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As anthropologists, we usually consider ethnographic fieldwork to be the hallmark of 
our work. Writing, such a ubiquitous part of our daily routines in and out of the field, is 
often seen as little more than a necessary burden. While issues of ethnographic authority 
and representation have been important topics of scholarly debate, much less attention 
has been paid to the question of how anthropologists go about writing their texts, in 
striking contrast to the large number of books dealing with the experience of fieldwork. 
The volume Writing Anthropology: Essays on Craft and Commitment, edited by University 
of Colorado professor Carole McGranahan, is thus a welcome contribution and a testi-
mony of the recent growth of interest in the art of anthropological writing.

Writing  Anthropology  is  not  a  conventional  academic  edited collection.  It  contains  53 
short essays of about 1,000 to 1,500 words each, written by 52 contributors, both estab-
lished and younger scholars. Among them are accomplished writers and storytellers, 
such as Ruth Bethar, Paul Stoller, and Kirin Narayan. In addition to social or cultural an-
thropologists, the list of authors also includes archaeologists and biological anthropolo-
gists, thus covering the discipline of anthropology in its broader sense. As McGranahan 
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explains in the Introduction, many of the essays were first published between 2014 and 
2016 as part of a series on writing that she curated for the anthropology blog Savage 
Minds (now called anthro{dendum}). In the book, the essays are divided into ten sections: 
Ruminations, Writing Ideas, Telling Stories, On Responsibility, The Urgency of Now, Writing 
With,  Writing Against,  Academic  Authors,  Ethnographic  Genres,  Becoming and Belonging, 
and Writing and Knowing.

The genesis of the texts as blog posts is reflected in their style, favouring personal reflec-
tion and self-disclosure over formal discussion and analysis. The generally fresh and ac-
cessible writing makes for an enjoyable read. The diversity of the authors’ voices and of 
the topics covered is immense. Observing how the authors, all tasked to write about 
writing, have come up with diverse issues and approaches, each distilled in just a few 
pages, is in itself interesting and thought-provoking.

Although the book is not a how-to-guide for academic writers, the reader will find plen-
ty of useful writing advice. Some is very practical, such as C. Anne Claus’s essay Pro 
Tips for Academic Writing and Kristen R. Ghodsee’s blunt list of ten steps for writing a 
book. Other is conveyed in poetic language or through the authors’ personal stories, 
such as Bianca C. Williams’s confession of why she gets her best writing ideas while in 
the shower; she makes a case for vulnerable and emotionally invested writing. A general 
lesson is that we should acknowledge that what we produce as anthropologists is all 
“real” writing, as Daniel M. Goldstein stresses in his essay. Many of the contributors, in-
cluding the editor, reveal that they have struggled to see themselves as writers. That is in 
part due to a lack of proper training in writing. The book encourages us to change this 
and see writing as a craft: a creative process and a skill that can and should be learned 
and improved through practice.

Nevertheless, ‘there is no single way to write anthropology’ (p. 10), McGranahan points 
out. We have the freedom and challenge to cultivate our unique voice and style. Rather 
than focusing on quantitative productivity measures, Kirin Narayan says that we should 
‘care for the words, for the ideas, for the chance to say something distinctively your 
own, and care for readers too’ (p. 44). The collection devotes significant attention to the 
often disregarded genres of ethnographic fiction and poetry as a means for conveying 
different forms of (ethnographic) sensibilities and truths. As Jessica Marie Falcone notes, 
‘genre-bending writing […] my help readers understand subjects differently, and per-
haps more completely’ (p. 214).
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Craft goes hand in hand with commitment. McGranahan, who characterises anthropol-
ogy as ‘theoretical storytelling’ (pp. 73-77), foregrounds the researchers’ responsibility to 
tell the stories that people have entrusted to them. Several essays reflect on writing as a 
commitment to ethics and to the communities with whom anthropologists work. The 
collection advocates for public scholarship and, as Kim Fortun says, for ‘writing against 
the present, and writing the present forward, to futures underdetermined by it’ (p. 112). 
Many contributors see writing as imbued with affect and as a means for affecting the 
world. The topics they are both personally and professionally concerned about include 
decolonisation, anti-racism, ethnic minorities, feminism, and the environment. I found 
K. Drybread’s reflections on her struggle with writing about the violence she witnessed 
and experienced in the field particularly poignant. She concludes that ‘at least for the 
ethnographers, writing should lead to analysis, not just catharsis’ (p. 130). Meanwhile, 
Maori anthropologist Paul Tapsell describes what it is like to do anthropology as the 
Other: his challenge is ‘to find effective ways to communicate to the field what it really 
means to be the Other when described from the position of my anthropological Self’ (p. 
258).

Although the vast majority of the authors work in US academic institutions, they come 
from a variety of  backgrounds and conduct  ethnographic research on all  continents. 
Thus, I would have appreciated some discussion on the strategies for rendering foreign 
languages’ concepts and utterances in ethnographic writing. There is an essay entitled 
Thinking through the untranslatable, written by Kevin Carrico, but it focuses on the au-
thor’s  inability  to  find words to  write  about  the self-immolation of  Tibetan activists 
rather than on issues of translation in anthropology. Similarly, there is also no reflection 
on the increasing predominance of English at the expense of other languages in the pro-
duction of academic texts and the challenges this poses to researchers whose first lan-
guage is different.

Despite  these  shortcomings,  Writing  Anthropology  makes  a  compelling case  for  clear, 
truthful, heartfelt, and engaged anthropological writing. It will certainly be one of those 
books I will turn to for inspiration and solace when I find myself struggling in front of a 
white screen.

©  Slovene Anthropological Society 2021 S 12



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /CMYK
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments true
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<

    /BGR <>
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e9ad88d2891cf76845370524d53705237300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc9ad854c18cea76845370524d5370523786557406300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /CZE <>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /ETI <>
    /FRA <>
    /GRE <>

    /HRV (Za stvaranje Adobe PDF dokumenata najpogodnijih za visokokvalitetni ispis prije tiskanja koristite ove postavke.  Stvoreni PDF dokumenti mogu se otvoriti Acrobat i Adobe Reader 5.0 i kasnijim verzijama.)
    /HUN <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <FEFF9ad854c18cea306a30d730ea30d730ec30b951fa529b7528002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020658766f8306e4f5c6210306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103055308c305f0020005000440046002030d530a130a430eb306f3001004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d3067958b304f30533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020ace0d488c9c80020c2dcd5d80020c778c1c4c5d00020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /LTH <>
    /LVI <>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken die zijn geoptimaliseerd voor prepress-afdrukken van hoge kwaliteit. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /POL <>
    /PTB <>
    /RUM <>
    /RUS <>
    /SKY <>
    /SLV <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /TUR <>
    /UKR <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents best suited for high-quality prepress printing.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToCMYK
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


