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PRET � TIOX OF CUL TUREs
14 THE l�EדR • 

. toנg is t.he e nlargcment סf

Looked at in this ,vaנ·, the aוm of an�hrסpי< 

f coursc. its only aim-
d. That וs not. 0 d ' d. 

the univcrse of human וscourse. ·e \Sוan ti יad,•ance ן

. aJ unsel. mora . 
h 

instruction, amu�emcnt, practic co . · 
.\ers; nor 1s ant ropoוt1 'י

b ha,,,or aft:: o h. \ 
covcry of natura1 ordcr in humaת e _ . B t it is an aim tס ,v ic 1 a

ogy thc only disciplinc v.hich pursu_cs וt 
.. �\ 3d3pted. As inter,vorked

· �culזarlv \\ e . • s 1 ,vou\d
�cmiotic conccpt of cדגlture 15 ..., .. • J • 

0 provincזal u�age ' 

systems of constחנab1e signs (,,hat, וgnorוn;hin
l! tס \\·hich sסci31 �ve�ts ,

ca11 symbols), cu\ture is not a po,,·er' som
: ca;s311y 3ttributed; וt וs. ן;

. . . . r proces.ses can e . 11- "bly-that 1s,
bchavזor�, וnstזtutזons, o 

. "" . an be זnte זg1 

.th• \.ז·h1ch th---v c 
context, �omcthing vז הn J 

·b-ג s) exot1c-
th1ck1y-descr1 i;u. 1· n ,vitlו tlוe (to u � 

Thc famous anthropo1ogica1 absorp זo 
h L oionnaires-is, tlוus, es-

l3crbcr horscmcח, Jewis� ped�lers, Fr;n�·n
.,. es�n

se of f3nוiliarity with

&cחtia11y a dcvicc for dזspiacזng the u
b�l.tס to relate pcrceptively to

· · f our 0,1.-ח a 1 1 Y 
which thc my�tcrזousncss ס 

k. t tlוe ordin�וry in places
gחi' ססd f m us L ן .• 3 

onc anothcr זs concca c ro . . t not ·1s l1as sס o ftcn bcen

whcrc it takcs u�acc�stomcd forms :r:
gs_ 

:; (ther� •is n�thing cspccia\\y
claimcd, thc arb1trar1ncss of human e av1 . t t\וc de-
ccp theft for inוitrary about taking slכrlנ:

sol�ncc וn Morocco), bu
f \

" 
f b 

grcc to whiclו its mcaning varics accordוng to thc pattcrn ° I c J

w/וich it is infornוcd. Undcrstanding ו: pcoplc's culturc cxposcs theוr

normalrוcss witlוout rcducing their particularity. (Thc morc l manage to

f olJow wlוat tlוc Moroccans are up to, the more logical , and the more

singular, tlוcy secnו.) lt renders them accessiblc: setting them in the

framc of tlוcir own banalities, it dissolves their opacity.

Jt is tl1is n1aneuver, usually too casually referred to as "seeing things

fron1 tl1e actor's point of vie,v," too bookishly as "the verstehen ap­

proacl1," or too technically as "emic analysis," that so often leads to the

notion that anthropology is a variety of either long-distance mind read­

ing or cannibal-isle fantasizing, and which, for someone anxious to navi­

gate past the wrecks of a dozen sunken philosophies, must therefore be 

executed with a great deal of care. Nothing is more necessary tס 
comprehending what anthropological interpretation is, and the degree to 

which it is interpretation, than an exact understanding of what it means 

-and what it does not mean-to say that our formulations of other

peoples' symbol systems must be actor-oriented.1

.
t 

. 1 �ot
lf

only סther peoples': anthropology can be trained on the culture of which1 1s 1tse a part a d ·1 · · 1 • 
as 

'
t 

. 
& 

 I increas1ng Y 1s; a fact of profound importance but which,1 ra1ses a 1ew tr'ck d h מ '
 י •

the si'd & h 
I Y an rat er spec1al second order problems I shall put tס

e 1סr t e moment. 
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Thick Descriptiסn: Toward an lnterpretive Th What i t means is that d . . eory of Culture
escr1ptions f B 15 

ture must be cast in terms f 

O erber, J ewish ס the co t . , סr French 1 J ews, or Frenchmen to plac ns ruct1ons we im . cu -� ---
they use to define what happe upon what they live throug:g:�e f _ -

-- _ ,·ום-..

d . . ens to them Wh . , e סrmu 
such escr1pt1ons are thems 1 · at 1t does not m . 

e ves Berber J . ean 1s that
part of the reality they ' . ewish, סr French-th t . . are סstens1bl d a is,
anthropolog1cal-that is part f d Y escribing· they . ' ס a evelopin ' are
ys1s. They must be cast in terms f th . g syStem סf scientific anal-. ס e 1nterpr t · of a part1cular denomination sub· t h 

. e ations to which persons�ec t e1r exp · what they profess to be descriptions f · erience, because that is
cause it is, in fact, anthropologists wh O ' :hey are anthropological be-o pr1סess them N ll • . 
necessary to point out quite so lab . .1 · סrma Y, 1t 1s notor1ous y that the obiect f d . one thing and the study of it another lt . 1 J O stu Y 1s. is c ear enough th t th h . 
cal world is not physics and A Skeleto K F" � e P ysi-. ' n ey to innegan s Wake not
Fוnnegan s Wake. But, as, in the study of culture 1 • . , ana ys1s penetrates1nto the very body of the obיect-that is we b · · h 

• 
J ' eg,n Wlt סur own 1nter-

pretat1ons of what our informants are up to or th · k th . , in ey are up to, 

and then systemat1ze those-the line between (Moroccan) culture as a
natural fact and (Moroccan) culture as a theoretical entity tends to get
blurred. All the more so, as the latter is presented in the form of an ac­
tor's-eye descri ption of (Moroccan) conceptions of everything from vio­
lence, honor, divinity, and justice, to tribe, property, patronage , and
chiefship. 

In short, anthropological writings are themselves interpretations, and
second and third order ones to boot. (By definition, only a "native"
makes first order ones: it's his culture.) 2 They are, thus, fictions; fic­
tions, in the sense that they are "something made," "something
fashioned"-the original meaning of fictio-not that they are false, un­
factual, or merely "as if" thought experiments. To construct actor-ori­
ented descriptions of the involvements of a Berber chieftain, a Jewis�
merchant, and a French soldier with one another in 1912 M�rocc? �s
clearly an imaginative act, not all that different from conStructוng sו�ו-
1 . -. "th ne another of a prov1n-
ar descr1ptions of, say, the 1nvolvements wi O 

. • f d her feckless lover 1n
cגal French doctor, his silly, adulterous wi e, an 

l ical works based on other
2 The order problem is, again, complex. Antbrסpo og of course, be fourth

anthropological works (Levi-Strauss', for exa mple) :iay,lly make second order
?rder סr higher and informants frequently, even ha .1 uamo,dels" In literate cul-
1 t ' "nat1ve · · n erpretations-what have come to be known as . h r ןevels-in connection
tures, where "native" interpretation can proceed tס hig e "th the United States,
With h • f lb Khaldun; wi · 

t e Maghreb, one has only to th1�k 0. n. eed Margaret Mead-these matters become 1ntricate 1nd 19
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ff�1��;' 
. the actors are represente nineteenth century France. In the latter case, . happened whil _d. t hav1ng ' e 11\ as not hav1ng existed and the events as 00 having been so. Thi . h ן or as s 1s t e f סrmer they are represented as actua ' d recisely the one Madarn d·r� . e· indee , P . e a 1 ierence of no mean זmportanc , . rtance does not lזe in th 

. . B t the 1nזP0 e Bovary had d1fficulty grasp1ng. u 's was only noted. The con ·1 Coheמ .. fact that her story was created whז � f it (to say nothing of the nזan" d. · · · d the point O h fi t·- " 1t1ons of the1r creat1on, an -5 as rnuc a c 10- a nזak . . B t the one 1 .. ner and the qual1ty) d1ffer. u 
ing"-as the other. b as aware as they might be of 

. Iways een Anthropolog1sts have not a . . the trading post, the h1ll f סrt סr
lt re ex1sts in . ' this fact: that although cu u 

. . the boסk, the art1cle, the lecture I y ex1sts 1n the sheep run, anthropo og 
. nowadays, the film. To becסme. 1 r somet1mes the museum dזsp ay,. 0 ' h l'ne between mode of representationf · · t eal1ze that t e 1 aware 1 סt 1_s O r 

. as undrawable in cultural analysis as it isand substant1ve content זs . h b" . 
& t . turn seems to threaten t e ס �ect1ve statusin painting· and that גac זn • · 

' . 1 k 1 dge by suggesting that 1ts source 1s not social of anthropolog1ca now e 
reality but schoiarly artifice. . 

It does threaten it, but the threat is  hollow. The cla1m to attention of
an ethnographic account does not rest on its author's ability to capture 
primitive facts in faraway places and carry them home like a mask or a 
carving, but on the degree to which he is able to clarify what goes on in 
such places, to reduce the puzzlement-what manner of men are these? 
-to which unfamiliar acts eןnerging out of unknown backgrounds natu­
rally give rise. This raises some serious problems of verification, all
right-or, if "verification" is too strong a word for sס soft a science (1,myself, would prefer "appraisal"), of how you can tel1 a better account

!rom_ a worse סne. But·/that is precisely the virtue of it. If ethnographyנs thנck description and th h . . e nograp ers those who are doing the descr1b-1ng, then the determining t. :1 וi ld . . ques זon 1סr any given example of it, whethera e Jסurnal squזb or a M 1 · . . sorts w· k f . a זnowsk1-s1zed monograph, is whether itנn s rom tw1tches and 1 . agajnst a body f . 
rea winks from mimicked ones. It 1s not

0 unזnterpreted d t · · h t we must measure th a a, r ad1cally thinned descript1ons, t a e cסgency of • . . er of the scjentjfic jm . . 
gers. It js notחon to b · · of straנatחנur expl1cat1ons, but aga1nst the powagס h . 

ring us into touch with the l1veswort נt, as Th . ld tס count the cats jn z •b סreau sa1d to go round the \vor anz1 ar.  י
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Hammurabi and the Bible

:n 1901, a team of French archaeologists led by M. J. de Morgan fou d . ragments סf what had once been a single inscription carved inrn �bree
igneous rock (diorite). Reassembled, the mammoth stele was found; lacksסme eight feet high; it is now part of the permanent collection of the � stand Museum in Paris. סuvre 

The archaeologists had 'been excavating the acropolis of the a 
Elamite city of Susa. To their surprise, however, the inscribed black roctcי:ntthey found turned out to have originated not in Susa, but in Mesopסtami t at

the west. Apparently, this huge inscription had been captured by the Ela a� tס
and brought home as booty. 8 lt did not take long for the text to be deciphnזites. · . eredand publ1shed.� lt turned out _ tס be a coll_ect1on of some 282 laws prסmulgatedby Hammurab1 (Hammurap1), a great k1ng who had ruled Babylon in the fir 
part of the second millennium. Subsequent archaeological finds within t;

t

areז:c of Mesopotamia itself have yielded further copies and fragments 0�these s�me laws. 
Because of uncertainties surrounding the dating system, scholars are still nסt sure exactly when Hammurabi's forty-three-year •reign began; they believe that the year in question was 1848 BCE, 1792 BCE, or 1736 BCE. Even using the 

lowest date, howeve;ז. it is clear that Hammurabi's collection of laws easily ante­
dates those of the Hebrew Bible by quite a few centuries. The laws promulgated 
by Hammurabi are not, of course, exactly the same as those in the Torah (in 
fact, one striking difference is that sometimes different punishments are stipu­
lated depending on the social class of the offender). 10 But very often they 
desc.ribe the same, very specific, situations-the runaway slave who seeks 
refuge in a fre�man's house (LH [16ף; Deut. 23:.16), the goring ox �hose 
owner has been warned that his animal is a public danger (LH �251; Exod. 
21:28-32), the slave whose belonging to his master is symbolized by his mas­
ter inflicting an injury to the slave's ear (LH <j[282; Exod. 21:5-6). It seemed 
hardly plausible to modern scholars that these specific legal situations-· four­
teen in all 11-should have been devised by Hammurabi and then, several cen­
turies later, transmitted quite independently to the divine amanuensis. Indeed, 
some of the very la�s examined above turn out to be strikingly paralleled in 
Hammurabi's collection. Here, for example, is Hammurabi's law of guardians:12

If a man gives his property for safekeeping and his property together with 
the householder's property is lost either by [ theft achieved through] a
breach or by scaling over a wall, the householder who was careless shall
make restitution and shall restore to the owner of the property rhat which
was given tס him for safekeeping and which he allowed tס be lo5r; the
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A Religion of L a.ws

:�us�holder shall cסntinue to search f h' 271a e גt from the סne who stole it frornohr. is סwn lסst prסperty· and h h . 1rn. ' e s all
Here, it is true th . · LH <[125
E ' ere is no mentio f h . xod. 22:7-8. Such a pro . . n ס t e guardian taking M v1s1on doe an סath . esopסtamian collection th L s a ppear,. howeve r  in ' a s in. '. e. aws of Eshnunna (ca lדדo' 

yet anoזher
. • BCE): If the man's house has been b 1 . 1 1 . urg ar1zed and th f . 

a oss a ong with the goods which the d; ·. e owne� ס the house incursthe owner of the house shall . pos1tor gave h1m [for safekeepingן 
swear an סath t • fy h' , temple of] the god Tishpak· "M d ס sat1s im at the gate of [the 

d - · Y goo s have been lo t 1 · h goo s; 1 have not cסmmitted ·a f d . . s a ong w1t your 
oath tס satisfy him and h ·11 hrau or m�sdeed'�; thus shall he swear an

. - e wi a ve no cla1m aga1nst him. 
LE�37 

· Nb סt only i�
kt_he lega l rul�ng similar to the biblical law, 13 but the wording here . ears_ a stri 1_ng �esemblance to the Bibl�'s as well. Thus, the guardian of the 

1tem 1n q�est1on 1s no·t actually called a "guardian" (though that might be the 
most  log1cal way of referring to him); instead he is called by exactly the same
term as i s  used in Exodus and Hammurabi, translated above as "the house­
holder" סr "the owner of the house" (that is, Hebrew ba'al habbayit and its 
Akkadian cognate bel bitim). What is more, it was noted above that one sen­
tence in the Exodus version s eemed a bit problematic:14 "lf the thief is not
caught, then the owner of the ho�se shall draw near to God." Where is "near
tס God יי? In the light of the Eshnunna - version of this law, the Hebrew
expression would seem likewise tס refer to_ the_ g ate ?f the temple.15 

• _ 

As for the other situation examined earl1er, 1n wh1ch a pregnant woman 1s
struck and miscarries as a result: 

If- strikes a woman of the awilu class and thereby causes her to * ו-
an awt u 

. h and deliver 10 shekels of silver for her
miscarry her fetus, he �hall weוghall kill his daughter. If he should cause a
fetus. If that woman d1es, they s . h f tus by the beating, he shall
woman of the commoner class to _1111 iscalrfry

h 
e
t
r ;oman should die, he shall

d 1. 5 h kels o f s1 ver. t a 
weigh and e 1ver s e . 
weigh and deliver 30 shekels of silver. LH �209

3 but it is nearly the same
h law as Exod. 21:22-2 

·' . ( 1 st according
This is certainly not t e same

ssible outcסmes at ea 

h same twס po 

situation and it presents t e f h 
' · bers ס t e

d tס mem h'ld as oppose . woman, or c 1 ' 

1 hether man, 
ו�- That is, a free person, w and slaves.two lower c]asses, commoners 

,. 
-;,, 
�: 
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tס rabbinic sources and the Vulgate): the death of the fetus but no har mother, and the death of the fetus and the de.ath of the i:nother. 16 B: tס t�e
murabi cannot take credit for conceiving this ( come to th1nk of it) sorn tia\זl,
unlikely scenario-it is actually all over ancient Mesopotamian law eז\\ha.t 
Here is a fragment from the Laws of Lipit-Ishtar (ca. 1930 BCE): Cסdes. 

<J[d If [a ... ] strik�s the daughter of a man and causes her to lose her fetu he shall weigh and deliver 30 shekels of silver.. s, 
<J[e If she dies, that male shall be killed� 
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1/ 1 

 1 ו 1

Dt 

77 
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! 
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Similarly: 

<J[i If he jostles the daughter of a man and causes her to miscarry her fetu . s, he shall weigh and deliver 10 shekels of s1lver. 
 .miscarry herfetus, he shall weigh and deliver 20 shekels of silver סIf he strikes the daughter of a man and causes her t 2ף}

Sumerian Laws Exercise Tablet, ca. 1800 BCE 

Similarly: 

a man's wife [ ... ] and they shall treat him as he treated her; heshall make full payment of a life for her fetus. And if that woman dies, they shall kill that man; he shall make full payment of a life for her fetus [ ... ,abort herfetus סanother man's wife thereby causing her t] strikes [If a man] 50ף} . 
Middle Assyrian Laws, ca. 107 6 BCE

Indeed, even the end of this biblical law, "an eye for an eye," has its equiva­
lent in laws from elsewhere.in the ancient Near East: 

If an awilu should blind the eye of another awilu; they shall blind his eye. 
If he should break the bone of another awi-lu, they shall break his 
bone ... If an awz-וu should knock out the tסoth of another awilu of 
his own rank, they shall knock out his tooth. 

LH (){196, 197, 200 

In addition, it should be noted that the idea of payment instead of inflicting
the same injury was not exactly an innovation of the Bible's ancient inter·
preters: 

If anyonc blinds a free person or k,nocks out his tooth, they used t.ס pay 4ס
shel<els of silver. But now he shall pay 20 shekels of silver. He shall look tס 
.ouse for itוis Jו1 17 
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