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comment    
Rediscovering energy 
issues
A response to Harold Wilhite and Annette 
Henning (AT 21[3])

In his guest editorial Wilhite argues that ‘given 
the centrality of energy in daily life one would 
expect it to be an important emerging subject 
for anthropology.’ While he is correct that few 
anthropologists are working on energy issues, 
we will only be reinventing the wheel if we 
fail to take note of the times when energy 
research has been important in anthropology. 
One might begin an overview with Leslie 
White (1959), who held that culture advances 
as a consequence of the ability to harness more 
energy, or with Richard N. Adams’ (1982) 
work on the story of Britain and the use of 
coal as a central energy source. Assertions that 
anthropologists have failed to address the issue 
need to be grounded in an extensive survey of 
the literature.

In the same issue of AT Annette Henning’s 
article ‘Climate change and energy use’ lays 
out the key question as to how we might posi-
tion ourselves within energy-related research. 
Henning stresses the need to study the experts 
rather than the customers, and addresses the 
frustration of anthropologists drafted in as 
‘people experts’ and finding themselves in the 
role of a simple helper in research environ-
ments dominated by engineers, physicists and 
economists. She rightly argues for an active 
repositioning so that anthropological research 
can be performed in its own right.

Henning’s remarks resonated with me, as I 
spent 10 years from the mid-1970s to the mid-
1980s working on issues related to ‘energy, 
culture and society’, the title of a course I 
taught for Energy and Resources Group (ERG) 
students at UC Berkeley. I produced a volume, 
Energy choices in a democratic society (1980), 
for what was probably the largest and most 
prestigious energy study ever conducted for 
the National Academy of Sciences. There 
were over 200 specialists, mostly physicists, 
engineers, economists and a scattering of 
social scientists, but one anthropologist. The 
CONAES study, as it was called, resulted in a 
report 12 feet thick. CONAES (the Committee 
on Nuclear and Alternative Energy Systems) 
was organized into four panels examining 
energy demand and conservation, energy 
supply and delivery systems, risks and impacts 
of energy supply and use, and syntheses of 
diverse models of future energy economics. I 
summarized my experience of working as an 
anthropologist studying physicists, economists 
and engineers analysing energy problems in 
‘Barriers to thinking new about energy’; this 
1981 article was first published in Physics 
Today, almost immediately reprinted in Chem 
Tech (1981), and most recently reprinted in a 
slightly abridged form in Industrial Physics 
(2002). The responses from physicists were 

overwhelmingly supportive, from engineers 
overwhelmingly damning, and different ver-
sions of my findings were published elsewhere 
(see Nader 1978), none in anthropology jour-
nals – although my book Naked science (1996) 
contained some materials on energy – until 
Anthropological Quarterly published ‘The 
harder path-shifting gears’ in 2004.

At the start of my research the chair of my 
department suggested I get off this energy 
stuff because it would not help my promotion. 
A more serious problem than lack of interest 
in energy as a topic is that anthropologists do 
not read what anthropologists write for other 
professionals. That we are seen as ‘helpers’ or 
social welfare workers may be due to a lack 
of knowledge of what is really going on in our 
discipline which generates a lack of discipli-
nary pride in our accomplishments. Henning is 
on the right track. l

Laura Nader
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Tribes and tribulations 
A response to Pat Caplan (AT 21[2])

Last year, BBC2 broadcast Tribe, the subject 
of Pat Caplan’s article; the series has since 
been repeated. She rightly describes Tribe as 
entertainment, not anthropology, and observes 
that anthropologists (in the UK at least) 
have failed to create a public version of their 
discipline. 

There is more than a ‘hint of the “noble 
savage” conceit’ in the series, which goes 
against everything anthropology stands for. 
In each programme Bruce ‘Boys Own’ Parry 
supposedly endured a month-long ‘tribal 
experience’, including a disagreeable physical 
ordeal. Anthropology graduates worked as 
researchers on the programmes, but the first 
series only vaguely mentioned anthropologists’ 
findings. 

Rather than helping us to understand 
‘tribal’ life, Tribe encourages tribal tourism. 
References to Parry abounded in travel pages 
in the media as soon as the series started (e.g. 

‘If the new BBC series Tribe has fired your 
interest, learning how to live like the hunter-
gatherer bushmen of the Kalahari Desert 
could be just the holiday you’re looking for…’ 
[Anon 2005]). When he visited the Kombai 
in West Papua, he spoke to them in basic 
Bahasa Indonesia, the language imposed by 
the Indonesian government. Bruce Parry has 
been here before, as an expedition leader with 
Trekforce, a UK-registered charity with sup-
port from ‘the British Army and local defence 
force and security departments’ that aims to 
encourage ‘cultural experiences in diverse 
environments which benefit the host country, 
in order to educate and inspire participants’ 
(www.trekforce.org.uk), including training in 
nursing, languages, conservation and jungle 
survival. 

But Tribe is not about this charity. It is a 
Victorian romp where men boldly go out of 
history, to the realm of the savage at the very 
heart of darkness, and return to tell their tales, 
converting suffering to celebrity. Pat Caplan 
has made major contributions to the discussion 
of gender relations in anthropology over the 
years, so I was astonished to find no comment 
on the reactionary and sexist construction of 
the ‘front man’ (sic). In its gendering and for-
matting of cross-cultural encounters, the series 
is arguably more primitive, representationally, 
than the societies it purports to represent.

Tribe inhabits a different moral and intel-
lectual universe from anthropology. It is suc-
cessful popular mass entertainment, with the 
second and third series in production. But 




