to participate in their 
lives, to observe, and to conduct fi eldwork, s/he is expected to provide 
something in return.”44 This counters the idea of the unbiased, disen-
gaged anthropological researcher, which is still the dominant discourse 
in anthropology. For example, in their review of advocacy in the journal 
Cultural Anthropology, Kirsten Hastrup and Peter Elsass insist that “advo-
cacy . . . is incompatible with anthropology as a distinct kind of scholar-
ship.”45 Despite this incompatibility, they also highlight the fact that eth-
nographic practice can and does inform local change and observe that 
“no anthropologist can escape involvement.”46
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Garcia represents a new openness to the productive subjectiv-
ity of all anthropological research and we, as Native anthropologists, 
will benefi t when this becomes the primary discourse within anthro-
pology. Garcia is also willing to think through the breakdown of dif-
ferent knowledge schemes, which may start to answer the call by 
Medicine to think hard about the theories that drive anthropological 
advocacy. But Garcia points to a potential problem in collapsing the 
distinctions between insider and outsider: “while I believe it is crucial 
to maintain the distinction between social science research and public 
 policy work, increasing involvement of anthropologists in communi-
ties sometimes raises questions about where to draw the line between 
the two fi elds.”47

A better ethics, however, would be involved in shifting the privi-
lege away from the outsiders and their knowledge to the insiders and 
their knowledge. Thus, for anthropology, the ultimate challenge still 
remains: can indigenous traditions be involved in the subjective making 
of ethical relationships, as opposed to being only the object of them? 
Maori scholar Linda Tuhiwai Smith has written an instructive rumi-
nation on this particular subject.48 Smith argues that having research 
guidelines is not enough to remake the colonial relationship embedded 
in the research paradigms of disciplines like anthropology:

Even if such communities have guidelines, the problem to 
be reiterated again is that it has been taken for granted that 
indigenous peoples are the “natural objects” of research. It is 
diffi cult to convey to the non - indigenous world how deeply 
this perception of research is held by indigenous peoples.49

Thus, no matter what legal requirements or ethical codes of conduct 
a discipline like anthropology comes up with, they will be rooted in 
traditions of law that will re - create the colonial relationship. Smith 
points out, “Indigenous groups argue that legal defi nitions of ethics are 
framed in ways which contain the Western sense of the individual and 
individual property — for example, the right of an individual to give his 
or her knowledge, or the right to give informed consent.”50 A partial 
answer to this dilemma for Smith may be contained within the Charter 
of Indigenous Tribal Peoples of the Tropical Forests, signed in Penang, 
Malaysia, in 1993, which includes statements referring to the collec-
tive rights of peoples to intellectual and cultural property, participation 
by indigenous peoples in the management of projects, promotion of 
health systems, control over languages, and an insistence that “all in-
vestigations in our territories should be carried out with our consent 
and under joint control and guidance.”51

To think through ethical relationships, Smith calls on her in-
volvement as an indigenous person and her participation in Maori 
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communities of research. She asks researchers to look at Ngahuia Te 
Awekotuku, a set of Maori responsibilities (not rights) when doing 
work with Maori communities. Her framework is based on the code of 
conduct for the New Zealand Association of Social Anthropologists, 
which in turn is based on the American Anthropological Association’s 
guidelines. Te Awekotuku sets out fairly basic guidelines aimed at re-
spect for and protection of the “rights, interests and sensitivities” of 
the people being studied. There are, however, some culturally specifi c 
ideas that are a part of what is referred to as Kaupapa Maori practices. 
These are not prescribed in codes of conduct for researchers but tend 
to be prescribed for Maori researchers in cultural forms: (1) Aroha ki 
te tangata (a respect for people). (2) Kanohi kitea (the seen face, that 
is present yourself to people face to face). (3) Titiro, whakarongo . . . 
 korero (look, listen . . . speak). (4) Manaaki ki te tangata (share and 
host people, be generous). (5) Kia tupato (be cautious). (6) Kaua e 
takahia te mana o te tangata (do not trample over the mana of people). 
(7) Kaua e mahaki (don’t fl aunt your knowledge).52 Formulating ethics 
in these ways also defi nes what types of knowledge can and should be 
produced within indigenous communities, and it is much more than 
a set of guidelines — ultimately it will reformulate the power relations 
between those who study and those who are studied.

These research ethics codes can, and do, go beyond the general-
ized ethics guidelines of professional organizations. They refl ect the re-
search needs of specifi c communities, and both Native and non - Native 
researchers should facilitate their creation. For example, my own native 
community, the Penobscot Indian Nation, has recently formalized a pro-
cess for evaluating outside researchers and their research. Our Cultural 
and Historic Preservation Committee has developed an application and 
review process. The very fi rst question the committee is asked to ad-
dress in reviewing outside research is “Does this research challenge, 
undermine, or jeopardize tribal sovereignty?”53 This query serves as a 
critical place for me to start as a Native researcher articulating the needs 
and desires of my community. Personally, I take this as the baseline for 
my research — my internal guideline is something like, “how does this 
research endorse, elaborate, or enhance tribal sovereignty?” If I cannot 
answer that question, it is simply not an appropriate project.

C O N C L U S I O N :  

B R I N G I N G  A N T H R O P O L O G Y  H O M E  —

 W H A T  S H O U L D  I T  L O O K  L I K E ?

Theorization, enhancement, and elaboration on ethical research para-
digms are just some aspects of what a Native anthropology can do. In 
general, we, as Native anthropologists (and researchers in general), must 
think clearly about the positions we occupy both in our communities 
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and in our academic institutions, particularly if these are geographical-
ly distant from one another. Maori scholar Linda Tuhiwai Smith asks us 
to clearly differentiate between the “community action projects” within 
our Native communities and the research we formulate within academic 
institutions.54

The distinction between these two centers of research is useful, 
to a point. Smith identifi es four key aspects of the community - oriented 
research projects: (1) The community defi nes the needs and defi nitions 
of the research; (2) they must be collaborative; (3) the process of re-
search is as important as the outcome; and (4) local institutions must 
be involved and help coordinate the research.55 These are critical and 
important themes, and clearly follow on the research - ethics paradigms 
for indigenous research. For university - based indigenous research pro-
grams, she suggests fi ve principles: (1) That we, as indigenous academ-
ics, promote research that will “make a positive difference”; (2) that 
we develop research that will infl uence indigenous education policy; 
(3) that we train indigenous researchers; (4) that we disseminate re-
search to our indigenous communities through publication and con-
tact; and (5) that we create an environment for change within the insti-
tution where we work.56

I agree that these distinctions are important and useful for fram-
ing the research programs that we develop, but as indigenous research-
ers we are often asked to blur these lines — I am just one person doing 
each of these kinds of research, but all of my research, whether or not it 
is a “community action project,” is supposed to be part of my academ-
ic profi le and should lead to publication, and this can often present a 
problem. I am in engaged, like many other Native researchers I know, 
in community - based research projects that involve proprietary infor-
mation (because it is culturally sensitive or potentially part of a future 
lawsuit or other legal action), which I cannot, and would never imag-
ine, publishing in the public domain, and thus it will not count in my 
academic profi le. Both Medicine and Smith intimate that there is often 
an irony in these forms of research projects, which often have to use 
anthropological and other forms of Western research methodology so 
that they will be effi cacious in defending our lands or resources — a fact 
that requires us, as Native researchers, to be trained in these disciplines 
for our own and our communities’ self - defense.

While I believe these forms of community - based research proj-
ects should “count” in my academic profi le, I do not think that the publi-
cation of our ideas and research in the academic setting is peripheral to 
the kinds of projects I am working on with my community. While Smith 
sees some of this research as attempting to make an impact on policy, 
Bea Medicine, as a noted above, wants us to develop research programs 
on “race, class, gender, and power relations in ways that can be under-
stood and utilized by ‘target populations,’ ”57 as well as do  research that 
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will show the impact of power structures and research itself on Native 
communities. As a Native anthropologist, I believe to follow each of 
their suggestions I must do research and write publications that will show 
the ways in which anthropological research paradigms and notions of 
culture have impacted Indian communities in the areas of, for example, 
tribal sovereignty, federal recognition, resources rights, and environ-
mental justice. These can all be, and should be, primary areas of inquiry 
for Native anthropology and will, I believe, impact not only policy-
makers but also other academics doing work with Native communities. 
The impact of these types of publications might also erode the neces-
sity that Native communities use anthropology to defend themselves in 
the fi rst place, by revealing the biases of these forms of knowledge. In 
the end, these were the tools I came to anthropology to get — to give 
some control back to my Native community over the past and future 
imaginings of our culture and history.
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