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ATION OF CULTURES
14 THE INTERPRET

o enlargement o
Looked at in this'wagsthe 2im of a"‘h“"’o‘og.)c:u:::. cly ime
the universe of human discourse. That is not. oil - AT 3 the die
instruction, amusement, practical counsf:l. mo,r:(l)thm; L is aniltregol.
covery of natural order in human beha\'fof;:; e Zim to which a
ogy the only discipline which pursues l-t.well adapted. AS interworked
semiotic concept of CUhE"e > pecuhﬂﬂ) g Pl'ovincial usages, 1 would
systems of construzble s1g

s (71 o i which social events,
1 is not a powers <omething tO
! culture y
& S)mbO‘S)' cesses €an be ca

, ibuted; it is a
usally attrl ‘
behaviors, institutions, OF proce e . intelligibly——-thﬂt s
i ithin whic &)
context, something w1

lhickly——dcscribcd.

The famous anthropologl

Berber horsemen, chish pede !
ally a device for displacing the

the (to us) exotic—

. oireg—is, thus, €8
adiers. Frj:;?n: 65361:52“2‘; gt?amiliarity with
ness of our own abilify to relate .pcrccp_uvcll?' t?g
led from us. Looking at the ordinary 1in pb‘“jf

where it takes unaccustomed forms brings out not, 1.15 has §o oftcn‘ .:g‘,‘n

claimed, the arbitrarincss of human bchavior (there is nothing cspL‘Chd y_
arbitrary about taking sheep theft for insolence in Morocco), but “: ;
gree to which its mecaning varics according to the pattern of lifc y
which it is informecd. Understanding a people’s culturc CXpOSCS their
normalness without reducing their particularity. (Thc morc 1 manage to
follow what the Moroccans are up to, the more logical, and thc morc
singular, they seem.) It renders them accessible: setting them in the
frame of their own banalities, it dissolves their opacity.

It is this maneuver, usually too casually referred to as ‘‘seeing things
from the actor’s point of view,” too bookishly as “the verstehen ap-
proach,” 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 to
comprehending what anthropological interpretation is, and the degree to
which it /s 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.!

cal absorption with

senti
which the mystcrious
onc another is concca

1 b}
Not only other peoples’: anthropology can be trained on the culture of which

= ’ aSln l 5 -

the side for the moment%l and rather special second order problems, I shall put t0
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such descriptions are themselves Berber, Jewj
part of the reality the

of a particular denomination subject their experience,
what t.hc?y Profess to be descriptions of; they are anth
cause it is, in fact, anthropologists who profess them. Normally, it is not
necessary to point out quite so laboriously that the object of study is
one thing and the study of it another. It is clear enough that the physi-
cal world is not physics and 4 Skeleton Key to Finnegan's Wake not
Finnegan’s Wake. But, as, in the study of culture, analysis penetrates
into the very body of the object—that is, we begin with our own inter-
pretations of what our informants are up to, or think they are up to,
and then systematize 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 description 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, -am,i’
second and third order ones to boot. (By definition, only a .“natwe
makes first order ones: it’s his culture.) 2 They are, thus: ﬁftlons; i:lc-
tions, in the sense that they are “something made,” “something

fashioned” —the original meaning of fictio—not that they are faltser, -(l)l;
factual, or merely ‘“as if” thought experiments. To cc;lnstfltrulcr: a: (J)ewish
ented descriptions of the involvements of a Berber. : 113 1; 1\;10rocco is
merchant, and a French soldier with one another 1n tructing simi-
clearly an imaginative act, not all that different from cons

i nother of a provin-
lar descriptions of, say, the involvements v.vnh on:l: ;ler ki it
cial French doctor, his silly, adulterous wife, an

rks based on other

ical wo
2 The order problem is, again, complex. Anthropolog course, be fourth

: le) may, of der
anthropological works (Lévi-Strauss, for examﬁ h)abitua")h make se<3Ondt;)rcul-
order or higher, and informants frequently, €ve “native mO els.” In Hitess ction
interpretations— what have come to be knovgea:is to higher level-—0 ictzgngla‘es*
tures, where “native™ interpretation can IZ)ro[bn Khaldun;

in

With the Maghreb, one has only to thin
argaret Mead—these matters become !

because that is
ropological be-

ntricate indeed.




* THE INTERPRETATION OF CULTURES

are re

« DNineteenth century France. In the latter case, the. naCt;:;;pened,p :elsxflzte.d
1) a8 not having existed and the events as not hasvi‘agving been so. Thjg n
the former they are represented as actual, o arecisely the one Madanis
a difference of no mean importance; i"d?ed,ogtance does not lie in the
Bovary had difficulty grasping. But the m;lfs was only noted. The CO;
fact that her story was created whilt? COhej (to say nothing of the m,,
ditions of their creation, and the point c;fils as much a fictio—*“a g
ner and the quality) differ. But the on

- ther: as they migh
lngAntharS :)l:joogis:s have not always been as aware y might be o
o

.+ in the trading POst, the hill fort, or
this fact: that although culture;)s(tlSSt?nl the book, the article, the lecture,
the sheep run, .anthropoiogs)’o;etimes nowadays, the film. To become
the museum dxsplayi Q ’that he line between mode of representatioy
aware of it is to reftlel:-f s as undrawable in cultural analysis as it j
.and S-Ub-Sta.me f}?:t fact in turn seems to threaten the objective staty
:; :::ﬁlczﬁ;ljgical knowledge by suggesting that its source is not social
i ly artifice.

rez}ltlgozlsltt:‘;zgtl:; );t, but the threat is hollow. The claim.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 emerging 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 so soft a science (I,
myself, would prefer “appraisal”), of how you can tell a better account

from a worse one. But-that s precisely the virtue of it. If ethnography

is thick description and ethno i
; graphers those who ing the describ-
Ing, then the determin ATt ol

a field journal sau: ing question for any given example of it, whether
Jjournal squib or a Malinowski-sized monograph, is whether it
ches and real winks from mimicked ones. It is 1ot
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Hammurabi and the Bible

1I:n 1901, a team of French archaeologists led by M. J. de Morgan founq
-ragments of what had once been a single inscription carved into l:hIee
1gneous rock (diorite). Reassembled, the mammoth stele was foung to Stlack

some eight feet high; it is now part of the permanent collection of the Lo; i,
V[e

Museum in Paris.
The archaeologists had been excavating the acropolis of the ang;
ent

Elamite city of Susa. To their surprise, however, the inscribed black rock ¢
they found turned out to have originated not in Susa, but in MeSOpotamia &
the west. Apparently, this huge inscription had been captured by the Elam;tto
and brought home as booty.? It did not take long for the text to be deciphe, ej
and published.’ It turned out to be a collection of some 282 laws PmeUIgat: q
by Hammurabi (Hammurapi), a great king who had ruled Babylon in th firgs
part of the second millennium. Subsequent archaeological finds with;, the
area of Mesopotamia itself have yielded further copies and fragmen, of

these same laws.
Because of uncertainties surrounding the dating system, scholars are sti]| not

sure exactly when Hammurabi’s forty-three-year reign began; they beljeye
that the year in question was 1848 BCE, 1792 BCE, or 1736 BCE. Even using the
lowest date, however, 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).” But very often they
describe the same, very specific, situations—the runaway slave who seeks
refuge in a freeman’s house (LH {16; Deut. 23:16), the goring ox whose
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 §282; Exod. 21:5-6). It seemed
hardly plausible to modern scholars that these specific legal situations—four-
teen in all"—should have been devised by Hammurabi and then, several cen-
turies later, transmitted quite independently to the divine amanuensis. Indeed,
some of the very laws examined above turn out to be strikingly paralleled iI}
Hammurabi’s collection. Here, for example, is Hammurabi’s law of guardians:”

If a man gives his property for safekeeping and his property together with
the householder’s property is lost either by [theft achieved through]
breach or by scaling over a wall, the householder who was careless Sh_a”
make restitution and shall restore to the owner of the property that whn}c]t
st; ¢

was given to him for safekeeping,and which he allowed to be lo
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household i
By er s}l:all continue to search for his gy ok
k m the one who stole it from him oW lost proper and h
. s e shall

Here, it is trye,

Exod. 22:7-8. Such a provision

guardian tak;
M . taking a .
esopotamian collection, the L 8 an oath, a5 ip

pear, however, i
= s of Eshnunna (ca. 1778 :Clngl-et N
the man’s house has been burglarized, and ¢

a loss along with th
e goods which the deposi
the owner of the house shall swear an OZLZEStlt

temple of] the god Ti
Shpak, “M
goods; I ha Pak: "My goods have been lost -
B Sati:; n}?t committed a fraud or misdeed”; thus Sila?lllli with your
y him and he will have no claim against him sovearan

does ap

he owner of the house incurs
or gave him [for safekeeping]
o satisfy him at the gate of [th;

LE 37

‘Not only is the legal ruling similar to the biblical law," but the wording here

bears a striking resembl Hle?

item In questiogn 1s not a;‘l‘;el ltyoctal;fegn: 1‘?gsuzsr;;,:rlll’.’ 'f:;lus, t:e Eua@ian of the
most loglcal way of referring to him); instead he is callzggbyte;;cr:l;g}tﬁ:) :atr:e
term as is used in Exodus and Hammurabi, translated above as “the hous:-
holder” or “the owner of the house” (that is, Hebrew ba‘al babbayii and its
Akkadian cognate bél bitim). What is more, it was noted above that one sen-
tence in the Exodus version seemed a bit problematic:™* “If the thief is not
caught, then the owner of the house shall draw near to God.” Where is “near

to God”? In the light of the Eshnunna version of this law, the Hebrew

expression would seem likewise to refer to the gate of the temple.” |
h a pregnant woman is

As for the other situation examined earlier, in whic
struck and miscarries as a result:

awilu class and thereby causes her to
d deliver 10 shekels of silver for her

11 his daughter. If he should cause a
e beating, he shall
ould die, he shall

If an qwilu* strikes a woman of the
miscarry her fetus, he shall weigh an
fetus. If that woman dies, they shall ki
woman of the commoner class to miscarry her fetus by th
weigh and deliver 5 shekels of silver. If that woman sh

weigh and deliver 30 shekels of silver- LH 4209

21:22-23, but it is nearly the same

. : xod.
This is certainly not the #2°7 ates > ssible outcomes (at least according

| . ' e same two pO
situation, and it presents th
posed to members of the

ild,as 0
whether man woman, or child, as oP

* That is, a ffee pCI'SOn)
y
and Slaves-

two lower classes, commoners
22
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to rabbinic sources and the Vulgate): the death of the fetus but no

mother, and the death of the fetus and the death of the mother,s B“‘to the

murabi cannot take credit for conceiving this (come to think of jt) ¢, “an,
unlikely scenario—it is actually all over ancient Mesopotamiap |, 4
Here is a fragment from the Laws of Lipit-Ishtar (ca. 1930 Bcg).

dIf[a...] strikés the daughter of a man and causes her to lose her fer
he shall weigh and deliver 30 shekels of silver. s,
{e If she dies, that male shall be killed.

Similarly:

q1 If he jostles the daughter of a man and causes her to miscarry her fetug
he shall weigh and deliver 10 shekels of silver. .

q2 If he strikes the daughter of a man and causes her to miscarry pe,
fetus, he shall weigh and deliver 20 shekels of silver.

Sumerian Laws Exercise Tablet, ca. 1800 Bcg

Similarly:

950 [If a man] strikes [another man’s wife thereby causing her to abort her
fetus, ...] a man’s wife [...] and they shall treat him as he treated her; he
shall 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.

Middle Assyrian Laws, ca. 1076 pcE

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 qwilu, they shall break his
bone . .. If an awilu should knock out the tooth 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 inflictiné

the same injury was not exactly an innovation of the Bible’s ancient inte"
preters:

If anyone blinds a free person or knocks out his tooth, they used to pay 40

shekels of silver. But now he shall pay 20 shekels of silver. He shall look
his house for it."”

Hittite Laws 17
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