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On Going Native
Thomas Kuhn and
Anthropological Method

JOHN TRESCH
Cambridge University and ENS/EHESS Paris

In this article, Thomas Kuhn’s theory of incommensurable paradigms learned
through exemplars is discussed as a theory of acculturation akin to those of cul-
tural anthropology. Yet his hermeneutic approach results in a classic problem,
referred to here as the paradox of objective relativism. A solution, at least for
observers of contemporary cultures, is drawn from Kuhn’s own writings: a
fieldwork method of “going native.” It is argued that Kuhn’s views are as impor-
tant a corrective for anthropologists studying native systems of knowledge as
they have been for philosophers and sociologists of science. The epistemological
and disciplinary implications of such a methodology are discussed.

What surprises most is to find that various grand generalizations of the
Western world, such as time, velocity, and matter, are not essential to
the construction of a consistent picture of the universe. The psychic
experiences that we class under these headings are, of course, not
destroyed; rather, categories derived from other kinds of experiences
take over the rulership of the cosmology and seem to function just as
well.

—Benjamin Lee Whorf, “Science and Knowledge” (1956, 216)

Thomas Kuhn’s The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (SSR) (1970)
raised many important issues for historians, sociologists, and philos-
ophers of science. Despite his qualification of his work’s domain of
application, in this article I claim that the central aspects of Kuhn’s
work have significant implications for anthropologists. His theory of
knowledge can be productively extended to the study of culture.
Kuhn’s work is not without problems, however. I will demonstrate
that if we accept the aim of what Kuhn labels “the new historiography
of science,” that of analyzing “an older science in its own terms,”1 we
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are forced into a paradox: that of questioning “objectivity” in the name
of a more “objective” description of historical practice. While this
problem in significant ways is unavoidable in historical reconstruc-
tions, a potential solution is available to the sociologist of science and
the anthropologist of foreign systems of knowledge, both of whom
aim to understand contemporary societies in their own terms.

An important and undertheorized means of surpassing these diffi-
culties is a methodology in which the researcher seeks to “go native”
by actively taking part in the systems of knowledge being studied.
This possibility takes the notion of “participant observation” beyond
its usual limits. Although the concept is a necessarily fluid one, I pro-
visionally define “going native” as crossing a line of objectivity to the
extent that the researcher comes to experience the world in the same
terms as the people he or she studies. In arguing for the validity and,
perhaps, the necessity of such a method, I will discuss the problems it
will encounter as well as the advantages it can bring to a study of con-
temporary systems of knowledge.

I will begin by discussing Kuhn’s thesis of the plurality of phenom-
enal worlds,2 especially for what it suggests about the role of activity
in the fixing of a worldview, the nature and direction of scientific
development, and the relation between “the world-in-itself” and
individuals’ conceptions of it. Kuhn’s observations on this last point,
when applied to the domain of anthropology, force a reconsidering of
traditional assumptions about what it means to “understand” a for-
eign culture. I will then address Paul Hoyningen-Huene’s (1990,
1993) criticisms of Kuhn, which center on the reflexive impasse men-
tioned above, the paradox of objective relativism, before discussing
potential problems and advantages of “going native.”

THE PLURALITY OF PHENOMENAL WORLDS

In Kuhn’s work the thesis of a plurality of phenomenal worlds
appears in many different forms. For example, “Two different groups,
the members of which have systematically different sensations on
receipt of the same stimuli, do in some sense live in different worlds.”3

The meaning of this statement will become clearer through a brief dis-
cussion of the process of learning in science, which for Kuhn devolves
around the notion of paradigms. This concept has four important
implications.
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First, paradigms are fundamental to the learning process. The
training one receives as an initiate to a community is basic to the con-
stitution of a “phenomenal world.” Kuhn notes “that something like a
paradigm is prerequisite to perception itself.”4 A new student is pre-
sented with

a set of recurrent and quasi-standard illustrations of various theories in
their conceptual, observational, and instrumental applications. These
are the community’s paradigms, revealed in its textbooks, lectures, and
laboratory exercises. By studying them and by practicing with them,
the members of the corresponding community learn their trade.5

These modes of learning difference and similarity relations between
objects result in the constitution of a “phenomenal world” in which
the set of concepts and objects forms a coherent means of understand-
ing the area of investigation. The process is largely constitutive of the
student’s perception of the world.

Second, the different “phenomenal worlds” that different paradig-
matic “initiations”6 produce are, Kuhn argues, incommensurable. In
SSR, he justifies the claim that members of different scientific commu-
nities in some sense live in different worlds by making a distinction
between the stimuli (in some undeterminable sense7) available in the
world and the sensations they produce in an individual subject. Kuhn
asserts

that very different stimuli can produce the same sensations; that the
same stimulus can produce very different sensations; and, finally,
that the route from stimulus to sensation is in part conditioned by
education.8

The subject’s means of understanding the world, instead of being an
unproblematic causal relation between stimuli and perceptions, is
theorized as a transformation of stimuli into sensations (“seeing-as”)
according to the similarity and difference relations shared by mem-
bers of a perceptual community. Indeed, this three-termed (largely
Kantian) system, which treats “world-in-itself,” the individual sub-
ject, and a “conceptual scheme” (whether culture, language, or a sys-
tem of logic) as individual “objects” may be less a reflection of reality
than of our language. We simply see a swan, a table, and so on; we are
not conscious of making an “interpretation” of stimuli. Over time the
student learns to see new problems as similar to ones with which he or
she is familiar.
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The third important aspect of paradigms is that the process of
learning does not take place by giving definitions of concepts or by
adhering to explicit rules. While the members of a community can
“agree in their identification of a paradigm,” this does not require their
“agreeing on, or even attempting to produce, a full interpretation or
rationalization of it.”9 The knowledge of the group, its methods,
assumptions, standards, and values can be understood only as the
assemblage of contexts, problem situations, exemplary solutions, and
language games in which they exist.

Fourth, Kuhn’s defense of the notion of incommensurability
between paradigms focuses on their respective relation between the
vocabularies. Incommensurability does not require that there is no
way of discussing historical worldviews, or that inhabitants of two
different worldviews cannot describe one another’s views or com-
pare them. Yet this does not mean that one may make a one-to-one
translation from terms in one phenomenal world to those of another:

The interrelated terms in some local part of the web of language must
be learned or relearned together and then laid down on nature whole.10

This is the main sense in which Kuhn defended his thesis of
incommensurability in his last writings. While the quote suggests a
social constructivism in which language is “superimposed” on real-
ity, this interpretation of Kuhn’s theory is not justified for reasons I
discuss below.

THE RESISTANCE OF THINGS-IN-THEMSELVES

Some of Kuhn’s statements about scientific progress might suggest
the reading that science is the mere imposition of subjective categories
upon objects in the world. He does indeed explicitly reject the belief
that with each revolution, the theories by which science understands
the world have drawn “closer and closer to the truth.”11 Instead he lik-
ens scientific progress to Darwinian evolution; there is development
but “without benefit of a set goal, a permanent fixed scientific truth, of
which each stage in the development of scientific knowledge is a
better exemplar.”12 What progress there is, he claims, is limited to an
increase of solutions to puzzles laid out by a given paradigm.13 Kuhn
believes that at no point will science be able to declare justifiably that
it has grasped the essence of some phenomenon (though this has not
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prevented it from doing so); the necessary elusiveness of things-in-
themselves does not allow such certainty.

Nevertheless, critics who read Kuhn as advocating a purely “social
constructivist” or subject-sided view of scientific investigation are
simply wrong. As suggested by the discussion above of the determin-
istic aspect of stimuli, Kuhn makes clear that the “world-in-itself” has
a determining role in the situation. Kuhn’s view of the relationship
between objects and the symbols by which we understand them does
not give priority to either side of the duality. He claims that

In much of language learning these two sorts of knowledge—knowl-
edge of words and knowledge of nature—are acquired together, not
really two sorts of knowledge at all, but two faces of the single coinage that
a language provides.14 (emphasis added)

Our language and our knowledge of the world, Kuhn insists, are
indissociably entwined. This does not mean, however, that we are free
to impose whatever interpretation we desire upon it. Culturally en-
trenched forms of knowledge are not simply forms of mass hysteria:

To say that the members of different groups may have different percep-
tions when confronted with the same stimuli is not to imply that they
may have just any perceptions at all . . . . It is just because so very few
ways of seeing will do that the ones that have withstood the tests of
groups’ use are worth transmitting from generation to generation.
(1970, 195-96)

Kuhn’s stance allows for the intuition that scientific research is deter-
mined in some way by resistance given by the world to our interpreta-
tion of it. Although stimuli do not lead to transparent representations
of the world-in-itself, Kuhn’s approach allows that science may
indeed be a way of gaining some sense of what these resistances are.

EXPORTING KUHN TO ANTHROPOLOGY

Kuhn’s treatment of learning processes in science amounts to a the-
ory of acculturation. Yet the implications of this stance go beyond sci-
ence; his insights, I contend, are of genuine importance for attempts to
understand the phenomenal worlds inhabited by members of foreign
cultures. The points discussed above can serve as a useful means of
orienting fieldwork of local systems of knowledge.
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Kuhn himself argued that even seemingly opposed domains (such
as art and science) should be viewed first of all “as ethological and
sociological.”15 This reorientation toward “the obvious”—the practi-
cal, social basis of incommensurable phenomenal worlds—has had a
tremendous impact on the ways that science is currently studied by
historians, sociologists, and philosophers, many of whom, like Kuhn,
have left behind earlier demarcation criteria such as rationality, the
application of rules of method, or the attainment of a timeless cer-
tainty about the laws of nature. Many of these authors no longer con-
sider it their task to judge the scientific status of the activities they
study. We must note, however, that Kuhn continued to argue for the
specificity of natural science, identifying and defending two main
demarcation criteria: shared scientific values and puzzle solving. It is
worth considering whether these principles prohibit the extension of
his theory that I propose.

In several writings, Kuhn suggested that certain “scientific values”
are the common point of all sciences.16 Yet he states that “little knowl-
edge of history is required to suggest that both the application of these
values and, more obviously, the relative weights attached to them
have varied markedly with time and also with the field of applica-
tion.”17 Although these general themes may recur in different para-
digms, we must note that an understanding of them and their variable
applications only emerges in the comparison from one paradigm to
another. Furthermore, as I will discuss later, the specificity of Western
scientific values could only be clearly established through compari-
son with another worldview; the comparison of values, their relative
weight and impact, and the practices that embody them would be
possible and potentially as fruitful if made from one culture to
another as from one scientific paradigm to another.

Kuhn further proposed puzzle solving as a distinctively scientific
undertaking. Discussing his relation to Popper, he agrees that astrol-
ogy should not be called a science, although for different reasons.18

For Popper, the vague predictions of astrology and the lack of crucial
tests to refute its hypotheses exclude it from the category of science.
For Kuhn, however, the paramount difference between astrology and
scientific astronomy is that the latter establishes a set of puzzles to
solve, the solution of which provides a means (internal to the para-
digm) of marking its progress.19 This criterion, like that of science-
specific values, should not stop us from applying the phenomenal
worlds thesis beyond science. For one, the idea that scientific puzzle
solving, unlike other dimensions of Western and other cultures, allows
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for a steady progress through the accumulation of solutions reintro-
duces in modified form an opposition between historical, progres-
sive, modern societies and ahistorical, stagnant, traditional ones, an
opposition that much recent work in and about anthropology has
sought to dismantle.20 Such studies urge us to look for the ways in
which “the essential tension” between tradition and innovation,
between stability and change, is at play even in those societies once
classed as primitive; the kind of progress that puzzles provide may
not be exclusive to science. Likewise, it would be difficult to provide a
definition of puzzle solving that is sufficiently precise to exclude prac-
tices not given the name of “science.” It is plausible that knowledge
practices taking place outside of scientific laboratories and journals
similarly involve the ongoing elaboration of a set of beliefs and their
implications.21

Even if it were possible to establish criteria, once and for all, that
captured the general characteristics that all sciences share and in
which they differ from all other activities—and the two principles just
discussed may still be contenders in such a contest—we would not be
prevented from extending the phenomenal worlds thesis to the study
of other systems of knowledge. Although we might discover different
values and different practices than those of science, the kind of inves-
tigation Kuhn suggests would allow us to grasp these specificities.
Kuhn’s writings repeatedly underline the need for continued ques-
tioning, through careful comparison, of our assumptions about what
science is. Many historians and philosophers of science writing after
SSR have turned to anthropology, with its tradition of making the
strange familiar and the familiar strange, for inspiration in this ongo-
ing task.22 In return, anthropologists stand to benefit from Kuhn’s
insights about the practical and sociological basis of scientific
worldviews.

Kuhn’s theory already shares many features with twentieth-
century anthropological thought. In acknowledging that “the sort of
history that has so influenced [him] and [his] historical colleagues is
the product of a post-Kantian European tradition,”23 he points out a
shared historical genealogy with at least American anthropology.
There the key transition from the evolutionist model of human devel-
opment of the late nineteenth century was made by the
hermeneutically informed anthropologist Franz Boas, whose presup-
position was that there is no outside scale against which to measure
the development of distinct human cultures. This postulation of a plu-
rality of “incommensurable” cultures/worldviews, none of which had
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any claim to the status of “most civilized,” performed, like Kuhn’s
SSR, a rewriting of a dominant historical time line in which it was
believed that the West was headed for a state of perfect enlighten-
ment.24 Another important intersection between Kuhn’s theory and
the Boasian program, as underlined by the epigraph from B. L. Whorf,
is the claim that the same “objects” will be differently experienced
from one phenomenal world to the next.25 This notion of an incom-
mensurable “web of language” or “lexicon” becomes more important
when we are faced with “theoretical entities” like quarks or spirits.
Terms used by local informants for which we have no exact transla-
tion may be rendered in terms familiar to us, a compromise that may
mislead, obscure, or deny the terms’ actual use and meaning.

The greatest contribution Kuhn’s work presents to the study of
non-Western cultures is his argument that while knowledge cannot
be understood outside of the social contexts in which it is embedded,
there remain nonsubjective constraints that the world places on any
consistent representation of it. Unlike in Kuhn’s case, in much of tra-
ditional anthropological writing, accusations of social constructivism
are actually justified, especially in its treatment of local systems of
knowledge (much more likely to be labeled “belief” in ethno-
graphies). Studies of myth, ritual, and magic have frequently treated
such practices as texts—as systems of representation. What is being
represented may be social relations, emotions, histories, and beliefs;
in short, native forms of knowledge are viewed as mere “interpreta-
tions” superimposed on the world (the true nature of which is the
province of science) by these prisoners of culture. Where such sys-
tems are analyzed as possessing “genuine knowledge,” the treatment
relies on the unquestioned explanatory base of Western science.26

Extending Kuhn’s claims to other cultures allows for a newly
grounded symmetry.27 The idea that a conceptual scheme embodied
in a total “form of life” involves both human thought and determina-
tion by things in themselves justifies a much more radical under-
standing of non-Western systems of knowledge. The possibility arises
that healing rituals, shamanism, voodoun, sorcery, trance, shared
dream states, possession cults, prophecy, and other experiential “reli-
gious” techniques may be viewed as “paradigms.” In courses of initi-
ation, students (i.e., apprentices, adepts, cult members, devotees)
come to see problems as similar to earlier ones they have encountered;
their explanations come to match those of the group; over the course
of their training, their phenomenal world is transformed. Kuhn’s
insight about the role of the “world-in-itself” in determining phenom-
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enal worlds opens the possibility that such “systems of belief” may be
incommensurable though equally valid means of discovering where
the world resists. The phenomenal world of the religious practitioner
becomes potentially as real as that of the scientist, as do his or her
“findings.”28

Yet this extension of Kuhn’s arguments presents new difficulties.
The premises and conclusions of many of the examples I have just
mentioned are not within the realm of what our phenomenal world
(bounded as it is in important ways by the methods and standards of
evidence of empirical science) would accept as even plausible. Fur-
thermore, and more prohibitive methodologically, they provide little
in the way of the materials necessary for ordinary anthropological,
sociological, historical, or scientific data. In experiential techniques,
much of the content of the research is not at the level of text, symbol, or
physical artifact. Although there is probably without exception a level
of the observable, as in for example the positioning of bodies in space,
in many cases the actual “findings” occur in an order of experience
frequently classed as “internal” or “subjective.” Such bodies of knowl-
edge are not open to the perusal of the hermeneutic interpreter.

The next section takes up a key epistemological problem of Kuhn’s
historiography. I will argue that a fieldwork method of “going native”
offers a pragmatic solution both to the difficulties mentioned above
facing the investigator of non-Western knowledges and to the para-
dox that threatens to undermine Kuhn’s work.

THE PARADOX OF OBJECTIVE RELATIVISM

A significant problem stems from the reflexive nature of any proj-
ect taking “human knowledge” as its object. Kuhn’s rhetoric makes
clear that he aims to depict in a realistic way the phenomenal worlds
of the periods of normal and revolutionary science he studies. To
accomplish this goal, he is compelled, as explained above, to take a
skeptical stance toward the finality of any claims to a “true” knowl-
edge of the world. Yet this “critical epistemological” stance funda-
mentally undermines any claims that his analysis is any more justi-
fied or realistic than those put forth by the scientists he is studying.

Paul Hoyningen-Huene’s argument on this point is convincing.29

He argues that a study of an alien phenomenal world requires basic
“anthropological” assumptions about the capacities of the subjects in
question: that they are capable of learning according to a model like
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that described above; that they inhabit a phenomenal world; that the
relation between their words, actions (such as pointing), and beliefs
resemble those Kuhn hopes to apply universally.30 Here the paradox
arises. As Hoyningen-Huene puts it, such assumptions

are all undoubtedly propositions, gleaned from the natural standpoint,
and for the time being, realistically interpreted, about objects of a partic-
ular phenomenal world, that of the analyst. This implies the further
assumption that the world-constituting people really exist, independ-
ent of the analyst and of his or her theories about them, and have these
capacities in themselves and not simply in their relation to the analyst.
But this is to make assertions with a claim to correctly describing, at
least approximately, certain objects of the one true reality.31

These are exactly the sorts of assertions that, when made by research-
ers in other fields, Kuhn has argued against.

Hoyningen-Huene attempts to justify Kuhn’s realistic stance
toward the social. His arguments are as suggestive as they are unsatis-
fying. He claims that our status as inhabitors of a phenomenal world,
rather than critically destabilizing our attempts to study other
humans, on the contrary assures us of our ability to do so.

Cultural scientists always have one case at their disposal in which their
knowledge of a particular world-view as it is in itself can be taken as
fact. This is the case of knowledge of our own world view, for here and
only here “in itself” and “for me” coincide. And so knowledge of alien
world views can be represented primarily in terms of their divergence
from our own.32

Hoyningen-Huene claims that our own experience of what a phe-
nomenal world is like, an experience that unlike all others brings us
into contact with an “in-itself,” serves as a firm standpoint from
which to verify the anthropological assumptions put into question
above. However, the attempt to ground a realistic stance toward
“phenomenal worlds” in a species of phenomenological cogito is
unsatisfactory for several reasons.

First, as most philosophers not trained within a phenomenological
tradition would accept, the certainty of self-knowledge is far from
given. Confidence in even the claim “I think,” much less its Cartesian
sequitur, is open to a wide range of critiques. Second, even if we could
claim to know through introspection “which capacities needed for the
constitution of a phenomenal world humans come equipped with
and which are developed over the course of interaction with the envi-
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ronment,”33 there is the danger that any such realistic claims about
human nature lead us into serious political, ethical, and
epistemological pitfalls. The human sciences, funded by and working
with states and businesses, have repeatedly allowed their insights to
attain “technical applicability”34 by writing such anthropological
assumptions into institutional, political, and disciplinary projects; the
resonance between notions of human scientific law, legislation, and
social control cannot be missed.35 Our anthropological assumptions
may be unjustifiably limited and, once taken as “facts,” restrictive.

A similar point can be made in an epistemological register. Taking
our own experience of human nature and limits as the basis for a
knowledge of other possible experiences may well be a case of the
inductive fallacy. Such assumptions may directly impede our appre-
ciation of phenomena not part of our set of plausible human capabili-
ties. The effect produced by many ethnographies, that a foreign cul-
ture is essentially our own but inverted in certain ways, may reveal
less about “psychic unity” than it does about the theory-ladenness of
observation.

Finally, it appears that any possibility that the assumptions under-
lying our own phenomenal world may be “seen” rather than “seen
through” arises only during or subsequent to our exposure to an alien
understanding. This claim is supported by the fact that discussions of
phenomenal worlds, worldviews, or cultures are frequently accom-
panied by a specific type of argument from experience. The recogni-
tion that one even has something called a “phenomenal world” is con-
tinually addressed by means of a conversion narrative, in which the
storyteller describes the moment at which his or her worldview
becomes suddenly objectified and open to criticism if not transfor-
mation by an encounter with a new way of seeing situations.36 In
addition to the wealth of such accounts in ethnographic literature,37

Kuhn offers us his own argument from experience, in which his
“enlightenment” is attained “one memorable (and very hot) summer
day”; his “perplexities suddenly vanished” and he began to think like
a seventeenth-century Aristotelian. The researches that followed had
an “immediate and decisive effect . . . on [his] view of science.”38 The
passage indicates that the presuppositions inherent in one’s world-
view cannot be made the explicit logically or temporally prior basis
for the understanding of an alien culture; one becomes aware of them
only after one becomes intimately familiar with that other culture.

Hoyningen-Huene’s attempt to salvage Kuhn’s realism toward the
social thus fails. The anthropological assumptions we apply in
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attempting to understand an alien culture cannot be taken as either
the last or the first word on human learning and knowledge produc-
tion. We are left at the impasse that any reconstruction of an alien sys-
tem of knowledge will be inevitably shaped by assumptions from
one’s own phenomenal world.

The impasse is one that faces any project that attempts to describe
realistically the socially or subjectively conditioned knowledge of
human agents, historical or contemporary. When directly confronted,
it has been treated in different ways. Recent anthropologists, notably
Clifford Geertz and the “Writing Cultures” movement he influenced,
have directly questioned the possibility of “objectivity” in fieldwork
and have laid emphasis instead on subjective accounts of the ethno-
graphic encounter and the distance between the researcher and the
subjects interrogated. In perhaps the most influential text of anthro-
pological theory of the second half of the twentieth century, Geertz
(1973) moves us from a consideration of anthropological research as
working with “scientifically tested and approved” hypotheses (p. 23)
to the claim that “the culture of a people is an ensemble of texts, them-
selves ensembles, which the anthropologist strains to read over the
shoulders of those to whom they properly belong” (p. 452). As sug-
gested above, however, “interpretive anthropology” thus conceived
reduces all phenomena to the status of a text or symbolic system. The
basic insight of the “phenomenal world” thesis, the mutual determi-
nation of subjects and things-in-themselves (even those encountered
by scientists) is missed.39 In the next section, I discuss the implications
of one potential solution to these difficulties, that of “going native.”

ON GOING NATIVE

Kuhn, if taken seriously, points the researcher in exactly this
direction:

To translate a theory or worldview into one’s own language is not to
make it one’s own. For that one must go native, discover that one is
thinking and working in, not simply translating out of, a language that
was previously foreign. (1970, 204)

I propose that if we take “going native” in a more thorough sense than
Kuhn’s exemplar suggests, we open the possibility for a pragmatic
mode of investigation that tolerates a skeptical stance toward the real-
ist anthropological assumptions undermining Kuhn’s project.
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Processes of learning, including hermeneutic research, take one by
stages along a continuum between one’s familiar worldview and an
alien one. I suggest that the endpoint of such a continuum, that of
“going native,” is the merely ideal although logically necessary point
from which to understand both of these objects of study. Although
Kuhn presents his own work as an exemplar of “going native,” it is
clear that he is far from this ideal point. His own analysis of how one
comes to think as a member of a community of knowledge denies him
the right to such a claim. He has not literally spent time among the
adherents of the belief systems he studies; he has not been led system-
atically through the paradigmatic network of exercises and exem-
plars he stresses as fundamental to the constitution of a phenomenal
world; he has not undergone rituals of “initiation” or been the subject
of the illocutionary acts that would legitimate him as a member of the
communities. The nature of the historical project and the materials
available to it makes such “initiation at a distance” the most a histo-
rian can hope for.

For these reasons, I claim, the objective relativism paradox cannot
be escaped in the study of history in any but the most incomplete fash-
ion. The historian may deal with this realization by acknowledging
that he or she is doomed to write an ethnocentric or present-centered
study and may then proceed to write a hermeneutically informed,
realist “story.” Such stories have their uses and their own standards of
validity.40 Yet, the claim that any historian has entered the phenome-
nal world of those he or she studies is false. The network of actions
required to acculturate one to such a worldview is inaccessible when
the worldview examined is no longer part of any people’s lived
experience.

Such access is possible, however, to investigators of contemporary
communities of knowledge. We must take a much stronger sense of
going native as the goal, in which the researcher is acculturated to an
alien system and comes to be as convinced of its validity as are those
who initiated him or her. Collins and Pinch’s Frames of Meaning (1982)
serves as a useful exemplar. Their book is a first-person (plural) account
of the phenomenal worlds of both the sociologist and the parapsycho-
logical researcher. As such, it adds to the argument-from-experience
of Kuhn’s conversion narrative but with the further fortification that
for a time Collins and Pinch both thought and acted as validated mem-
bers of the community (undertaking training, running experiments,
and publishing papers) of parapsychological researchers. They
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bracketed their reflexive concerns and “got on with the research in a
pragmatic frame of mind.”41

Such a pragmatic approach is likewise required for an entrance to
non-Western phenomenal worlds, yet it may pose additional chal-
lenges. While most “anthropological assumptions” about human
learning and capabilities will be confirmed or not too greatly dis-
placed by research into Western scientific projects, this is not necessar-
ily the case in the study of, for instance, possession cults, in which
access to knowledge proceeds down different avenues than common
sense or scientific explanations allow. To enter such phenomenal
worlds demands at once a skepticism toward one’s own anthropolog-
ical assumptions and a pragmatic acceptance of those offered by one’s
informants or teachers.

What could the adoption of such a research program hope to gain?
If one undergoes an “initiation” by which one acquires the phenome-
nal world of a local knowledge, the aim of understanding an alien
worldview “in its own terms” is obtained to the furthest extent possi-
ble: one becomes both informant and analyst, subject and object. As
suggested above in my discussion of conversion narratives in
metatheory, this state of “doubled consciousness” is crucial to a
description of either the alien or the familiar phenomenal world. Thus
two objects of study emerge through the same research: both the
“familiar” phenomenal world to which the researcher was indoctri-
nated as a member of a scientific community and the “alien” phenom-
enal world to which one becomes progressively initiated during field-
work. While there can be no guarantee that either could be studied
“objectively,” each would appear in some sense “objectified” from the
point of view of the other.42 The researcher who inhabited such a dou-
bled phenomenal world could, I suggest, engage in a double-pincered
phenomenology of ways of constructing reality. Researchers who
have gone native may be uniquely qualified to establish a knowledge
of the phenomenal world from which they converted, that is, to
launch an investigation of Western logic, reason, and science from
“the outside.” Multiple perspectives on the familiar phenomenal
world of the Western academic, as well as on the very process of world-
constitution, could be productively compared.43

Such a program could unseat many of the “anthropological
assumptions” that guide commonsense versions of the relation
between humans and nature. If, as suggested, one field of research
targeted were that of esoteric knowledges frequently dismissed a pri-
ori as delusional by the methods and standards of proof of Western
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science, our “anthropological assumptions” could conceivably
become vastly enlarged. Such a program could provide a means of
understanding in much more symmetrical terms how one comes to
experience the world in different ways. Conceivably our notions of
the relation of humans to nature and other taken-for-granted assump-
tions about reality could be transformed.

This position of course presents significant difficulties. One of the
most crucial problems is the disciplinary hostility, at least in anthro-
pology, expressed against the researcher who has irretrievably
crossed a line of “objective detachment.” In the dominant functional-
ism of the first half of the twentieth century, social anthropology
strongly defined itself in the terms of a “detached” science, using the
metaphor of the field as laboratory in which data was gathered, with a
minimum of subjective involvement, to test hypotheses. While the
hermeneutically informed concept of “culture” used throughout the
century by American anthropologists emphasized interpretations
drawn from a certain degree of participation, the reports of anthropol-
ogists who have “crossed the line” remain at best the topic of informal
hallway conversations and at worst the object of moralistic dismissal.44

Astudy of the accounts and reception of researchers who have under-
taken such investigations could provide a series of exemplars by
which the concept could be redeemed and developed, while pointing
out the particular paradigmatic commitments that have given such
criticisms force.45

Another difficulty is that Kuhn’s assertion of the incommen-
surability between different phenomenal worlds suggests that a
researcher could not be committed to two worldviews at once. This
may be the case, but an aspect of scientific practice that Kuhn neglects
may point to a solution. The relation between the worldview of the
scientist in her lab and the worldview that justifies her religious
beliefs, political commitments, and everyday practice suggests that
even the most committed scientific enthusiast can be offered as evi-
dence of the potential for “doubled consciousness.” In such cases,
incommensurable cosmologies are already applied sequentially,
depending on the context in which the actor finds herself. This possi-
bility would be open to the sociologist or anthropologist as well.

Other difficulties are practical. The concept of “going native” is a
necessarily fluid one; there are vast ranges of commitment to various
beliefs among members of a given community and varying statuses
and degrees of membership. Furthermore, as Kuhn points out to qual-

316 PHILOSOPHY OF THE SOCIAL SCIENCES / September 2001

 © 2001 SAGE Publications. All rights reserved. Not for commercial use or unauthorized distribution.
 at UNIV OF PENNSYLVANIA on February 29, 2008 http://pos.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://pos.sagepub.com


ify his assertion of the possibility of making a transition from one
world view to another,

That transition is not, however, one that an individual may make or
refrain from making by deliberation and choice, however good his rea-
sons for wishing to do so.46

There are factors beyond individual control that make the decision to
go native unsusceptible to personal choice. For example, in cases
where community identity depends on lineage or race, the possibili-
ties for an outsider to gain full acceptance are inherently restricted.
Even so, a detailed account of the difficulties encountered would pro-
duce useful observations about the relations between identity and
knowledge. Another difficulty arises from an anthropological
assumption, the intuitive force of which is difficult to shake, that
human life has only a limited span. It is a serious methodological
question whether the time that would be required to undertake initia-
tion to both a branch of Western human science and subsequently to
some other field of research with often equally stringent demands
would not be prohibitive.

I argue, however, that such attempts, which take Levi-Strauss’s
(1963) definition of anthropology as the “technique du dépaysement”47

to its conceptual limit, must be made if we are to surpass the indefen-
sible social constructivism that claims that science, or, symmetrically,
another culture’s valued knowledge, is a mere imposition that the
“mind” places on the world. Kuhn’s metaphor of the double-sided
“coinage” of language and nature (see The Resistance of Things-in-
Themselves, above) suggests a fitting metaphorical conclusion.

To locate human knowledge exclusively at the level of language,
symbols, or other forms of representation is to devalue this coinage.
One then produces “translations” or interpretations of other beliefs in
the form of texts that hold the place of the lived phenomenal world
they describe. To make this “exchange” equitable, the double-sided
coinage of one’s own phenomenal world must be put at risk. The
exchange of knowledge then ceases to be one of “translation” but
becomes instead one of “conversion.” What can be gained from such
research is a first-person understanding on its own terms of a differ-
ent mode of embodied subjectivity. The cost may be certain dear con-
victions that exclusive investment in one’s own phenomenal world
keeps secure.
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NOTES

1. Kuhn (1970, 167).
2. In the terminology of Hoyningen-Huene (1993).
3. Kuhn (1970, 193).
4. Kuhn (1970, 113).
5. Kuhn (1970, 43).
6. Kuhn (1977, 229).
7. See Hoyningen-Huene (1993, 111):

The determinate, proprietary features of stimuli are meant to have the func-
tion of warding off the complete relativization of the concept of reality to
individuals or communities, which threatens when we adopt the critical
epistemological standpoint characteristic of Kuhn’s theory. Although we
may never determine their features, stimuli do their job of resisting the
impending arbitrariness of perception and theory formation and thus pre-
vent the onset of thoroughgoing relativism, in virtue of their own being and
their proprietary determinacy.

8. Kuhn (1970, 193).
9. Kuhn (1970, 44).

10. Kuhn (1983a, 677).
11. Kuhn (1970, 170).
12. Kuhn (1970, 172-73).
13. see Kuhn (1970, 206).
14. Kuhn ([1981] 1987, 28).
15. Kuhn (1977, 351):

Many of the problems which have most vexed historians and philosophers
of science and of art lose their air of paradox and become research subjects
when they are viewed as ethological or sociological. That science and art are
both products of human behavior is a truism, but not therefore inconsequen-
tial. The problems of both “style” [in art] and “theory” [in science] may, for
example, be among the numerous prices we pay for ignoring the obvious.

16. Kuhn (1977) lists five: accuracy, consistency, scope, simplicity, and fruitfulness;
Kuhn (1983b, 568) refers to “such dimensions as accuracy, beauty, predictive power,
normativeness, generality and so on.”

17. Kuhn (1977, 335).
18. See Kuhn (1977, 270-80), “Logic of discovery or psychology of research.”
19. See previous section. The point is reiterated in Kuhn’s afterword to the festschrift,

World Changes (Horwitch 1993, 337):

What, if not a match with external reality, is the objective of scientific
research? Though I think it requires further thought and development, the
answer supplied in Structure still seems to me to be the right one: whether or
not individual practicioners are aware of it, they are trained to and rewarded
for solving intricate puzzles—be they instrumental, theoretical, logical or
mathematical—at the interface between their phenomenal world and their
communities’ belief about it.
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20. See Fabian (1983, 1999), Said (1979), Latour (1993), and the discussion in
Bouveresse (1982).

21. Wittgenstein’s (1953, 31) comments about the concept of games may apply to that
of puzzles (and, perhaps, to other general concepts like sciences):

What is common to them all?—Don’t say “There must be something com-
mon, or they would not be called ‘games’ ”—but look and see whether there is
anything common to all.—For if you look at them you will not see something
that is common to all, but similarities, relationships, and a whole series of
them at that.

22. For example, Biagioli (1990), Bloor (1991), Galison (1997), Latour (1993), Rouse
(1987, 1998), Shapin and Schaffer (1985), and several of the articles in Pickering (1992).

23. Kuhn (1977, xv).
24. See Stocking (1966). For an early source in the genealogy of this form of relativ-

ism, see von Humboldt (1967).
25. See Whorf (1956).
26. This claim and those of the previous paragraph would, to be fully supported,

require a historical survey of anthropology that length constraints prohibit (for a
Kuhnian outline of this history, see Stocking [1992]). One notable example is Levi-
Strauss (1962, 13-22).

27. The term symmetry used in this sense derives from Bloor (1991).
28. This formulation of symmetry, although indebted to Bruno Latour’s (1988)

work, must be distinguished from it. Latour’s emphasis on “materials” and categorical
denial of “consciousness” as even an analytic term is insufficient when faced with prac-
tices, like those just mentioned, in which “consciousness” is both the target and an “actor”
in experiments. See, however, Latour’s (1999) elaborations of the concept of “factishes” to
deal with phenomena such as spirit possession or visions of the Virgin Mary.

29. See Hoyningen-Huene (1993, 123-28) and in a more condensed form (1990).
30. These factors are addressed explicitly in Davidson (1984).
31. Hoyningen-Huene (1993, 124).
32. Hoyningen-Huene (1993, 128).
33. Hoyningen-Huene (1993, 130).
34. See Hoyningen-Huene (1993, 126, footnote), where “technical applicability” is a

criterion of demarcation between the natural and the human sciences.
35. One way of reading the work of Michel Foucault is as an investigation of the

ways that such “realistic” anthropological premises in various disciplines have been
applied throughout Western institutions; he criticizes such self-fulfilling prophecies as
entwined with restrictive and pathogenic processes. See especially The Order of Things:
“The Anthropological Sleep” (1970, 340-43).

36. Note the overlap between such a narratological or mythic structure and Kuhn’s
paradigmatic exemplars.

37. Whorf (1956, 139) is just one example. See also the lectures on “Conversion” in
James (1958).

38. Kuhn (1977, xi-xiii).
39. As shown in a recent work in which Geertz discusses the aims and methods of

anthropology in relation to Wittgenstein, Kuhn and other philosophers (Geertz 2000),
this extreme interpretation of Interpretation applies less to Geertz himself than to those
who, under his influence and that of structuralism, have sought to analyze cultures as
formal systems of symbols in abstraction from practical situations.
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40. See Nietzsche ([1874] 1983). In Nietzsche’s opinion, the weaknesses inherent to
historiographical practice (i.e., the inevitability of a reconstruction’s being shaped by
concerns of the present) are, if acknowledged and applied with contemporary aims in
mind, reevaluated as strengths.

41. Collins and Pinch (1982, 10). In the history of science, recent researchers have
taken seriously the action-centered version of hermeneutics implied by the notion of
“tacit knowledge”—a term coined first by Polanyi ([1966] 1983), sketched in the later
Wittgenstein, taken up by Kuhn, and strongly advanced with the notion of “interven-
tion” in Hacking (1983)—by reconstructing the apparatus for historically significant
experiments and attempting, with great difficulty, to conduct them again in the present.
See Sibum (1995) and Staubermann (1998).

42. See Wagner (1981, 1986) for a compelling argument on the ways in which anthro-
pologists and other actors engage in processes of “objectification” through the dialecti-
cal opposition of different cultures or different domains within a single culture.

43. Such is a plausible reading of the metatheoretical intent of B. L. Whorf’s (1956)
linguistics.

44. See Geertz (1973, 20):

To the degree that [the notion of “participant observation”] has led the
anthropologist to block from his view the very special, culturally bracketed
nature of his own role and to imagine himself something more than an inter-
ested (in both senses of that word) sojourner, it has been our most powerful
source of bad faith.”

See also Clifford (1988, 90), in a discussion of Marcel Griaule’s “initiatory paradigm”:
“To say that ethnography is like initiation is not to recommend that the researcher actu-
ally undergo the processes by which a native attains the wisdom of the group. Griaule
has little use for such a comédie.”

45. Key points in such a history would include Frank Hamilton Cushing’s work
among the Zuni (see Hinsley 1989); the tragically neglected Chicago sociologist James
Sydney Slotkin’s membership in and advocacy on behalf of the Native American
Church, whose use of peyote as a sacrament led to court cases in the 1950s (Slotkin 1952,
1956); the hugely influential but effectively blacklisted Don Juan series of Carlos
Castaneda (which has, arguably, served as the crypto-paradigm of much American
anthropology of the past three decades: see Castaneda 1972); Michael Harner’s (1972)
work on shamanistic practices of the Jivaro; Stoller and Oakes’s In Sorcery’s Shadow
(1987)and Jeanne Favret-Saada’s (1977) Les Mots, la mort, les sorts, in which the authors
are involved in practices of sorcery among, respectively, the Songhay and French vil-
lagers; and Edith Turner’s (1982) accounts of Experiencing Ritual among the Ndembu, as
well as her ritual and shamanistic workshops. See also the discussions of “anthropolog-
ical atheism” and “the reality of spirits” in Ewing (1994) and Turner (1983).

46. Kuhn (1970, 204).
47. Levi-Strauss (1963, 117). Dépaysement connotes “homelessness,” “marginality,”

or “uprooting.”
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