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JOÂO	PINA	CABRAL				

	

Università di Lisbona  
	

Terrà	una	conferenza	su:	
	

I alien: des-identification and the anthropological reduction 
	

ABSTRACT	
This	 paper	 concerns	 what	 it	 takes	 for	 a	 narrative	 to	 be	 an	 instance	 of	 ‘ethnographic	 writing’—here	
understood	in	its	broadest	sense,	to	include	all	kinds	of	media.		It	reflects	upon	a	chance	event	in	which	I	
was	 an	 unwilling	 participant	 in	 England	 1979/80.	 	 The	 trigger	 for	 a	 police	 officer’s	 highly	 xenophobic	
response	 that	 I	 witnessed	 was	 his	 confrontation	 with	 a	 Lybian	 man’s	 personal	 name—a	 name	 he	
considered	 inadmissible.	 	 At	 the	 time,	 I	 did	 not	 experience	 this	 event	 as	 in	 any	 way	 connected	 to	
ethnographic	research.		Yet,	soon	after,	I	realised	that	this	had	turned	out	to	be	a	traumatic	event	for	me,	
which	 honed	 my	 own	 sensitivity	 towards	 the	 less	 obvious	 characteristics	 of	 personal	 naming.		
Ethnographic	 accounts	 transform	an	 interactive	 event	 one	has	witnessed	 into	 a	 narrative,	 but	 one	 of	 a	
very	 particular	 kind.	 	 Most	 discussions	 of	 ethnographic	 research	 over	 the	 past	 decades	 have	 focused	
exclusively	on	the	first	moment	of	ethnographic	practice	(the	moment	of	going	out	there,	as	it	were)	and	
have	taken	for	granted	the	second	moment	(the	moment	of	returning	and	writing	it	up).		This	paper	uses	
this	event	as	a	foil	for	exploring	what	turns	a	description	of	an	occurrence	one	personally	experienced	into	
an	ethnographic	description.		When	seen	from	the	personal	perspective	of	the	ethnographer,	this	process	
of	objectification	is	also	a	 ‘reduction’,	namely	in	that	 it	 is	a	process	of	des-identification.	 	As	I	produce	a	
narrative	of	such	an	event,	I	objectify	it	by	placing	it	into	a	determinable	ethnographic	‘field’	that	responds	
to	 specific	 anthropological	 queries	 (aporias).	 	 This	 paper	 harks	 back	 to	 Bourdieu’s	 famous	 comments	
concerning	 ‘participant	 objectification’	 in	 order	 to	 search	 for	 a	 formulation	 of	 the	 ‘anthropological	
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reduction’	 that	 escapes	 the	 French	 master’s	 sociocentric	 and	 representationist	 vitriol	 against	 both	
posmodernist	and	phenomenological	reflexivism.				
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