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Dedicated to the memory of Ruth Winifred Tett and Katherine Ruth Gilly (Tett), who both took joy from the “familiar,” but were always curious about “strange”






“The least questioned assumptions are often the most questionable.”

—PAUL BROCA

“Research is formalized curiosity. It is poking and prying with a purpose.”

—ZORA NEALE HURSTON1








PREFACE THE OTHER “AI”


(OR ANTHROPOLOGY INTELLIGENCE)


“The last thing a fish would ever notice would be water.”

—Ralph Linton1



I sat in a drab Soviet hotel room in May 1992. Gunfire rattled the windows. Across the room, on a bed with a nasty brown blanket, sat Marcus Warren, a British journalist. We had been trapped in the hotel for hours, as battles raged on the streets outside in Dushanbe, the capital city of Tajikistan. We had no idea how many had died.

“What did you do in Tajikistan before?” Marcus asked me, as we nervously listened to the fighting. Until a year earlier this mountainous country, bordering Afghanistan, had seemed a permanent and peaceful part of the Soviet Union. But in August 1991 the Soviet regime had collapsed. That dissolution had propelled the country to independence and sparked a civil war. Marcus and I were there as reporters, respectively for the Daily Telegraph and the Financial Times.

But my background was weird. Before I joined the Financial Times, I had been based in Tajikistan doing research for a PhD in anthropology, that oft ignored (and sometimes derided) branch of the social sciences that studies culture and society. Like generations of earlier anthropologists, I had engaged in fieldwork, which meant immersing myself in a high mountain village a three-hour bus ride from Dushanbe. I lived with a family. The aim was to be an “insider-outsider,” to observe the Soviet villagers at close quarters and study their “culture” in the sense of their rituals, values, social patterns, and semiotic codes. I explored questions such as: What did they trust? How did they define a family? What did “Islam” mean? How did they feel about Communism? What defined economic value? How did they organize their space? In short: What did it mean to be human in Soviet Tajikistan?

“So what exactly did you study? Marcus asked.

“Marriage rituals,” I replied.

“Marriage rituals!” Marcus exploded, hoarse from exhaustion. “What the hell is the point of that?” His question masked a bigger one: Why would anyone go to a mountainous country that seemed weird to Westerners and immerse herself in an alien culture to study it? I understood his reaction. As I later admitted in my doctoral thesis: “With people dying outside on the streets of Dushanbe, studying marriage rituals did sound exotic—if not irrelevant.”2

This book has a simple aim: to answer Marcus’s question—and show that the ideas emanating from a discipline that many people think (wrongly) studies only the “exotic” are vital for the modern world. The reason is that anthropology is an intellectual framework that enables you to see around corners, spot what is hidden in plain sight, gain empathy for others, and fresh insight on problems. This framework is needed more than ever now as we grapple with climate change, pandemics, racism, social media run amok, artificial intelligence, financial turmoil, and political conflict. I know this from my own career: as this book explains, since I left Tajikistan, I have worked as a journalist and used my anthropology training to foresee and understand the 2008 financial crisis, the rise of Donald Trump, the 2020 pandemic, the surge in sustainable investing, and the digital economy. But this book also explains how anthropology is (and has been) valuable for business executives, investors, policy makers, economists, techies, financiers, doctors, lawyers, and accountants (yes, really). These ideas are as useful in making sense of an Amazon warehouse as in an Amazon jungle.

Why? Many of the tools we have been using to navigate the world are simply not working well. In recent years we have seen economic forecasts misfire, political polls turn out to be wrong, financial models fail, tech innovations turn dangerous, and consumer surveys mislead. These problems have not arisen because those tools are wrong or useless. They are not. The problem is such tools are incomplete; they are used without an awareness of culture and context, created with a sense of tunnel vision, and built assuming that the world can be neatly bounded or captured by a single set of parameters. This might work well when the world is so stable that the past is a good guide to the future. But it does not when we live in a world of flux, or what Western military experts describe as “VUCA,” short for “volatility, uncertainty, complexity, and ambiguity.” Nor when we face “black swans” (to cite Nassim Nicholas Taleb), “radical uncertainty” (as the economists Mervyn King and John Kay say), and an “uncharted” future (to quote Margaret Heffernan).3

Or to put it another way, trying to navigate the twenty-first-century world only using the tools developed in the twentieth-century, such as rigid economic models, is like walking through a dark wood with a compass at night and only looking down on the dial. Your compass may be technically brilliant and tell you where to aim. But if you only focus on the dial, you may walk into a tree. Tunnel vision is deadly. We need lateral vision. That is what anthropology can impart: anthro-vision.



This book offers extensive ideas about how to gain anthro-vision, using personal and third-party stories that explore questions such as: Why do we need offices? Why do investors misread risks? What matters to modern consumers? What should economists learn from Cambridge Analytica? What is driving green finance? How should governments Build Back Better? How does culture interact with computers? Before plunging into the details, however, there are three core principles of the anthropology mindset that are the most important to grasp, and which shape the structure of this book. The first idea is that in an era of global contagion, we urgently need to cultivate a mindset of empathy for strangers and value diversity. Anthropologists are experts in this since the discipline was founded around the goal of venturing to far-flung places to study seemingly “exotic” peoples. That creates a whiff of Indiana Jones. But that tag is misleading.4 “Exotic” is in the eye of the beholder since every culture can seem strange to another and nobody can afford to ignore what seems strange in a globalized world (or dismiss other cultures as “shitholes,” as former president Donald Trump did). Flows of finance, commerce, travel, and communication connect us, creating constant contagion, involving not just germs but money, ideas, and trends. However, our understanding of others has not expanded at the same pace as our interconnections. That creates risks and tragically missed opportunities. (Chapter Three explains that if only Western policy makers had bothered to learn some lessons from “strange” countries in West Africa or Asia, they would never have fallen prey to the COVID-19 pandemic.)

The second key principle of anthropology is that listening to someone else’s view, however “strange,” does not just teach empathy for others, which is badly needed today; it also makes it easier to see yourself. As the anthropologist Ralph Linton observed, a fish would be the last person to see water; it is easier to understand people in contrast to others. Or to cite an idea developed by another anthropologist, Horace Miner: “Anthropology alone amongst the sciences strives to make the strange familiar and the familiar strange.”5 The aim is to increase our understanding of both.

Third, embracing this strange-familiar concept enables us see blind spots in others and ourselves. Anthropologists are almost like psychiatrists, but instead of putting individuals on the couch, they place groups of people metaphorically under their lens, to see the biases, assumptions, and mental maps that people collectively inherit. Or, to use another metaphor, anthropologists use an X-ray machine to look at society, to see half-hidden patterns we are only dimly aware of. This often shows us that even if we think “x” is the reason why something has happened, it might actually be “y.”



Consider an example from the insurance world. Back in the 1930s, executives at the Hartford Fire Insurance Company in Connecticut realized that warehouses which contained oil drums kept blowing up. Nobody knew why. The company asked a fire-prevention engineer named Benjamin Whorf to investigate. Although Whorf was a trained chemical engineer, he had also done research in anthropology and linguistics at Yale, with a focus on the Hopi Native American communities. So he approached the problem with an anthropologist’s mindset: he observed warehouse workers, noting what they did and said, trying to absorb everything without prior judgment. He was particularly interested in the cultural assumptions embedded in language, since he knew these could vary. Consider seasons. In English, “season” is a noun, defined by the astronomical calendar (“summer starts on June 20,” people say). In the Hopi language and worldview “summer” is an adverb defined by heat, not the calendar (it feels “summer(y)”).I Neither is better or worse; but they are different. People cannot appreciate this distinction unless they compare. Or as Whorf observed: “We always assume that the linguistic analysis made by our group reflects reality better than it does.”6

This perspective solved the oil drum mystery. Whorf noticed that the workers were careful when handling oil drums marked as “full.” However, workers happily smoked in rooms that stored drums marked “empty.” The reason? The word “empty” in English is associated with “nothing”; it seems boring, dull, and easy to ignore. However, “empty” oil drums are actually full of flammable fumes. So, Whorf told the warehouse managers to explain the dangers of “empty” to workers and the explosions stopped.7 Science alone could not solve the mystery. But cultural analysis—with science—could. The same principle (namely using anthro-vision to see what we ignore) is equally valuable when mysterious problems erupt in modern bank trading floors, corporate mergers, or pandemics, say.

That is because, “the least questioned assumptions are often the most questionable,” as the nineteenth-century French physician and anthropologist Paul Broca reputedly said.8 It is a dangerous mistake to ignore the ideas we take for granted, be that about language, space, people, objects, or supposedly universal concepts, such as “time.”9

Or for another example, consider facial hair. In spring 2020, when the COVID-19 lockdown started, I noticed on video calls that many normally clean-shaven American and European men were sprouting beards. When I asked why, I heard answers such as “I don’t have time to shave” or “I am not in the office, so there is no point.” That did not make sense: in lockdown, many men had more free time and incentive to present a professional “face” (on a Zoom call your visage is in alarming close-up.) However, half a century ago an anthropologist named Victor Turner, who worked in Africa, developed a concept known as “liminality” that helped to explain the explosion of facial fuzz. Turner’s theory posits that most cultures employ rituals and symbols to mark transition points, be they in the calendar (say, a new year), the start of a life cycle (entry to adulthood), or a big societal event (national independence).10 These are called “liminal” moments, named after limens, meaning “doorway” in Latin. A common feature is that the usual symbolic order is inverted, presented in opposition to “normality,” to mark a transition moment. When normally clean-shaven men suddenly sprouted beards during COVID-19, it seemed this was one such liminal symbol. Since beards were not “normal” for many professional men, sporting them signaled that they viewed the lockdown as abnormal—and, most crucially, transitional.

Did those fuzzy-faced financiers, accountants, lawyers, and so on explain their beards like that? Not usually. Symbols and rituals are powerful precisely because they reflect and reinforce cultural patterns of which we are (at best) only dimly aware. But if only corporate and political leaders had understood this liminal concept, they could have imparted more uplifting messages to their scared citizens and employees. Nobody likes limbo, or the thought of an indefinite lockdown. Framing it as a liminal time of transition, experimentation, and potential renewal would have sounded more inspiring. Not understanding the power of symbols created a missed opportunity. The same principle applies to face masks.

Or for a more serious example, consider a tale from a subsidiary of Google known as Jigsaw. In recent years, its officials have grappled with the spread of online conspiracy theories. Some seem harmless, such as a flat-earth theory. (Yes, these do exist.) Others are dangerous, such as “white genocide” tales (which suggest nonwhite groups plan to exterminate white communities) or the 2016 “Pizzagate” tale (alleging that presidential contender Hillary Clinton was running a satanic child-sex ring in a trendy Washington pizza parlor).11

Google executives have fought back using what they know best: technology. They have used Big Data analysis to track the dissemination of conspiracy theories; changed search engine algorithms to raise the prominence of fact-based information; flagged suspicious content and removed dangerous material. Yet tales keep spreading with deadly consequences (in late 2016 a gunman stormed the restaurant in Pizzagate). So, in 2018, Jigsaw executives tried an experiment. Their researchers joined forces with ethnographersII from a consultancy called ReD Associates and fanned out to meet four dozen American and British theorists, in places ranging from Montana, US, to Manchester, UK.12 Those encounters showed that some of the Google executives’ assumptions were wrong. For one thing, the theorists were not monsters, as educated elites usually presumed; when heard with empathy, they were often friendly, even if you vehemently disagreed with their ideas. Second, techies did not understand what mattered to the theorists. In Silicon Valley it is assumed that information on slick professional websites is more trustworthy than that from amateur sites, because that is how techies think. But conspiracy theorists only trusted scruffy sites, since they presumed that the hated elites created the “smart” sites. This insight matters enormously if you want to debunk conspiracies. Similarly, the researchers had started with the assumption that their top priority was to rank the danger of different conspiracy theories (say, treat a flat-earth theory differently from white genocide). But face-to-face encounters showed that content was less important than the degree to which someone was down the rabbit hole and/or defined their identity and community with them. “It is more important to distinguish between types of theorists rather than types of conspiracy theories,” they reported.13

They also realized another point: none of those crucial insights could be gathered just with computers. Big Data can explain what is happening. But it cannot usually explain why. Correlation is not causation. Similarly, psychology might explain why one individual turns to conspiracies. That does not necessarily show how a conspiracy might define group identity. (In this respect the far-right QAnon tales, say, echo the role of folklore in earlier centuries.)14 Sometimes there is no substitute for meeting people face-to-face, listening with an open mind, studying context, and, above all, noting what people do not say, as much as what they do talk about. Or as Tricia Wang, an anthropologist who worked for Nokia, has observed, Big Data needs “thick” data, or qualitative insights that emerge from the “thick description” of culture (to use a phrase posted by the anthropologist Clifford Geertz).15

Is this a magic wand to stop conspiracy theories? Sadly not. The battle continues (along with criticism of tech companies). But the insights gave the Google executives something crucial: a way to see and correct some mistakes. The tragedy is that such exercises remain rare. No wonder Jack Dorsey, cofounder of Twitter, says that if he could invent social media all over again, he would start by hiring social scientists alongside computer scientists. That might make our twenty-first-century digital landscape look quite different. And better.16



The book that follows is divided into three parts, which echo the three principles outlined above: the need to make the “strange familiar,” to make the “familiar strange,” and listen to social silence. The narrative arc is my own tale: what I learned about studying “strange” in Tajikistan (Chapter One); how I used those lessons to explore the “familiar” in the City of London and Financial Times (Chapter Four); and later uncovered social silences in Wall Street, Washington, and Silicon Valley (Chapters Seven, Eight, and Ten.) But the book also relates how anthropology has helped companies such as Intel, Nestlé, General Motors, Procter & Gamble, Mars, or Danica, among others, and how anthropology also sheds light on policy problems such as how to handle a pandemic, frame the economics of Silicon Valley, develop digital work, and embrace the sustainability movement. If you are just looking for practical “how-to” answers to modern problems, skip to later chapters; however, the early chapters outline where these intellectual tools arise from.

Three caveats. First, this book does not argue that anthro-vision should replace other intellectual tools, but complement them. Just as adding salt to food binds the ingredients and enhances flavor, adding anthropological ideas to disciplines such as economics, data science, law, or medicine creates a deeper, richer analysis. Blending computing and social science should be a particular priority today. Second, I would not pretend that these ideas are just found in the academic discipline of anthropology; some crop up in user-experience research (USX) studies, social psychology, linguistics, geography, philosophy, environmental biology, and behavioral science. That is good: academic boundaries are artificial, reflecting university tribalism.III We should redraw them for the twenty-first century. Whatever word you use to describe anthro-vision, we need it.

Third, this is not intended as a memoir. I only use my own tale as a narrative arc for a specific intellectual purpose: since anthropology is defined less by a single theory than its distinctive way of looking at the world, the easiest way to explain this mode of thought is to relate what anthropologists do. I hope my own story will illuminate this by addressing three questions: why should a study of Tajik wedding rituals prompt someone to look at modern financial markets, tech, and politics? Why does this matter for other professionals? And in a world being reshaped by artificial intelligence, why do we need another “AI,” namely anthropology intelligence? The last issue lies at the heart of this book.

I. Some academics, such as Ekkehart Malotki and Steven Pinker, have criticized Whorf’s work, suggesting he said (wrongly) that the Hopi had no concept of time. That seems a misreading of Whorf’s argument. Without wading into the controversy, the key point is this: people’s vision of the calendar and time varies, and is not universal.

II. The word “ethnography” is used to describe the method that anthropologists typically employ to study people, i.e., open-ended, intense, face-to-face observation. Not all ethnography is anthropology, since nonanthropologists sometimes use ethnographic techniques without drawing on academic anthropology theories. Almost all anthropologists, however, use ethnography. In business, “ethnography” is often used instead of anthropology, since it sounds less academic.

III. Many anthropologists hate using words such as “tribe” and “tribalism,” since they can sound pejorative, and do not reflect the more technical meaning these words have in relation to kinship structures. Fair point. But for ease of communication, I employ the words “tribe” and “tribalism” in the book, in the popular sense.






PART ONE MAKING THE “STRANGE” FAMILIAR


The gist: When Donald Trump decried Haiti and African countries as “shitholes” in 2018, the comment sparked widespread criticism. Rightly so. But his offensive language revealed an uncomfortable truth that haunts us all: humans instinctively shy away from and scorn cultures that seem strange. One lesson that anthropology offers, however, is that it pays to embrace “strange” and culture shock. Anthropology has developed a suite of tools to do this, called participant observation (or “ethnography”). But these tools do not always need to be used in an immersive academic sense: the principles can be borrowed in business and policy contexts too, and should be embraced by any investor, financier, executive, and policy maker (or citizen) who hopes to thrive and survive in a globalized world.






ONE CULTURE SHOCK


(OR WHAT IS ANTHROPOLOGY ANYWAY?)


“Anthropology demands the open-mindedness with which one must look and listen, record in astonishment and wonder that which one would not have been able to guess.”

—Margaret Mead1



I stood on the threshold of a mud-brick house on a sunny autumn day. I could see a stunning vista behind the building: a steep rocky gorge, studded with golden foliage and green meadows, ascending to snowy peaks and a blue sky. It resembled the wild Afghan mountain scenes that I had occasionally seen on television screens in the late 1970s in Britain, when a Soviet invasion put Afghanistan in the news. But I was actually standing a hundred miles farther north, in Soviet Tajikistan in 1990, in a village I refer to as “Obi-Safed” in the “Kalon” Valley.I

“A-salaam! Chi khel shumo? Naghz-e? Tinj-e? Soz-e? Khub-e?” a middle-aged woman standing with me shouted out in Tajik. She was named Aziza Karimova, and worked as an academic in the Tajik capital of Dushanbe; she had traveled with me in a packed minibus on a bumpy road for three hours to Obi-Safed, to introduce me to the residents. She wore clothing typical of the area: tunic and trousers, designed with a distinctive bright pattern known as atlas, and a headscarf. I wore it too, but my headscarf kept slipping down, since I did not know how to tie it properly.

A crowd appeared from behind the mud walls: the women wore the same atlas tunics and headscarves as I did; the men were sporting skull caps, shirts, and trousers. A babble of conversation exploded that I did not understand. They waved me into the house. As I crossed the threshold, I noticed that the inside walls were painted half-blue and half-white. Why? I wondered. A towering pile of embroidered, brightly colored cushions stood against the wall. What’s that for? A television played loud Tajik music. More shouting erupted. The crowd threw cushions on the floor to act as “seats” and placed a cloth on the ground as a “table,” then covered this with orange-and-white teapots, bowls, piles of sweets, and flat golden discs of bread; they heaped the latter with peculiar care, I noted.

A young woman materialized, poured green tea into a white bowl, tipped it back into the orange pot, and poured it in and out again three times. Why? Children scampered around the room. A baby screeched from underneath a rug. What is a baby doing under a rug? Then a formidable old woman with long white plaits shouted at me. Who is she? I felt as if I was on a fairground ride: the sights and sounds swirled in such a disorientating way I could hardly process them.

“What’s happening?” I asked Karimova. I spoke to her in Russian, which I knew well; my knowledge of Tajik was more basic.

“They are asking who you are and what you are doing,” she replied.

I wondered what she might say. There was a short answer to this question: I had arrived in Tajikistan in 1990—in what would later turn out to be the closing year of the Soviet Union, but nobody guessed that then—to do a PhD in anthropology, under an inaugural exchange program between Cambridge University in England and Dushanbe. Karimova had taken me to the Kalon Valley so I could conduct a study of marriage practices, which I hoped would answer a key question: Was there a “clash” between Islam and Communism in Tajikistan? But there was a much longer potential explanation too to my presence there. What had driven me into anthropology was a passionate desire to explore the world, and question of what it meant to be human. My training had taught me that one way to do this was to immerse myself in the lives of others, to understand a different viewpoint, with “ethnography.” It had sounded like a neat—and noble—concept when I sat in a distant Cambridge University library. Not so, hunched on cushions in that blue-and-white room. Is this completely mad?

I asked Karimova what she had told the villagers. “I said you are doing research with me and asked them to help you. They said they would.”

I took a deep breath and smiled at the crowd. “A-salaam!” (“Hello!”) I said. Then I pointed to myself and said in Russian, “Ya studyentka” (“I am a student”), then in Tajik: “Taleban-am.”II

I later realized I had used the wrong word in Russian, which caused confusion. But at the time, I was just relieved to see smiles. I caught the eye of the young dark-haired woman who had been pouring the tea; she had a thin, intelligent face, with two small children clinging to her atlas tunic. She pointed to herself. “I-D-I-G-U-L,” she said, speaking slowly and loudly, enunciating each letter, as if addressing a deaf idiot. One of the little girls copied her: “M-I-T-C-H-I-G-O-N-A.” She pointed to her sister—“G-A-M-J-I-N-A”—and then waved at the rug that was emitting a baby’s screech: “Z-E-B-I.” Then she pointed to objects in the room: “Mesa!” (“Table!”), “Choi!” (“Tea!”), “Non!” (“Bread!”), “Dastarkhan!” (the word for the floor cloth that acted as a table).III I gratefully mimicked her, like a game. If I act like a kid maybe I can learn how to do this! I thought.

It was an instinct, as much as anything else. But it also illustrates a key point of this book, and one lesson of anthro-vision: the value of sometimes gazing on the world like a child. We live in an age when so many of the intellectual tools we use encourage us to solve problems in a pre-directed, top-down, and bounded manner. The method of scientific, empirical inquiry that emerged in seventeenth-century Europe champions the principle of observation but typically starts by defining the issue to be studied or problem to be solved, and then develops ways to test any conclusion (ideally, in a repeatable manner). Anthropology, however, takes a different tack. It also starts with observation. But instead of embracing rigid prior judgments about what is important or normal, or how topics should be subdivided, it tries to listen and learn with almost childlike wonder. This does not mean that anthropologists only use open-ended observation; they also frame what they see with theory and hunt for patterns. They sometimes use empirical methods too. But they aim to begin with an open mind and broad lens. This approach can be irritating for scientists, who typically seek data that can be tested and/or replicated on a large scale.2 Anthropology is about interpretation and sense-making; it typically looks at the micro-level and tries to draw big conclusions. But since humans are not like chemicals in a test tube, or even data in an AI program, this deep, open-ended observation and interpretation can be valuable; particularly if we keep an open mind about what we might find.IV

It is often hard in practice to live up to those ideals. I know: I had arrived in Obi-Safed flouting them myself. My research plan had been drawn up in Cambridge with a set of ideas and prejudices about Islam and Communism that were popular among Western policy circles, and which turned out to be wrong. But the whole point of anthropology is to make yourself open to colliding with the unexpected, widening your lens, and learning to rethink what you know. Which begs a question: what first inspired this cult of compulsive curiosity?



The word “anthropology” hails from the Greek anthropos, meaning “the study of man.” That is no accident. Arguably the first “anthropologist” in history who described culture in a systemic way was the Greek writer Herodotus, who wrote an account of the Greco-Persian Wars in the fifth century BC that details the ethnic backgrounds of different armies and their merits as fighters.3 Subsequently the Roman historian Tacitus described the traits of Celtic and Germanic peoples on the margins of the Roman Empire; Pliny the Elder, another Roman writer, authored a Natural History describing races like a society of dog-headed people who reportedly practiced cannibalism; the Persian polymath Abu Rayhan al-Biruni detailed ethnic diversity in the tenth century; the sixteenth-century French writer Michel de Montaigne penned an essay, “Of Cannibals,” which described three Tupinamba Indians from Brazil, who were brought to Europe by early booty hunters. Early anthropologists were often obsessed with cannibals, since they provided a counterpoint to define “civilization” against.

However, it was not until the nineteenth century that the idea of studying “culture”—and “others”—emerged as a proper intellectual discipline, born from the collision of several historical developments. The eighteenth century had been a time of revolution in Europe, when there was “a sustained effort to find the intellectual grounds for democratic overthrow of an Old Regime on its last legs,” by studying “what everyone had in common, their human nature,” as Keith Hart, an anthropologist, observes.4 Then in the nineteenth century Charles Darwin developed the idea of biological evolution, which prompted interest in how humans had developed over time in not just a physical sense, but the social dimension too. The other impetus was imperialism. The Victorian Empire contained a plethora of cultures that seemed alien to the British rulers, and those elites needed information on how to conquer, tax, control, trade with, or convert these “strange” groups. So did the French, Spanish, and Dutch elites, and the emerging American elite, who were confronting native populations.

In 1863 a motley collection of adventurers and financiers created a “learned society”—a type of debating club popular in Victorian England—to study human nature. They christened it the “Cannibal Club” and hung a skeleton in a window of their headquarters, a white-stucco building at 4 St. Martins Place London, near Trafalgar Square. Christian missionaries next door begged them to remove the bones, but they refused.5 The group’s leadership included men such as British explorer Sir Richard Francis Burton, a former employee of the East India Company. Others were linked to the London Stock Exchange. By the 1860s Victorian England was in the grip of the type of mania later profiled by Anthony Trollope in his novel The Way We Live Now.6 Investors were thus scrambling to buy railways bonds and other infrastructure projects in the “colonies” and needed information to assess risk. “The same individuals who puffed explorations of Africa or the promotion of mines and railways in Central or Latin America also puffed anthropology,” notes the historian Marc Flandreau.7 However, Burton and his ilk also had a distinctive philosophy: they believed that science showed that Europeans and Americans were biologically, mentally, and socially superior to others. “The savage is morally and mentally an unfit instrument for the spread of civilization except when, like the higher mammalia, he is reduced to a state of slavery,” wrote August Lane Fox Pitt-Rivers, a British army colony and Cannibal Club member.8

These self-styled anthropologists backed away from this racist stance—a touch—after the American Civil War, when the Cannibal Club merged with another group of self-styled “ethnologists” run by Quakers (who had been campaigning against slavery) to create the Royal Anthropological Society. But the Victorian academics remained wedded to an evolutionary frame. So too in America: in 1877 Lewis Henry Morgan, a businessman and part-time scholar from Rochester, New York, published Ancient Society, which argued that “all societies run through the same stages in their evolution… from simpler forms of organization—families, brotherhoods, tribes—to modern, complex nation states.”9 One of Morgan’s acolytes, John Wesley Powell—a former American soldier who’d fought in the Civil War on the Union side—persuaded the government in Washington to create a “Bureau of Ethnology” to map native American peoples. “There are stages of human culture,” Powell declared in a speech in 1886. “The age of savagery is the age of stone. The age of barbarism is the age of clay. The age of civilization is the age of iron.” It was considered so evident that American Indians, African-Americans, and Inuit were “primitive” that their artifacts were displayed next to animals in New York’s Museum of Natural History (where they remained, largely unquestioned, until the advent of the Black Lives Matter movement).V

In the twentieth century an intellectual revolution took place, however, that not only laid the foundations of modern anthropology, but also underpins crucial twenty-first-century debates around civic values in company boardrooms, parliaments, schools, media, and the courts (even though few participants in these arenas know anything about anthropology). It started in the unlikely location of Baffin Island in Newfoundland, home to the Inuit. In the early 1880s an intense young German academic named Franz Boas earned a degree in natural sciences from Kiel University in Germany and then sailed to the Arctic. He hoped to study how animals interacted with snow and ice. But when bad weather hit, he was stranded in a whaling community for months, surrounded by the local Inuit population. Trapped and bored, he passed the time by learning the local language and collecting Inuit stories. That revealed something he did not expect: the Inuit were not just a collection of physical molecules, but humans who had feelings, ideas, beliefs, and passions—just like him. “I often ask myself what advantages our ‘good society’ possesses over that of the ‘savages,’ ” he wrote in a letter from Newfoundland to an Austrian-American woman named Marie, who would later become his wife. “The more I see of their customs, I find that we really have no right to look down upon them contemptuously… since we ‘highly educated’ people are relatively much worse.”10

Boas subsequently went to America, where he published a book in 1911 called The Mind of Primitive Man. This argued that the only reason why Americans and Europeans felt superior to other cultures was that “we participate in this civilization” and “it has been controlling all our actions since the time of our birth.”11 Other cultures could be equally valuable and worthy, if only we opened our eyes, he declared. In the New York intellectual circles of the day—at the start of the twentieth century—this was akin to a Copernican revolution of the social sciences.12 Boas’s ideas were considered so heretical that he struggled to find a proper academic job. He eventually wriggled into Columbia University, where he attracted like-minded students, such as Margaret Mead, Ruth Benedict, Edward Sapir, Zora Neale Hurston, and Gregory Bateson. From the 1920s on these academics fanned out across the world, to places ranging from Samoa to the American pueblos, to study far-flung cultures, aping Boas’s intellectual frame.

A similar intellectual revolution also started on the other side of the Atlantic. One pioneer was Alfred Reginald Radcliffe-Brown, an English intellectual who decided in the early twentieth century that he “wanted to do something to reform the world—to get rid of poverty and war,” and traveled to the Andaman Islands and Australia to see how the customs and rituals there made their societies work. Another, even more influential figure, was a Polish immigrant named Bronisław Malinowski, who enrolled in the London School of Economics in 1920 for a doctorate in economics, and then traveled to Australia to study the economics of Aboriginal communities.

When World War One started in 1914, Malinowski was detained as an “alien enemy” and dispatched to the Trobriand Islands in Polynesia. Stuck in a tent on a beach, he decided to salvage his doctorate by studying the complex gift exchanges of shells, necklaces, and armbands (known as kula) happening in the Trobriand Islands instead. He could not carry out the type of top-down economic survey he had planned. So he used the only tool he had available: eyewitness observations. Like Boas, Malinowski found that the unplanned detour changed his life: when he returned to London, he declared that the only way to understand strange “others” was to observe them firsthand, in an immersive way. This approach did not mean the researcher should become an insider, or “go native,” to use the phrase common in the empire. “Not even the most intelligent native has any clear idea of the kula as a big, organized social construction, still less of its sociological function and implications,” Malinowski wrote. But it was vital “to grasp the native’s point of view, his relation to life, to realize his vision of his world.”13 You had to be an outsider and an insider to see clearly. Insiders took the kula for granted; outsiders thought kula was just a piece of trivia. An insider-outsider, though, could see that these complex kula exchanges had a de facto function: they kept the different islands interconnected, fostering social ties and embedding status systems.

Malinowski called that idea “participant observation.” It spread, spawning a new academic tribe at universities in London, Cambridge, Oxford, and Manchester who—like the disciples of Boas—traveled to far-flung corners of the world to study other societies. The roll call included figures such as Edward Evans-Pritchard, Meyer Fortes, Audrey Richards, and Edmund Leach. In Paris, a new tribe of French anthropologists emerged too: Claude Lévi-Strauss headed to Brazil and Pierre Bourdieu analyzed France’s former colony of Algeria. As they fanned out across the world, their endeavors shared a core idea: although humans tend to assume that their own culture is inevitable, it is not. There is a vast spectrum of cultural variation, and it is foolish to assume that our practices are either normal or always superior.

Today that point might seem so obvious that it is almost trite. The idea of tolerance is baked into the legal framework in many parts of the world, with laws that ban racism, sexism, homophobia, and so on (even though these ideals are often flouted). But, as the historian Charles King notes in a brilliant account of this intellectual revolution, it is difficult to overstate how radical this concept of cultural relativism sounded a century ago. Or how inflammatory. When Josef Goebbels, the Nazi leader, organized Nazi book burnings in Germany in 1933, the works of Boas were among the first to be tossed into the flames. The conflagration was front-page news in the Columbia University newspaper.14 To non-anthropologists, the discipline might seem like a dusty or exotic indulgence. To the Nazis—and Boas—the ideas in the discipline, such as cultural relativism, invoked an existential battle about what it meant to be “human” and “civilized.” That is why the one of the greatest gifts that anthropology can offer the modern world is to be “the antidote to nativism, the enemy of hate [and] vaccine of understanding, tolerance and compassion that can counter the rhetoric of demagogues,” to cite the anthropologist Wade Davis. We need it.



In 1986, almost a century after Boas sailed to Baffin Island, I arrived in Cambridge University to do an undergraduate degree with the odd name “arch and anth.” The tag was short for “archeology and anthropology,” and reflected the discipline’s tangled—tortured—past. Victorian “anthropologists” assumed they needed to study culture, biological evolution, and archeology together to understand humans. By the late twentieth century, however, anthropologists no longer believed that biology was destiny, and the study of culture and society had become a discipline that was (mostly) separate from the study of human biology and evolution; the former was called “social” or “cultural” anthropology;VI the latter “physical” anthropology. The boundary was not (and is not) rigid; writers such as Joseph Henrich, Brian Dunbar, Yuval Harari, and Jared Diamond have cleverly explored how human physiology, geography, and environment influences culture (and vice versa), and in American universities the physical and social anthropology is sometimes combined. In Britain, however, the disciplines tended to be kept separate. The name “arch and anth” was thus a misnomer or, more accurately, a sign of how institutions are creatures of their history.

There were other oddities about the course too. By the 1980s, the twin ideas of “cultural relativism” and “participant observation” dominated anthropology. This was interlaced with a desire to understand how social systems hung together (reflecting an approach called “functionalism” developed by Radcliffe-Brown) and how cultures created mental maps through myths and rituals (drawing on so-called structuralism theories pioneered by Lévi-Strauss) and cultural “webs of meaning” (described by the American anthropologist Clifford Geertz). But while the early academic descendants of Boas and Malinowski had a clear sense of purpose, by the 1980s the discipline had become more fragmented. Anthropologists were haunted with a sense of embarrassment about the discipline’s colonial legacy and keen to refute it (even more so today.)15 They had realized that true “participant observation” was hard to achieve, since the mere presence of a researcher in a society tends to change what is being studied, and researchers arrive with their own biases. They had also become uncertain about where the boundaries of their discipline should lie. Early anthropologists studied non-Western societies. However, in the twentieth century they increasingly turned their lens to Western societies. That was partly because academics such as Boas argued that all cultures are strange. It was also because the collapse of the nineteenth-century empires made it harder for them to do research in their old haunts, since some were hostile to them. (In the 1960s the premier of Ghana had a painting in his room depicting his country shaking off the chains placed on it by missionaries, colonial administrators, and anthropologists).16 But studying Western cultures left anthropologists entering territory dominated by economists, geographers, and sociologists. So should they compete with those disciplines? Collaborate? As anthropologists groped for answers, the discipline spawned numerous subfields: economic anthropology, feminist anthropology, medical anthropology, legal anthropology, digital anthropology. It was a rich but confusing blend.

The one big unifying trait, however, was obsessive curiosity: anthropologists are devoted to peering into cracks, immersing themselves into odd places, creeping into the undergrowth of society around the world. And as I read the vast range of studies they had done, in places ranging from remote jungles or islands to modern companies, I was hooked. In truth, my motives for choosing the course were as tangled as the discipline’s past. I had grown up in a staid corner of suburban London, but in a family imbued with folk memories of Britain’s colonial past (a great-grandfather fought in the Boer War; another great uncle worked in India’s imperial administration; my father lived in Singapore, until he and his mother fled an invading Japanese army in World War Two and his own father was dispatched to an internment camp). I was eager to escape gray 1970s suburbia for “adventure,” and keen, in a vague and idealistic way, to “do good.” So in 1989 I enrolled for a PhD at Cambridge in anthropology.

I initially hoped to do fieldwork in Tibet, where I had spent months traveling as an undergraduate. But when the protests in Tiananmen Square erupted, Beijing slammed the door shut. “What about Tajikistan?” suggested an anthropology professor called Caroline Humphrey, as I sat, despondent, in her office in the magnificent surroundings of Kings College, Cambridge. Humphrey had done research on a Soviet farm in Mongolia in the 1960s, studying “magical drawings” and religion among an ethnic group called the Buryat, and then had written the first detailed firsthand study of a Soviet collective farm by a Western observer.17 She had subsequently stayed in touch with Soviet academics.

I did not know anything about the country; indeed, I could not even locate it on the map. Humphrey, though, knew a Soviet academic in Tajikistan called Aziza Karimova, and although places such as Tajikistan had been off-limits to Western researchers during the Cold War, by 1989 the perestroika reform program was opening some long-closed doors. She reckoned Karimova might help. I applied for a Soviet research visa. To my great surprise, I received it, or, more explicitly, was enrolled in the department of ethnography (etnografiya) at the university in Dushanbe, the capital of Soviet Tajikistan. I had no idea what that meant in practice. Nor did anyone else; no one outside the Soviet bloc had ever done postgraduate work at the Dushanbe etnografiya department. But I reckoned that was part of the adventure. Like Malinowski, Boas, and Mead, I wanted to embrace culture shock.



In the summer of 1990 I flew out to Dushanbe. As the plane landed in the shimmering heat of the Soviet city, I could see Stalinist concrete apartment blocks set against a ring of mountains. A century earlier, it had been places like Baffin Island or Polynesia that represented the exotic “other.” For a child of 1970s Britain, steeped in Cold War rhetoric and fears, the exotic “other” was the far-flung corners of the Soviet empire. To prepare, I had studied Russian intensively. I had also tried to learn Tajik. But that was hard since the only “teach yourself Tajik” book that I could find was an instructional tome written in Russian by the Soviet Communist party, which explained Tajik grammar with sentences such as “We must fulfill the five-year plan!” or “All praise to internationalism, socialism, and friendship!” and “We all love picking cotton!”

It was almost as challenging to embrace Soviet-style etnografiya. The Russian word sounded like a neat translation of the English “ethnography.” But that was deceptive: a better translation was “the study of folklore”—but through a strictly Marxist lens. Ironically, this had been inspired by the ideas of nineteenth-century American anthropologists such as Powell and Morgan: after they published their arguments about how all societies were “evolving” from feudalism or barbarism toward civilization, Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels borrowed this frame to argue that humankind was “evolving” toward Communism. Etnografiya departments were thus stuck in the nineteenth-century evolutionary frame that twentieth-century British and American anthropology circles had so violently rejected. But I skim-read as many etnografiya books as I could find. (Or, more accurately, I read the middle sections of them, since the first and last chapter were always formulaic letters of praise to the Communist Party.)

“So what type of etnografiya will you study?” Karimova asked me when I appeared at the university department in Dushanbe. She was a dogged, vibrant woman who hailed from the historic city of Bukhara in Uzbekistan and had won a coveted position as a university academic through willpower and family connections to the Communist Party.

“Marriage rituals” was my prepared answer. It was not entirely true. When I had first started reading about Tajikistan in the hushed safety of a library in Cambridge, the issue which fascinated me was Islam and political conflict. Before the 1920s, the region called Tajikistan had been a pawn in the so-called Great Game geopolitical chess game between the Russian and British empires to exert control of the historic Silk Road realms.18 The valleys around Dushanbe were nominally part of the Russian realm, but effectively ran their own affairs and had a proud Sunni Muslim culture. But after the 1917 Russian Revolution, Soviet Communists seized control of the area and tried dismantle the Islamic cultural heritage. In subsequent decades, it seemed peaceful. But during the Cold War, policy experts at places such as the CIA often suggested—or hoped—that the Muslim Central Asians were the “soft underbelly” of the Soviet Union, in the sense of being the people most likely to revolt against Moscow.19 The Afghan War intensified that idea.VII

I knew there was no chance of getting a visa from the Soviet authorities if I admitted that I planned to study this explosive topic. So I applied for a visa with a proposal to study marriage practices instead. It was a topic that had been extensively studied by Western anthropologists since one mantra of the discipline is that “marriage—its ideology and associated practices—is the key to many societies around the world,” as Nancy Tapper, an anthropologist who had conducted research in nearby Afghanistan, observed.20 By an odd twist of history the Russian Communists agreed: when Soviet activists tried to eradicate Islam in the 1920s, they launched a so-called khudzhum (Uzbek for “onslaught”) campaign to “liberate” women and attack traditional marriage rituals, hoping that these cultural reforms would “shake the nail” of Islamic culture, and make it Communist.21 As part of khudzhum, activists forced thousands of women in Bukhara and Samarkand to rip off their veils, banned traditional Islamic customs such as arranged marriages, raised the marriage age, and introduced new Soviet marriage rituals.VIII The campaign was short-lived. But the legacy of khudzhum made the topic of marriage a good way to explore the issue that really fascinated me: the presumed clash between Islam and Communism. Or so I hoped.

My choice of topic thrilled Karimova, since Soviet etnografiya contained extensive research on “traditional” marriages, or tui, and she loved attending wedding parties, since they were jolly affairs. “I will take you to lots of tui!” she pledged, as she sat in a darkened study in the research institute in Dushanbe. She explained there would be lots of dancing. So, a few weeks later, we boarded a rickety, cramped minibus, traveled for several hours, and then climbed out in the sparkling beauty of the Kalon Valley, where Karimova led me up an unpaved mountain track through a gorge to Obi-Safed. “There will be tui to study!” she declared, waving at the mud houses. My fieldwork had begun. I had no idea what would unfold, nor that what I was about to learn would eventually be so useful in studying Wall Street and Washington too.



In the following weeks, I tried to follow in the footsteps of Malinowski and Boas—or Humphrey and Gellner, my professors at Cambridge. I was not allowed to live in Obi-Safed all the time since my Soviet visa stated I was based at the Tajik National University in Dushanbe. But every few days I took a bus to the Kalon Valley and stayed with the large extended family that Karimova had introduced me to: a collection of adult brothers with their wives and children, plus a powerful, widowed matriarch called Bibigul. The dark-haired woman called Idigul, whose children had taught me my first local words, took me under her wing.

Life settled into a routine. Each day a collection of children would congregate in the house, around the dastarkhan, and play the game of teaching me new words in Tajik, giggling when I got them wrong. If they did not have school, they would pull me around the village, as the day’s entertainment. In the evening they ran up the steep mountain paths to collect goats from the high pastures. I often followed. Running alone in the high pastures was a rare moment of privacy. I am like a Tajik version of Maria in The Sound of Music, I sometimes laughed to myself. Then I graduated to help with other household chores: I sat with the women and chopped carrots to make the local osh-plov recipe (a dish of greasy fried rice, carrots, and mutton that I loathed), fetched pails of water from a stream (although the village had electricity, it did not having running water), swept the floor, minded babies (and quickly discovered that what I had thought was an embroidered rug on my first day was actually a cradle).

I also did my “homework,” to use the word deployed by Karimova when she described why I was in Obi-Safed. I walked between houses, with my notebook and camera, to ask questions about marriages and, most important, to use that as a gateway to talking about anything—and everything—else that I could. It was a classic technique of anthropology: by focusing on one micro-level topic, ritual, or set of practices, an anthropologist hopes to gradually widen their lens to capture the entire landscape. In 1990 many of the marriages in the Kalon Valley were still partly arranged by families, in line with traditional Islamic norms. The villagers obsessed over marriage strategies and wedding parties with the same passion that middle-class American or European families might discuss the property market, job moves, holiday plans, or their children’s education: Who was marrying whom? Who might marry whom? What bride price could they pay? Who had the best wedding? Day after day, the villagers pulled out faded photographs of previous brides and grooms, drew charts of their family trees, counted the stacks of brightly colored cushions and rugs that brides took to a new home as a dowry. The villagers also explained to me the long, confusing cycle of marriage rituals, which featured ceremonies around the dastarkhan with flour, bread, water, white clothing, and sweets. Sometimes a local villager described as a “mullah” officiated. However, old women often lead the rituals and prayers too. The couple also visited the local Soviet government office, to register the marriage with the state, and the wedding party often traveled in cars to a statue of Lenin farther down the valley, as if on pilgrimage, for photographs. I took notes about what people said—and what they did not.

The highlight of the ritual cycle, however, was the tui kalon—wedding feast. At dusk the villagers set out the tables in an open square, laden with bread, sweets, and osh-plov, and loud Tajik music would ring out, echoing off the rocky valley walls. Then everyone would congregate in the ring and dance for hours, swaying with movements similar to Indian or Persian dancing. “Dance with us!” the villagers shouted, as the music started. Initially I refused. But the children were persistent: in Obi-Safed, toddlers learned to dance by watching others, and by watching the Soviet television channels that constantly broadcast Tajik dancing, between Communist propaganda. “You won’t find a husband unless you can dance!” Bibigul, the grandmother in the household, often shouted at me. So when the snow started to fall, leaving me trapped in the house, I started to copy the children’s movements. By the early spring of 1991, the rhythm felt familiar enough for me to join the wedding dance. Then, by late spring, I noticed that my arms would twitch, involuntarily, if I simply heard the beat of a Tajik song. My hands have gone Tajik, I joked to myself. The habits of the village were slowly becoming “embodied” in me, to use a phrase developed by the anthropologist Simon Roberts.22 Or as Miner might have said, actions that had once seemed completely “strange” were stealthily becoming “familiar” in a way I had never quite expected.



One day, in the middle of March 1991—many months after I had arrived in the village—I walked up the Kalon Valley to a squat gray concrete building. Dirty gray snow still lay on the valley floor; it was the end of a long winter. But there was a vibrant splash of red too: a picture of Lenin. This was the local sovkhoz, state farm. Inside sat a middle-aged man named Hassan, wearing a cheap gray suit adorned with Soviet medals. He ran the sovkhoz.

“I am doing etnografiya,” I said, in Tajik. After six months of brutal immersion, my language skills had improved. “I want to talk about the sovhkoz and tui.”

Hassan nodded. He had heard all about me from the rest of the village. He poured me some tea, put a circular disc of bread on the table, offered it to me.

“No Ramadan?” I asked. None of the women in the women were eating in the daytime, unless they were pregnant or working, because they were observing the Muslim fast.

Hassan laughed. “I am Communist!” he said, switching from Tajik to Russian.

“Are you Muslim too?” I asked Hassan, switching to Russian as well. The men in the village spoke both languages, and I tended to use the one they chose.

“Yes!” Hassan told me, back in Tajik, and then added by way of explanation. “My wife keeps the fast at home.”

Aha! I thought. I had arrived in Obi-Safed hoping to use my study of marriage rituals to explore the “conflict” between Islam and Communism. Half a world away in Cambridge, I had taken it for granted that a conflict must exist, since the two belief systems were so opposed. But the time I had spent in Obi-Safed had presented me with a problem: the village did not seem to be seething with an ideological clash, in relation to marriage or anything else. The earlier khudzhum campaigns had aimed to crush traditional practices and replace them with Communist ones. In some senses the initiative had worked: my research showed that the marriage age had risen sharply23 during the Soviet period. Polygamous marriages and forced marriages had largely vanished. Families, however, still paid a bride price and dowry, and they still arranged marriages. And while the official mantra of the Soviet Union was that ethnic identity did not matter since everyone was Communist, the Obi-Safed villagers hated the idea of marrying anybody outside the Kalon Valley.24 Similarly, although the wedding cycle included a pilgrimage to the statue of Lenin, Islamic rituals had not vanished. “The picture that emerged is a complex bricolage of ceremonies,” I later wrote. “Although Soviet rituals had been adopted, these did not exist as alternatives to ‘traditional’ rituals, but as extensions.”25

Did this mean the villagers were hiding their Islamic identity? Was this a form of underground resistance against the Communist state? I initially assumed so. The area had faced so much repression in the past that I did not expect—as a foreigner—that I would be told the whole “truth.”

But Hassan’s comments in the sovkhoz office suggested there was another explanation for what was going on. The British culture I had grown up in, shaped by protestant Christianity, presumed that people should only have one religion or belief system. Western culture tends to prize “impartial principles over contextual particularism,” as the anthropologist Joseph Henrich has observed, and assumes that “moral truths exist in the way mathematical laws exist.”26 Intellectual consistency is considered to be a virtue; a lack of it, hypocrisy. Yet this idea is not universal: in many other societies there is a presumption that morals are context-based, and it is not immoral to have different values in different situations. Hassan’s behavior seemed to encapsulate that. A common theme in Central Asian cultures (and many other Islamic cultures) was that “public” space should be treated differently from “private” space. A gender divide was usually transposed on this: public space was male-dominated; private space was the realm of women. Hassan seemed to have extended the distinction between Islam and Communism onto this. The public sphere was dominated by the symbols and practices of the Soviet Communist state; the private sphere was a bastion of traditional Muslim values. Since women were associated with the domestic sphere, they had become the guardians of traditional Muslim culture.27 Or to put it another way, when Hassan told me that he was “good Communist” who did not observe Ramadan—but still a “good Muslim” because his wife did—he was not necessarily lying, but invoking a compartmentalized mental, cultural, and spatial framework that appeared to be widespread.

Was this compartmentalization a deliberate strategy? I did not know for sure. But I suspected the best way to interpret the pattern was with the concept of habitus developed by Bourdieu, the French anthropologist.28 This theory argues that the way humans organize space reflects the mental and cultural “maps” we inherit from our surroundings—but as we move about that space, with familiar habits, these actions reinforce these shared mental maps, and make them seeming so natural and inevitable that we don’t notice them at all. We are creatures of our environment in a social, mental, and physical sense, and these aspects intensify one another (hence the reason “habit” and “habitat” have the same linguistic root in English). Whenever Hassan switched between Russian and Tajik—or ate bread at work while his wife observed Ramadan—he was reflecting and reproducing a sense of compartmentalization that alleviated the “clash” between Islam and Communism. Or to put it another way, “Communism” had been redefined in the village in a way that enabled there to be accommodation between the two systems, not conflict. The initial assumption that had driven my PhD—drawn from Western foreign policy circles and groups such as the CIA—had been wrong.



In the summer of 1991, I left the mountains of Obi-Safed and returned to the flat, familiar world of Cambridge University. I was excited about writing up my research since I felt that I had stumbled on an important idea—namely that the Cold War “soft underbelly” theory was misguided—and hoped this would enable me to build an academic career in anthropology or Soviet studies. But life then took a peculiar turn. Soon after my return, a coup erupted in Moscow, toppling Mikhail Gorbachev, the Soviet premier. The Soviet Union started to break up. That was a blow for my research since the topic at the core of my PhD was suddenly history, not current anthropology. But then a new opportunity materialized. I had always flirted with the idea of becoming a journalist, since that profession—like anthropology—seemed to be driven by curiosity. As the Soviet Union tumbled into chaos, an opening arose to be a temporary intern-cum-reporter for the Financial Times in the Soviet Union. I grabbed it.

Seven months later, in the late spring of 1992, I heard that political protest was bubbling in Tajikistan. So I took a plane down to Dushanbe, once again, but this time as a reporter. The streets initially looked eerily unchanged: rows of Stalinist apartment blocks and a jumble of flat mudwalled houses. But then events turned violent: protestors massed on the streets, clashes erupted, government troops fought back, and gun battles escalated that later produced a civil war that ultimately killed many tens of thousands.IX Horrified and scared, I sheltered in a hotel in Dushanbe with a collection of other journalists, including Marcus, the reporter from the Daily Telegraph who appears in the Preface.

They peppered me with questions about what was going on. Initially, I was unsure how to reply. When I had lived in Obi-Safed a year before, this corner of the Soviet Union had seemed so peaceful that I had never imagined a world where society could crumble. It is always hard to imagine a systemic collapse and in spite of all the debate about the “soft underbelly” issue in Western policy circles, nobody in that world seriously predicted that the Soviet Union could really implode so fast. Was my research all a complete waste of time? I kept wondering.

But then, as I watched nervously in the Dushanbe hotel, I realized that what I had seen in Obi-Safed was more useful than I had realized. The “soft underbelly” theory had implied that the Islamic regions such as Tajikistan would be the first to rebel against the Communist system. However, it turned out that they were the last. Instead, the first republics to break away were the Baltic republics (and my first job as a freelance reporter for the FT was to file dispatches from the Lithuanian parliament, where protestors were standing behind concrete blocks, doing battle with the Communist Party). The Tajik government did not request independence until almost every other republic had already done so. Far from being the “soft underbelly” of the USSR, Tajikistan turned out to be a toughened hide, as I had suspected. If only I had published my thesis a year earlier, I might have really looked prescient, I sourly reflected.

My study of marriage patterns was also surprisingly relevant. I had arrived in Obi-Safed with a set of assumptions about national affiliations that I had absorbed from my European heritage. These posited that the nation state was the preeminent political unit—because the concept of “nations” had shaped European history since the nineteenth century. Thus since the “Tajiks” lived in “Tajikistan” and spoke “Tajik,” I started studying them through a national lens. But looking at marriage partner selection showed that this assumption was wrong: the villagers in the Kalon Valley only wanted to marry people like themselves, whom they defined as being only residents of the same region, if not valley—not as “Tajiks.” They had not really embraced the idea of the Tajik state which had been imposed on the region by the Soviet Communists (much like European imperialists had created artificial boundaries and countries in Africa).

When I had been roaming about in Obi-Safed in 1991, this choice of marriage partners had simply seemed like a useful detail for my academic research. But as I sheltered in the hotel in 1992, the observation had assumed political—and tragic—significance. When opposition parties massed in Dushanbe demanding the removal of the Tajik government, some had described themselves as members of an “Islamic Party.” Western journalists interpreted that label as a sign that the battles were about “Islamic extremism” versus “Communism,” borrowing the tags often used to describe events in Afghanistan (and later in many other parts of the Middle East). Not so: when I talked to the “Tajik” factions on the streets of Dushanbe, I realized that what was really driving the clash was not “ideology,” since members of both factions said they were Muslims and appeared to operate with the same public/private split I saw in Obi-Safed. Instead the key point of conflict was that the opposition party came from one group of valleys and the government from another. They were battling about who would have access to resources in a post-Soviet world. It was a regional, not religious, fight.

Did this matter? The answer was (and is) an emphatic yes if you want to understand the current trajectory of this volatile region, where Russian-American-Chinese rivalry is creating a new type of “Great Game.” So too if you are a historian who wants to disentangle why the CIA and others misread the areas of vulnerability in the former Soviet Union during the Cold War. However, there was (and is) a far wider lesson here that extends well beyond geopolitics. In our twenty-first-century world, there is a reverence for sweeping, top-down analysis with large collections of statistics and Big Data (and the bigger the data set, the better). This number-crunching can often be insightful. But my experience in Obi-Safed showed me that sometimes there is value in taking a worm’s-eye, not bird’s-eye, view and trying to combine these perspectives. It pays to do intensive local and lateral studies that explore a situation in three dimensions, ask open-ended questions, and ponder what people are not talking about. There is value in becoming “embodied” in somebody else’s world—to gain empathy. That worm’s-eye approach does not usually produce neat power points or flashy spreadsheets. But it can be sometimes be more revealing than any bird’s-eye or Big Data view. “Ethnography is empathy,” observes the anthropologist Grant McCracken. “You listen until you go, ‘Oh, like that,’ and you suddenly see the world as they do.”29

It is not easy to embrace that worm’s-eye approach. Culture shock is painful. It takes time and patience to immerse yourself in a strange world. Ethnography cannot be easily slotted into a window on the diary of a busy Western professional. Yet even if most people cannot venture to a place such as Obi-Safed, we can all embrace some of the principles of ethnography: to look around, watch, listen, ask open-ended questions, be curious like a child, and try to walk “in someone else’s shoes,” to cite the proverb. It is valuable, even if you are a politician, leader, corporate executive, lawyer, techie, or any other variant of the twenty-first-century professional world—or, more accurately, especially if you are a member of the tribe of the harried Western elite.

I. Obi-Safed village and Kalon valley (literally “white water” and “big”) are pseudonyms I used in my PhD to avoid any possible repercussions for the village during or after the civil war. The name of my supervisor and the villagers are also pseudonyms.

II. To Western ears, taleban (or taliban) is best known as the name of an Islamic movement, but it also means “student” in Tajik, Persian, and Dari (it became the name of the movement because its adherents depict themselves as “students” of Islam).

III. Although Tajik is a variant of Persian and the spelling of many Tajik words will look familiar to Persian speakers, there is no readily agreed way to write the Kalon version of Tajik since it is guttural and tends to turn “a” into “o.” I have rendered the words as I heard them.

IV. Some readers might conclude from this description that anthropology is a “soft” science compared to “hard” sciences such as physics or medicine, because it sometimes uses subjective analysis, not empirical research. Geertz, one of the most influential figures in the discipline, for example, viewed anthropologists as people who “read” or “interpreted” cultures. However, not all anthropologists accept Geertz’s approach, and some use more empirical methods too. Hence I have avoided the word “soft,” not least because it sounds pejorative.

V. Since 2018 the Museum of Natural History has attached material to its exhibits of Native American culture that explains the historical (i.e., racist) context of these exhibits. It has also removed a statue of Theodore Roosevelt from the front of the building.

VI. In the twentieth century, American anthropologists used the term “cultural anthropology” to describe their discipline, but their British counterparts preferred “social anthropology.” The reason was that British anthropologists put more emphasis on social systems, but Americans (like Geertz) stressed culture patterns. Today, however, the phrases mean roughly the same thing.

VII. At this point you may be wondering “Was she a spy?” The short answer is: “no, never.” If that answer makes you think, “She would say that, wouldn’t she, if she really was a spy,” ponder this: writing this book is not what a spy would do to stay under the radar.

VIII. This footnote in Central Asian history is little known outside the region, but it is fascinating. Ironically, the Russian Communists used an intellectual framework that was intensely anthropological: they argued that women were the “nail” pinning together traditional culture and that marriage and kinship were the key factors keeping that nail in place, so that liberating women would change society. This reasoning lead the Soviet activists to make dramatic efforts to promote female equality in the region, presaging what Western aid agencies would later do.

IX. The civil war in Tajikistan was one of the least covered conflicts that erupted in the former Soviet Union, and as a result there is little hard data on the death toll. Pro-democracy groups guesstimate a death toll of between 30,000 and 150,000. Either way, it was tragically high.
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