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 position 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 environments 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 mid1980s 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
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overwhelmingly supportive, from engineers
overwhelmingly damning, and different versions of my findings were published elsewhere
(see Nader 1978), none in anthropology journals – 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 disciplinary pride in our accomplishments. Henning is
on the right track. l
Laura Nader
University of California, Berkeley
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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 huntergatherer 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 support 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 formatting of cross-cultural encounters, the series
is arguably more primitive, representationally,
than the societies it purports to represent.
Tribe inhabits a different moral and intellectual universe from anthropology. It is successful popular mass entertainment, with the
second and third series in production. But
anthropology’s job has always been both to
observe and to participate in different worlds,
including that of popular culture. The question arises as to what practical accommodation
there might be between these two worlds, so
as to further anthropology’s public presence?
And how do we respond to our own graduates
working as researchers for the series?
I am committed to the educational power
of the moving image, in different media (film,
television, hypermedia), as an anthropologist
(whose research interests include television),
ethnographic filmmaker, and as a member of
the RAI’s Film Committee. Visual anthropology includes all manner of image-making
and analysis. It is now a recognized branch of
the discipline, although the visual image continues to invoke the spectre of misrepresentation and deceit. Properly used, however, film
and other visual materials have considerable
potential to bring home a sense of everyday
life in different societies and to stimulate our
imagination, in both public and educational
domains.
The diversification of broadcast media and
the multiplication of audiences constitute
more outlets than ever for visual ethnography.
Nonetheless, I have strong reservations about
how anthropology might fruitfully engage
with the mass appeal of programmes like
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this. In Britain there are attempts to make
anthropology more widely available in school
at A-level to secure its future in universities,
and some applaud Tribe’s potential to increase
recruitment to undergraduate anthropology
degree schemes. But surely this is as misleading as describing anthropology as being
about ‘primitive tribes’? Tribe may well
become material for research, but as how not
to do anthropology. It would take considerable
skill to extrapolate anthropology – public or
academic – from it. Tribe may also be recut as
an ‘educational series for schools geography’
(Caplan 2005: 7). Geographers, be warned!
What alternatives are there to Tribe as
anthropology’s visual public face? André
Singer, chair of the RAI Film Committee (who
was credited, but had no controlling interest
in the Tribe programme), is one of the few in
Britain to have both an anthropology doctorate
and a continuous career in anthropological
television programming, beginning with
Disappearing world and latterly on cable and
satellite films, including about headhunting,
cannibalism and sacrifice. These are still
useful.
Some years ago, a proposal by the RAI Film
Committee was rejected as not ‘sexy’ enough
by British television executives. But could we
not aspire to terrestial peak-time viewing, in
the spirit of the BBC series Coast, broadcast
last year? Fronted by a heroic man of action
who strode the cliffs and coves of Britain, it
also included a historian, an archaeologist,
a marine biologist, and, yes, an anthropologist. This programme was ‘edutainment’, an
amusing and informative series which went
beyond sensationalism and was not ashamed
to bring in the experts. Could British television
executives not apply these principles to non-

British societies, instead of adopting the parochial celebration of xenophobic self-interest of
Tribe? There is no shortage of good examples.
A remarkable range of high-standard ethnographic films is shown regularly at the RAI
and IWF (at Göttingen)’s international ethnographic film festivals (among others), and
Masters programmes in visual anthropology,
including those at Manchester and Tromsø
Universities, produce exceptional filmmakers.
Anthropologists have engaged theoretically
with the profusion of media. It is now time to
use them for its public ends. Never has anthropology’s tolerance and open-mindedness been
more urgently needed, but Tribe is neither
the answer to anthropology’s image problem,
nor a sign of what anthropology has to offer.
We have long been reticent. Now we need to
find ways and means to put ourselves in the
public’s picture, to get anthropology the representations it deserves, and to make its impact
more widely felt.
Felicia Hughes-Freeland
University of Wales Swansea
F.Hughes-Freeland@swansea.ac.uk
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SARTORIAL POLITICS

A response to Emma Tarlo, AT 21[6]
I very much enjoyed Emma Tarlo’s piece on
the sartorial politics of modern British Islam
(AT 21[6]) – it filled me with an immense
calm. As a student of early medieval history,
I was particularly struck by what I took to be
her frustrated dismay at the way Hizb ut-Tahrir

activists apparently conform to stereotypes
of hard-line intolerance that she has been
working hard to challenge.
It reminded me of the exasperation of a
late antique Roman senator confronted by the
unreasonable fanaticism of the Christians: the
pagan Symmachus requested the return of the
Altar of Victory to the senate, saying that he
happily recognized the right of the Christians
to their beliefs, but asked whether those
adhering to Rome’s traditional ways could not
be shown a little consideration in return. The
emperor’s answer, of course, at the explicit
urging of Bishop Ambrose of Milan, was in the
negative. Christianity indeed destroyed the old
Rome, burning books and smashing statues,
yet things moved on and here we are today.
We should not despair at Hizb ut-Tahrir.
Not only will these young women grow up
and calm down, but this is only a moment in
the history of the world, and they represent
just one theme in a continually unfolding
discourse. Even if Hizb ut-Tahrir’s vision of
Islam should triumph, which indeed I consider
quite likely, it will be for but a season.
Their advocacy of the jilbab resembles the
Christians’ enthusiasm for martyrdom in the
arena, whereby they turned an act of repression into a symbol of their own victory (Buc
2001). In the long run, this turned out to be a
stage in Christianity’s journey, not its destination, and the same applies, I have no doubt, to
the sartorial politics of Hizb ut-Tahrir. I repeat,
Emma Tarlo’s piece left me with a feeling that
all is right with the world.
Marc Widdowson
marc.widdowson@britishlibrary.net
Buc, P. 2001. The dangers of ritual: Between early medieval
texts and social scientific theory. Princeton: Princeton
University Press.

conference
Bringing the past into 
the present

AAA 104th Annual Meeting, Washington,
DC, December 2005
What an impact space has upon the spirit of an
event. Take for instance the 2003 AAA Annual
Meeting, held at the New Orleans Hilton, in
the Convention Center where all the rooms
were arranged around an enormous hollow
tower. Just by looking up from the level of
the bar and restaurant, one could easily spot
session venues along with all the AAA parties
taking place on various floors. No such luck
at the Washington Marriott. You would be
sprinting blindly through a labyrinth of atria,
corridors, foyers and escalators, in the hope of
reaching Coolidge, Kennedy or Eisenhower,
only to find the Health Club ominously
blocking the way. Detailed architectural plans
printed in miniature made little difference. The
Wardman Park Marriott brought a sense of bafflement, too, at the seemingly endless diversity
and diversification of what ‘anthropology’
means. I noticed a panel devoted to teaching
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anthropology, including such diverse topics
as ‘success at teaching about chimpanzee
bipedalism, applied archaeology via research
posters, and analysing body part idioms’.
Yet this year’s conference was particularly
memorable. America’s reckless foreign policy,
Katrina’s disastrous aftermath, a growing
sense of alarm fostered by a string of disasters in the preceding months, became vividly
interwoven in the fabric of discussions, papers
and informal conversations. The ground itself
seemed to be shifting under our feet, a feeling
echoed by the imagery of motion present in the
titles of many panels: ‘shifting spaces’, ‘webs’,
‘flows’, ‘transitions’ were abundant, with
‘stasis’ as the negative term (for example, the
‘stasis’ of certain understandings of culture).
This focus on movement was also evident in
the formulation of the meeting’s main theme,
‘Bringing the Past into the Present’, and its
agenda ‘to explore and identify pressures,
forces and conditions that shape human lives,
and to trace human history and society as legacies, continuities, interconnections and transformations’. Unsurprisingly, given this remit,

topics such as violence, victimhood, truth, science and technology and environmental issues,
media and globalization were well represented,
with a single panel touchingly devoted to hope
(‘if anthropology can be regarded as a hopeful
practice, what does it mean to propose hope as
a subject of anthropological analysis?’ asked
the organizers).
For many of the participants I spoke with,
the restlessness seemed linked to an awareness of our – and the discipline’s – duty to
speak to the important historical shifts we are
witnessing and make ourselves heard beyond
the confines of the academic ivory tower. Such
concerns surfaced in several panels devoted to
exploring the implications of US imperialism,
and the debates were occasionally intense
– as with the much whispered-about argument
between Ann Stoler and David Harvey. This
invited session, entitled ‘American empire:
Problems with a world power, problems to
come’, turned the spotlight on the relative
decline of US global hegemony, its military
backlash, and the rise of alternative world
powers. What made it remarkable was the fact
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