pain and grief and loss,” Behar says.
“It’s in our notes” but not often in the
finished works.

Behar tries to bring that pain for-
ward, in part by bringing her own suf-
fering and anger into the books she
writes.

Her latest work, The Vulnerable
Observer, (Beacon Press) is subtitled
Anthropology that breaks your heart.
It is a memoir not only of the cultures
and people she has explored, but of her-
self experiencing those cultures. At
times, it is highly personal.

Most striking, the book includes an
account of her terrifying encounter with
panic attacks in 1991, just a few weeks
before she was to leave for an extend-
ed study in Cuba.

“When I went back to aerobics a few
days later, just lifting my arms brought
on the feeling of dizziness and doom,”
she writes. “I felt T had to get out quick
— as though an alarm were going off
inside me.”

For two weeks she was bedridden
by paralyzing fear. The panic, she lat-
er realized, sprung from an ancient
trauma, her nearly yearlong recovery
from a badly broken leg suffered in a
horrific car crash when she was only 9.

Guiding the reader through all this
personal discovery is certainly not tra-
ditional anthropology.

As it was practiced a generation or
two ago, anthropology tried to be objec-
tive and detached as it reported on peo-
ple and their cultures. The anthropol-
ogist recorded the rituals and rules of
another culture and laid out findings
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Ruth Behar, 40, a University of Michigan anthropology professor, has
been criticized for her personal approach to anthropology. “Anthropol-
ogy that doesn’t break your heart isn’t worth doing.” she says.

in a supposedly neutral fashion.

But Behar and others who have tak-
en over the field since the 1960s say
such objectivity simply isn’t humanly
possible. The change was driven by

“We are not just observing others, but observing ourselves
observing others.”

RutH BEHAR
University of Michigan anthropoiogist

feminists, people of color and baby
boomers, says Behar, who was born to
Jewish parents in Cuba and grew up
middle-class in New York.

To report fairly on the culture or feel-

past.

She records culture through the eyes
of one suffering woman: a Mexican
bride who has a needless hysterectomy
at 26 in America, a street peddler
whose fellow villagers feel must be a
witch, geriatric family farmers in Spain
who will be the last of their kind.

She includes these gracefully writ-
ten, often poignant details from her
own life to show how and why she can
relate to these people.

It’s not necessarily a new idea that
the anthropologist needs to be aware
of her own perceptions of her subjects,
says Gelya Frank, a friend and review-
er of Behar’s who teaches at the Uni-
versity of Southern California. “But it
has taken a very long time to get prac-
ticed.”

Though this latest work might sim-
ply be read as a memoir of one inter-
esting woman’s work, Behar intends it
as an addition to the library.of anthro-
pology.

“The whole book is really an effort
to bring death, grief, mourning and loss
into the practice of anthropology,”
Behar says.

Alot of the work being done now is
what she calls “salvage anthropology,”
recording a way of life or a culture
before it succumbs to larger economic
forces and satellite television.

Feelings are more appropriate than
detached “science” she feels. As she is
fond of saying: “Anthropology that does-
n’t break your heart isn’t worth doing.”

“It isn’t that I think there’s no room for scholarly self-
reflection. It’s the length it has gone to that is out of hand.”

DapHNE BATAL
Strident critic of many feminist studies, including Behar’s



