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Slide 

Researchers face a dilemma. Bassagordianôs Basic Principle states: óBy definition, when 

researching the unknown, you do not know what you will find or even if you have found itô. 

Prosaically, many discoveries stem from accidents. Archimedes realized how to calculate 

volume while having a bath. According to an early scientific myth, he then ran naked through 

Athens shouting óEurekaô, óIôve found itô. Dunn and Wood identified Viagra by chance, as 

famously did Fleming penicillin. (Another myth: Fleming took months to realize the 

importance of the ómould juiceô he had stumbled upon.) By contrast, normal science (discussed 

below) works by following procedures within set parameters. Research consists effectively in 

adding detail within established frameworks of knowledge. Possibilities not recognized by the 

model are largely ignored. So, what should aspiring researchers do? 

By way of answer, I briefly review my own research, including the role that chance plays. 

Then I turn to the vexing question of what we mean by knowledge, theory and method for the 

study of South East Asia. What lessons might we learn from this? And, finally, are there more 

general issues at stake?  

You may be asking yourselves though: óDo I need to bother with such questions? Why 

canôt I just get on with my project?ô Previous generations thought the same ï and they were 

almost always wrong. You are not usually told this, but university libraries are stacked with 

monuments to past mistakes. Not to question what you are doing is to skate on thin ice. (Video) 

I read Social Anthropology with reference to South East Asia at Cambridge. As a middle-

class Brit in the late 1960s, I had no experience of the societies anthropologists usually studied. 

So, I applied to, and taught at, the University of Singapore for a year where I had to lecture on 

Clifford Geertzôs writings on Bali, which were as elegant as they seemed unlikely. So, for my 

PhD I went to SOAS where the last great Dutch scholar of Bali, Christiaan Hooykaas, worked. 

You probably imagine Bali as a tourist destination, but its renown stemmed from being one of 

the most complex cultures in the world. Margaret Mead said it was so intricate that the only 

way to study it was to be parachuted in clueless. I studied Indonesian and Balinese for two 

years, which included background research in Leiden. I was then deemed fit  for fieldwork. 

Classical ethnography British-style is unusual. Historically, it consisted largely of lining up 

the natives and asking them questions. Then a Polish research student at the LSE, Bronislaw 

Malinowski, went to the Trobriand Islands in Melanesia shortly before the First World War 

broke out. As a harmless enemy alien, he was told to stay put for a few months until hostilities 

ceased. Four years later he staggered out, having accidentally invented intensive ethnography 

by participant-observation. It enables an unparalleled knowledge of social institutions, not as 

ideals, but in practice (Slide). It underwrites a critical distance born of alienation, which Lévi-

Strauss hailed as the cultural equivalent of psychoanalysis. Now ethnography straddles the 

great European epistemological divide between knowledge through explanation and 

understanding through interpretation. It instantiates an irreducible double discursivity between 

Western academic and indigenous ways of thinking. And it became the standard method for 
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British anthropologists. While the results are rewarding, the full-blown version is arduous, 

lonely, frustrating and painful, unless you are a masochist bred by English public schools.1  

The first question is how you select your field site. After much discussion with local 

Balinese I chose a remote hill village where I was probably the third non-Indonesian to set foot. 

Here chance stepped in. Twenty-one (one in five) men had been shot or tortured to death as so-

called communists four years before. And their families lived cheek by jowl with the killers. 

People feared I was a government spy and shunned me. Specialized in symbolic anthropology, 

I found everyone had other preoccupations. Coping with acute poverty and settling scores for 

the massacres were more interesting than chatting with a potentially dangerous foreigner. As 

happens, gradually people started to accept me, but I had to study what they were interested in. 

I learned more about politics than I imagined possible. After two years, I had pretty exhaustive 

details on the seven hundred inhabitants of the village. These included changes in land holdings 

since records began; yields of rice harvests, other crops and sources of income; membership of 

work groups, details of kinship, marriage, caste; political factions; temple and voluntary group 

affiliation and changes. With such materials, statistics were effectively superfluous. I could 

trace the shifting relationships of any person since the Dutch arrived in 1908 and knew details 

of their intimate lives, like who was sleeping with whom, of which even their partners were 

unaware. Emerging with excessive empirical detail about one Balinese village and a PhD thesis 

of ¼ million words or 5 kg, I exemplified Edward Tellerôs definition of a specialist as someone 

who knows everything about nothing. 

So far, so good. Starting by discovering what I was trained to, unfortunately I found out 

too much. Anthropologists relied for their object of study on relative constants: something you 

can get hold of and preferably count or measure. These were social structure (defined as jural 

rules), collective representations (beliefs, values, worldviews) and social organization (defined 

as standardized modes of co-activity). Balinese had these in superabundance but, if you looked 

carefully at what they actually did and said, everything liquified, like Salvador Daliôs clocks 

(Slide). Quite simply Balinese seemed continually to rework their laws, corporate groups and 

social arrangements in the light of circumstances. They were not confused by this: just I.  

The admirable precept of grasping óthe nativeôs point of viewô has a drawback. The 

scholarsô and nativesô worldviews are of different kinds. We have science: they have magic 

and belief. We have reason: they have rationalization. We have history: they have myth. We 

have explanations: they have interpretations. Our accounts are true: theirs are folk tales. These 

distinctions are constitutive of academic knowledge. Without them the entire scientific 

rationale of studying other peoples collapses. Sitting day after day listening to Balinese talking, 

their explanations or interpretations were quite as coherent as mine ï they just used 

incommensurate presuppositions. On what grounds was I to dismiss theirs? Anthropologists 

have in varying degree wrestled with this problem but almost all swim, as it were, with one 

foot on the solid bottom of Western epistemology.  

                                                 
1 Purists argue that anything short of a year (ideally two years) of intensive fieldwork by participant-observation 

is not ethnography proper. However, even shortish periods of in-depth involvement in the lived worlds of our 

subjects of study enriches most research. At the least, it serves as an effective antidote to the pre-articulated work 

of previous scholars and official accounts. Most research tends to be based on the versions of an élite or an 

unrepresentative selection of people. So, experiencing how a wide range of people actually live, argue and act in 

daily life is an invaluable corrective. It is particularly salutary to offset the findings of questionnaires and surveys, 

because the questions asked are formulated within a discourse quite different from those of our subjects. 
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If anthropological theory was proving so wobbly, how secure were the foundations of 

Western knowledge in universal reason? Was understanding instead relative to a given way of 

life in Wittgensteinôs terms? Where did explanation end and interpretation or description 

begin? Crucially, what were the implications if different peoples worked with different 

presuppositions? Grappling with these questions has led me on a forty-year intellectual 

peregrination. 

If research is about finding evidence that fits your frame of reference, you can always find 

some. (Slide) What if the models are so fundamentally wrong that they miss much of what 

happens? Concepts like structure and system are axiomatic to post-Aristotelian explanation 

which aims to establish what is necessary, fixed and determining behind everyday appearances. 

Other considerations ï everything that is contingent ï should be omitted as irrelevant. But what 

if people presuppose that everything is in flux: all matter, all animate forms, all ideas are 

continually transforming? Then anticipating and mastering change requires radically different 

strategies from trying to nail down flux through structure. A world of transformability fits 

observable practice and squares with how Balinese understand and act upon the world. The 

Greek thinker Heraclitus (of whom Aristotle unsurprisingly disapproved) said you canôt step 

into the same river twice. My Balinese friends retorted this was simplistic: the same person 

cannot step into the same river twice. 

The question arose of what to do for my next fieldtrip. Intellectual curiosity suggested 

researching Balinese indigenous philosophy. But the topic was outside the scope of recognized 

knowledge and like jumping off a cliff at night. To mitigate the risks, I proposed sending 

religious texts from the research village to my mentor, Hooykaas, while I would investigate 

cultural presuppositions. Two weeks before the trip, Hooykaas died in a traffic accident. It was 

over the cliff ï without a parachute. I plunged into asking Balinese how they thought about and 

questioned the world they lived in. What were their ideas about space, time, causation, agency, 

meaning, the human subject and so on? How did they reason, explain and interpret the world 

about them?  

What followed was, figuratively, like living downstream when a dam bursts. Not only did 

ordinary villagers have categories, terminology and procedures for more or less everything we 

do. In some respects, they were significantly more sophisticated. For example, they had nine 

terms for what we would call ómeaningô: topic, import, exegesis, point, purpose, substance, the 

intended reference, material and immaterial outcomes. Asking óWhat is the meaning?ô in Bali 

is meaningless. Another example: Hooykaas had complained that Balinese did not know the 

meanings of the complex offerings they made. (Slide) While researching words for knowing, 

I discovered there were two terms with quite different truth conditions. Uning involved being 

able to furnish empirical evidence; whereas nurah implied to guess, to think is the case, to 

know but be unable to prove, to have heard say. Asking if they could nurah about offerings, 

ideas and suggestions came tumbling out. Translating uncritically from European languages to 

Balinese committed an elementary category mistake. 

Like Father Charles Bouillevaux who was credited with ódiscoveringô Angkor, I had 

bumped into a world that Balinese, like the Khmer, knew all about, even if we didnôt. Like 

most young scholars, I was trained in one discipline and knew little of others. Blundering 

around in the dark, I kept making discoveries with little idea what they were or their 

implications. On my return, desperate to understand what I had found, I learned that a handful 

of Western philosophers had been working on similar issues. Balinese folk accounts also had, 
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I discovered, antecedents in three Indian philosophical schools: NyǕya-VaiŜeika, SǕkhya 

and Buddhism. Establishing there were relevant parallels, however, merely raised new 

questions. As a friend wickedly suggested, obviously peasants did not wander around with 

logical primers in their hands. The philosophical arguments, whether European or Indian, were 

highly abstract and were articulated using a Western intellectual genealogy. By contrast, 

Balinese were arguing as part of daily practice, not reflectively: it was philosophy on the hoof.  

How successfully could I expound Balinese ideas in writing? So doing required working 

between Anthropology, Philology, Area Studies and Philosophy. As a means of introducing 

new problems to a broader readership, I think it worked. However, it faced a major hurdle. I 

was elucidating Balinese categories using the formidable explanatory power of academic 

paradigms. It is easy to over-systematize the subtleties of Balinese practice. We tend not to 

notice our epistemological imperialism because the quality of research is judged by, and 

academic esteem conferred for, skill in deploying the hegemonic discourse. This has led me in 

search a radical account of practice, including presuppositions in practice, that did not over-

interpret what Balinese were doing.  

How do we cope with what, for convenience, I shall label ódouble discursivityô? There are 

different strategies, depending on oneôs discipline and the materials available. The most 

common is to take cultural sources and interpret them using Western academic categories.2 A 

widely-cited example is Geertzôs analysis of person, time and conduct in Bali (1966). He 

suggested that Balinese lacked a coherent sense of self, lived in a timeless world, in which fear 

of stage fright and the risk of climax dominated public life. (This last argument he took straight 

from Bateson and Mead 1942.) The argument shook several world-famous anthropologists and 

philosophers sufficiently to ask me in person whether Geertzôs claim was well founded. If  it 

were, it would fundamentally change our thinking about about mind, consciousness, even 

humanity itself. Geertz was quite wrong for interesting reasons. He had applied European 

categories and criteria to interpret Balinese, not their own. By collapsing their discourse 

uncritically into a Western academic one, he made nonsense of them. 

Faced with this problem, what are young researchers to do? There are three obvious 

strategic options: what is acceptable; what is marketable; and what scholarly. Research students 

are wise to ensure you are acceptable to your examiners. As academia now emulates business, 

the marketable tends to rule these days. (Scholarship takes its revenge though. Geertz is no 

longer taken seriously by anyone who knows the topics he wrote on.) Granted that double 

discursivity remains the elephant in the room, how come it is rarely addressed head on? (Slide) 

As this talk is about doctoral research, I shall be brief about my later work. My next 

extended fieldwork set out to examine how Balinese used radically different presuppositions 

in daily life. How did they reproduce and reflect on their social institutions and themselves? 

Why not ask them? Their answers were surprising clear. They made themselves fully formed 

humans and wrestled to cope with the world through elaborate cycles of rites (pañcayadnya). 

They reflected on public matters through meetings; and on the non-manifest using mediums. 

On who they were and how to act they drew on theatre which in Bali was a popular, not an 

élite activity. After a couple of months, the villagers whom I had asked came to me and said 

things were changing. I should not ignore television, which had become widely watched by the 

                                                 
2 A worrying example is the widespread use of questionnaires and surveys, which are almost always articulated 

uncritically using the categories, criteria and presuppositions of Western academic disciplines, as if this were 

normal and unproblematic, instead of an exercise in hegemony.  
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late 1980s. I had little interest in television but, if  villagers were watching, so should I. A year 

later, I returned to London a rarity: someone who had conducted intensive ethnography not 

only of television audiences, but non-Western ones. I had hundreds of hours of recordings of 

Balinese commenting on television, theatre and their ideas about viewing. By accident ï or, 

more precisely, by listening to the locals ï I stumbled into what came to be called Anthropology 

of Media. 

Over the next decade I spent 2-3 months each year watching and working with village 

television audiences. (Slide) Viewing is a highly social and participatory activity. The shocking 

revelation though was how differently people engaged with television. It revealed something 

neither I ï nor most media scholars, let alone television producers ï could have imagined 

possible. It was a world of intricate practices from styles of commenting, to complex modes of 

engaging, to how viewers later used what they extrapolated. Media Studies is only possible by 

ignoring ï or caricaturing ï viewersô practices. Styles of interpreting and arguing were subtle 

and original. Scholars bandied about the word ópracticeô, but had little idea what was involved. 

Moreover, so-called óordinary peopleô habitually argued among themselves with a 

sophistication few had recognized, let alone researched. 

Three points are worth noting. First, audience research using quantitative surveys or focus 

groups looked like an exercise in corporate fantasy aimed at hiding what was going on. That, 

of course, was the point. Second, it was hard to study South East Asian societies without 

appreciating how comprehensively peopleôs information, knowledge and opinions are 

articulated by broadcast and ï more recently ï social media. Almost everything we think we 

know is, in fact, thoroughly mediated. Astonishingly, political scientists were still writing 

books about contemporary Indonesian politics, including the rise of political Islam, ignoring 

newspapers let alone the hundreds of hours of daily broadcast coverage. Third, if ethnographic 

research into media highlighted new domains of viewing practices, what about media 

production, which had been treated as relatively unproblematic? An Indonesian proverb runs: 

Katak di bawah tempurung. A frog living under a coconut shell thinks it knows all about the 

world until someone kicks over the shell. There are lots of frogs and coconut shells around.  

Pursuing the theme of media practices took me into Media and Cultural Studies, and into 

researching media production practices in Bali and Central Java. The work was enriched by a 

generation of my research students who were researching mainstream media production as 

practice inter alia in Indonesia, Singapore, China, India, Kenya, Zimbabwe, Sudan and 

Lebanon. The next step was to take practice as constitutive ï with no ifs or buts. In place of 

society, you treat the social as an infinite play of difference, which is ceaselessly articulated 

and disarticulated through argument, disagreement and so forth. This led to a project that I have 

just finished, called How Indonesians Argue.3 Now I am embarking on an account of Bali which 

replaces European academic categories and modes of reasoning with Balinese.  

What would have happened if I had followed the advice you may have been given? Ignore 

theory: it is not important. Focus on methods and skills: just accept society, culture, history, 

texts, language, interpretation and meaning as they appear to be. I would never have 

contributed to mainstream debates in Social, Cultural and Philosophical Anthropology, never 

set up EIDOS (a European network critical of development), never been one of the founders 

of Media Anthropology and Ethnography of Media, nor shifted to Cultural and Media Studies, 

                                                 
3 Available at: http://www.criticalia.org/symposia--panels/how-indonesians-argue.html.  

http://www.criticalia.org/symposia--panels/how-indonesians-argue.html
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nor questioned systemic Eurocentrism, let alone taken practice seriously. Life would have been 

comfortable instead of worrying fifty years later what on earth I am trying to do.  

Whatôs it all about then? 

Enough about me. How about knowledge? There is a story about a London taxi driver 

talking about his famous customers from politicians to actresses. He added: óI once had a 

philosopher in my cab, Bertrand Russell. So I asked him: ñWhatôs it all about then, Bertie?ò 

Do you know? The bloke couldnôt tell me.ô Let me try and do better by reviewing some issues 

of knowledge, theory, method and writing. 

Knowledge 

Students are told that their research is supposed to make a contribution to knowledge. But 

what is knowledge? Universities like to present it as something cumulative. We now have much 

more than we did before. This presupposes knowledge to be a substance It also buys into the 

capitalist metaphor of accumulation, so creating a vicious circle. But new knowledge often 

renders what went before obsolete or plain wrong. The adage goes: Those who do not learn 

from history are doomed to repeat it. So what did history say? (Slide) Ignoring this advice, 

many academics tell their students to be empirical or pragmatic, which they confuse with 

Realism (Slide). Empiricism broadly presupposes that human sense experience is the sufficient 

basis of all knowledge. Among the obvious problems is that it cannot account for such simple 

concepts as relationships. I speak here with some background, as I was educated at Trinity 

College, Cambridge, where Francis Bacon founded European scientific empiricism four 

hundred years ago. Evidently precious few scholars have bothered to read what he wrote, 

because they repeatedly commit fundamental errors that he labelled the ófour idols of the mindô 

(Slide). 

Skipping to the twentieth-century, there was a battle over the nature of scientific 

knowledge.4 (Slide) Karl Popperôs conservative stance was that theories develop progressively 

through a process of conjecture and refutation. Thomas Kuhnôs retort in The structure of 

scientific revolutions came as a slap in the face. Kuhn argued that ónormal scienceô, which is 

what most of you are doing, inevitably faces the inadequacy of its axioms, at which point 

revolution threatens. If another explanatory framework ï or óparadigmô ï explains the evidence 

better, it may become the new normal. Revolutions have social aspects: often it is awkward 

                                                 
4 A more fundamental and devastating challenge to ideas of knowledge, whether in the natural or human sciences, 

was propounded by the pragmatist philosopher Quine. He argued on logical grounds that theory is 

underdetermined by evidence. Facts are not strong enough to determine a single correct theory: logically and 

empirically there are always several alternatives. 

The totality of our so-called knowledge or beliefs, from the most casual matters of geography and history to the 

profoundest laws of atomic physics or even of pure mathematics and logic, is a man-made fabric which impinges on 

experience only along the edgesé But the total field is so underdetermined by its boundary conditions, experience, 

that there is much latitude of choice as to what statements to reevaluate in the light of any single contrary experienceé 

If this view is right, it is misleading to speak of the empirical content of an individual statement ï especially if it is a 

statement at all remote from the experiential periphery of the field (Quine 1953:42-3). 

The possibility undermines the grounds for believing that the knower (the researcher) is superior to the known 

(the óobjectsô of study). Whereas Popperôs and Kuhnôs arguments strictly apply only to the natural sciences, 

Quineôs argument works across all forms of explanation and interpretation. Indeed Quine used radical translation 

(i.e. between two non-cognate languages) as an example. Quineôs opponents admit that no one has yet advanced 

a satisfactory rebuttal. 
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effectively disarticulated and so silenced. Our accounts usually rely heavily on the great, good 

or verbally fluent. We need to avoid confusing particular representations with fact and so 

collude in hegemonizing our subjects of study.12 

Do these concerns apply to quantitative, as against qualitative, research? Evidently they do. 

The problem of what constitutes facts still applies. However, if you are studying large samples, 

you have to make working assumptions that ignore individual differences and context in order 

to establish broader trends.13 It all depends on the purposes of the research. 

Some lessons 2: Fieldwork 

What lessons did I learn from fieldwork inter alia?  

1. How to engage? Thinking in Bali, as many places, is a social activity. One-to-one 

interviews are an alien Western cultural practice, used in Bali mostly by police and 

military intelligence when interrogating suspects. So I worked by interpolating myself 

into groups of people who regularly socialized. I rarely asked questions; discussions 

lasted hours and meandered all over the place, while I took notes and tape-recorded, 

with their agreement. It is inefficient for getting answers to pre-formulated questions, 

but excellent for immersion into Balinese discourse.  

2. Who is in charge? One day early on in the research, I was talking to people including 

the village head, who interrupted me in Balinese to explain that, as backward hill -

billies, they did not speak Indonesian. Six months later, while I was struggling to say 

something particularly complex in Balinese, he patted my knee and said in perfect 

Bahasa Indonesia: óJust use Indonesianô. Everyone had decided that I could not become 

one of them until I spoke and thought in Balinese. We like to imagine we are agents 

and the locals the subjects of inquiry. I had just received a lesson in the reverse. Also, 

in a community with so many skeletons to hide ï literally ï domesticating me was a 

matter of urgency.  

3. How relevant is academic knowledge? In the compound where I lived, the bathroom 

was adjacent to the kitchen. Every day while shaving I could not help hearing the family 

talking. To my horror I realized that no matter where conversation ranged, it effectively 

eluded conventional academic knowledge. Scholarly models occupied a different, 

                                                 
12 In many societies, being a member of the élite often entails that you are expected to articulate a coherent (if 

highly ideological) account of your society, just as óordinary peopleô are considered incapable of so doing and 

arrogant if they try. The implications should be obvious. There is also a very dangerous trap in relying heavily on 

what Harris called óthe well-informed informantô (1968: 514-68). This person is often a local intellectual, who 

has thought through a societyôs practices to produce a coherent system out of them. A celebrated example is Victor 

Turnerôs reliance for much of his information on the Ndembu from one informant, Muchono, a local healer and 

brilliant synthesizer, who was however so detested by other Ndembu that he was forced to live well outside the 

village boundaries.  

A surprising amount of anthropological (and I suspect other disciplinary) knowledge rests upon the use of such 

singularly gifted informants. The drawback is that these accounts are typical only of themselves ï or even unique 

to the occasion. Once I was interviewed as part of a British ESRC project on supervision of research students. 

When we had finished, the interviewer thanked me, as I was the first person who had given a systematic account 

of the different aspects of PhD supervision, which she asked if she could use for her write up. I warned her that 

my thinking about the topic was pretty muddled and incomplete. The requirements of being coherent in the 

interview had somehow led me to create system on the spot. Later that day I tried to write down the model I had 

outlined, but could no longer recall it. So much for system. 
13 There is helpful summary of the differences between quantitative and qualitative approaches in Mahoney & 

Goertz 2006. For a defence of individual case studies against naturalist arguments about systematic hypothesis 

testing, see Flyvbjerg 2001: 159-212. 
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