Paul Manning (Trent University, Peterborough, Ontario)
From clashes of personalities to clashes of civilizations.
I’d like to preface my comments with a more general rant about the term ‘ethics’.  While ethics arise in a philosophical context of personal moral deliberation over ‘the good life’, currently practicing anthropologists confront a code of ethics as an alien entity embodied in the activities of institutional review boards, none of which are ‘professional’.  That is, those who deliberate over the ‘ethical’ status of proposals are usually not members of one’s own profession.  So the ‘ethics’ that matter are neither ‘personal ethics’ nor ‘professional ethics’, but part of a broader institutional context which, in Canada for example, is a centralized government body.  One consequence of this is that the conditions that grants must submit to for ethics clearance are formulated generically, often on the model of some sort of laboratory oriented science treatment of human subjects.  A different epistemic model, a different methodological model, is presumed, one which is entirely at odds with the sort of open-ended informality of the work of participant observation.  In practice, anthropologists are virtually required to lie to these boards to do their work.  My suspicion is that people who engage in pious homilies about ‘ethics’ are either lying or simply have stopped doing anthropological fieldwork altogether.  Perhaps they have begun that charming mature phase of their careers where they stop doing their own work and start trying to micromanage the work of others. These are the sort of people who are also pious about ‘university service’ being just as important as scholarship or teaching, department chairs and future deans, in short.  In the pursuit of ethics, we find that we are professionally required to lie. I note that the requirements of ethics boards are almost always entirely founded in paradoxical injunctions that would cause a robotic brain to explode because of their logical contradictions.
  Because signature has been consecrated in our culture as being a performative act par excellence, we are asked to provide consent forms to our informants that they authenticate with signature.  (And, for amusement, I invite readers to idly entertain the fantasy of actually doing this, giving a consent form to literally everyone you meet during your fieldwork, which is logically entailed.)  We are already in Lalaland, then, when we are further asked to protect the anonymity of our informants.  Logical contradiction ensures, robot head explodes.  Two institutional discourses confront each other like matter and anti-matter, a legal discourse of the performative act of giving consent (the signature) and an ethical discourse of guaranteeing anonymity.  But signature (writing down one’s name) is the opposite of anonymity.
  This is not merely hard to do, it is logically impossible. To my mind, to claim that you can somehow do this is extremely unethical (you cannot protect the right to consent and the anonymity of your consultant simultaneously, and if you ever tell them you can, this is simply reckless endangerment), yet, again, we are asked to be unethical in the service of ethics.  

So, presumably, when we talk about ethical engagement, we must be talking about something which is not moored in any institutional or even professional discourse.  At first glance, then, we are not separated from our subjects by an epistemic or moral white lab coat, and we interact with them in fairly intimate ways that cannot help but affect their lives, and, as we often forget until too late, vice versa. In addition, even if in general we prefer to let our informants do most of the talking, we sometimes lose our tempers, and sometimes, since our informants are largely people like us, they want us to be honest, and they will know if we are lying.  Saying what we think, sometimes, is an obligation, after all, why should they tell us all this stuff if we won’t respond in turn?  There is a give and take, and we should also remember, that we lie, but they lie too.   Obviously, we should obey the cardinal rule obeyed by doctors, ‘first, do no harm’, and it seems to me that that pretty much takes care of the various spies, spooks and ‘embedded anthropologists’ who use our methods for frankly nefarious ends.  It’s all very messy, and one must weigh the consequences not only for them, but for oneself, depending on what one reveals.
The topic at hand is nationalism and xenophobia, but, where I work, the more pressing topic is a constellation of features having to do with a broader recently fashionable, Orientalist imaginary of a ‘clash of civilizations’, which frames discussions of nationalism, xenophobia, religion, what have you.   First, religion.  Let’s face it, if you are an atheist, much of the time you had better just lie about what you do or don’t believe.  The safe bet there, if there is one, is to simply assent amiably to whatever religious belief they choose to impute to you.  It’s a safe bet, but it is still a bet.  For example, in contemporary Georgia, talking for example to Muslims in Pankisi, I will allow that I am some kind of Christian and in general that seems to satisfy all curiosity.   For Orthodox Christians, however, there really is no good answer.  Most of the time, all anyone really wants to hear is that you are a Christian, full stop, which is just the same as announcing a public claim to being a good or normal person.  (This, I note, is as true of North America as it is of Georgia, particularly since much of the contemporary ‘Clash of Civilizations’ discourse at both vulgar and elite levels engages in a kind of specious genetic fallacy form of discourse that locates desirable properties of secular Western modernity in Christian antecedents, including the specious non-argument that ‘Judeo-Christian’ religion [a chimerical non-entity if there ever was one] is the basis for secular morality, but I digress.)  It’s a bit like in American Culture, when you are a stranger in town, announcing that you have a spouse and children, and therefore have a place to go at Thanksgiving and Christmas amounts to identifying yourself as being a “normal human being”, as being a part of a moral community of belonging, somewhere.
  If they are part of the Philetist (religious nationalist) persuasion, then there really is only one kind of Christian that is adequate, Georgian Orthodox, and there is no way I am that.  If I identify as a Protestant, then it is assumed I am a Jehovah’s Witness (who represent the most populous or at least best known form of Protestant in Georgia), if I identify as a Catholic, well, that’s just as bad.  It’s just one of those things, once the question is raised (for example, during a toast at a supra), you have a series of bad choices.  I admit that, out of boredom and irritation, I have fashioned a rather esoteric apophatic Christian sect that I am the sole member of, some version of Unitarian Universalism (which I was in fact raised as) that apparently regards all outward pronouncements of religious belief as idolatry and enjoins each believer to ‘keep it to himself’.  This has never really satisfied anyone, but it has forestalled lengthy rants occasioned when I have claimed membership in some more numerous sect.  But, if you are going to be forced to lie, in a manner that probably isn’t going to materially hurt anyone, why not lie artfully?   One of the people you are responsible to in fieldwork is yourself, and if you have reason to believe that one of your perduring status attributes (religion, sexual preference, etc.) is likely to get you beaten silly, you should lie about that.  After all, it’s not like ‘they’ don’t do it.  And, moreover, most of the time in the field you don’t have a good option, just a series of bad ones.  With respect to some status attributes that are not visually perceptible, lying is an option.  We should count ourselves lucky we have that option sometimes.
Sometimes you just lose your temper.  For example, last year, according to the average Georgian, exactly 40,000 Chinese traders descended on Tbilisi (the number can only be explained by a mystical Georgian nationalist numerology, King David the Rebuilder settled 40,000 Kipchaks in central Georgia in the 11th century).  Apparently this was a token of the end of the world.  Let us remember that Georgians do not experience ‘the city’ as a space whose primary characteristic is its heterogeneity.  Indeed, under socialism Tbilisi became ever more monolithically Georgian than it ever had been under Tsarism.  Furthermore, Georgians have a slippery grasp on the predicate ‘European’ (a category which includes America), which they generally associate with modernity, progress, and basically everything good in the universe (and in this one respect, if no other, Georgians really are Europeans).  The Chinese are Asians.  Not good, especially since Georgians are somewhat obsessive about their precarious status as Europeans. Plus, as the rant continues, they breed like rabbits and pretty soon Tbilisi will be a Chinese city.  Having heard this rant a good number of times, I began to be irritable, pointing out, for example, that many of my best students were of Chinese descent, or idly wondering why, if the Europeans were so great, why were the Chinese, and not the Europeans, investing in Georgia, and so on.  In a moment of sheer contrariness, I even reprogrammed my mobile phone to have a pleasing Oriental-sounding ring tone.  My main point was this: you Georgian have so many real problems to complain about, why make up fake ones?  I admit, my Bad Anthropologist was coming out, but then, if I hadn’t engaged in debate, I wouldn’t have found the people who actually agreed with me.  Plus, I had heard more than enough. I wasn’t ever going to learn anything new by hearing the same tirade again, except about my capacity for self-control, which is minimal.  Whatever choice you make, you’ll still learn something, it seems.  Plus, it seems to me, that in order to be taken seriously as a potential friend, a relevant social other, it’s not sufficient to bend pliantly like a reed to any and all social pressures, you have to provide resistance to be experienced as a real social being.  Sometimes, of course, it is a real obligation too.  Friends of mine emigrating to the United States (and planning, of course, to remain illegally) would frequently ask me about the country.  Knowing that they had a largely fantastic view of the country in which all positive aspects of value resided there, just as all negative ones were here, they would become ever more irritated when I warned them, for example, that cops in the US were not Care Bears but very much to be feared.  Often we fought because my empirical description of the place where I grew up did not correspond to their fantasy of a place they’d never been, and this angered them.  They never took my warnings seriously, of course, before they left.  However, after spending some nights in a US jail, they later thanked me for honesty.
I’ve never been one for excessive hand-wringing about these things.  Like most anthropologists, I suspect, I make one idiotic error of judgment after another and then conceal my errors by not writing them up for publication (unless you are one of those anthropologists who revels in performing a transgressive persona.)  As near as I can tell, the primary victim of these errors of judgment has usually been me (anthropologists seriously kid themselves about the power asymmetries in fieldwork, I think, which don’t always, or even mostly, favor the anthropologist) (again, see some of the papers in Meneley and Young 2005).  But what I’d like to talk about is an uncomfortable moment in my fieldwork, a set of relationships involving two of my informants whose personal relationship soured around the same time as the relationship between the ideologies they were representative of became truly a ‘clash of civilizations’, the story of why my fieldwork in Pankisi Gorge, with a Georgian folklorist and our Georgian-Chechen host, was a dismal failure.  
I met the Folklorist, whom we will call ‘Nugzar’, at a rather dismal conference in Kutaisi in 2003.  He was a likeable fellow, my age, who liked me because I was an Georgian-speaking American who smoked.  Also, we had a similarly alienated relationship to the emergent theme of the conference, many of whose older attenders were ex-members of Parliament under the Gamsakhurdia regime, and therefore mystical nationalist crackpots of the first order.  I attended his paper on language contact in Pankisi Gorge, where his characterization of the language of the Gorge as ‘variegated’ was lambasted.  How could there be ‘language contact’, let alone a ‘variegated’ result of contact, when what was in contact was, after all, different kinds of Georgian dialects?  The emergent theme of the conference, in which the Patriarchy of Georgia also participated, was that Georgian was the mother tongue of all Georgians, even those who did not speak Georgian, because Georgian was the language of confession of the Church.  Thus, what western linguists would characterize as different ‘languages’ (like Georgian, Svan and Mingrelian) were really different ‘dialects’ (albeit mutually unintelligible ones), thus preserving the unity of the Georgians as united by sharing this single ‘mother tongue’.  We skipped most of the conference, drank and smoked to excess, and complained about ‘the crazy people’. 

Beginning in Kutaisi and later in Tbilisi, Nugzar convinced me that I really should accompany him to do fieldwork in Pankisi Gorge.  Since Pankisi had been identified as a ‘hotspot’ in the War on Terror, with (completely unfounded) rumors of Al Qaeda bases and biological weapons labs, I agreed.  Also, I wanted to go to a place that the U.S. Government forbade me to go to.  Plus, it was understudied, the ethnic mixture of Pankisi having no fascination for Georgian nationalist ethnographers, other than Nugzar.   The next year we went off to Pankisi, a grueling folkloric tour largely determined by Nugzar’s scientific plan.  We would march from village to village, some days covering 20 kilometres in the hot sun, seeking out old people, collecting genealogies, staving off offers of hospitality, and returning each night to the house of our host, a local Kist eminence whom we will call ‘Soso’.  
Soso is a bit of a local character, a local representative of the intelligentsia, fluent in various languages including Chechen, Kist, Georgian, Russian, a writer of poetry, and a weaver of fantastic cross-linguistic etymologies in which all words of every language could be reduced to inherited Vai-Nakh language roots.  The esoteric meaning hidden in all these etymologies, when decoded, pointed to a period of history in which the Vai-Nakh people ruled the earth and the Jews were their slaves. (Yes, anti-semitism, and no, I never bothered to say anything about it: literally everyone in the village considered the man’s theories to be a silly but harmless eccentricity, not just me or Nugzar)   You never really could tell if he was joking or not, and if so, at whose expense.  Then he would declaim ponderous poetry in a thunderous voice, and we would get drunk, too, on indifferent home-brewed vodka which, often as not, had flies floating in it.  Soso struck me as being a fairly harmless local eccentric.  Though he had known Nugzar for ten years, I could sense that Nugzar was finding Soso less funny than before.  You might guess that the anti-semitism was what it was about, but I doubt it.  The fact is, Nugzar was a Georgian, Soso a Kist.  Moreover, Nugzar was an ardent supporter of the Rose Revolution, ‘pro-western’, and deeply afraid of ‘Muslim Extremism’, specifically Wahhabism, which had taken root in the Gorge.  Nugzar’s argument was that not only was Wahhabism bad because it was tantamount to terrorism, but also because it represented a falling away from the traditional forms of Islam in the valley which represented a kind of folklore.  Soso, therefore, was the kind of Muslim that Nugzar could sort of get along with, after all, he was a traditional adherent of local forms of Islam and he drank enough to prove it, plus, they were both members of the intelligentsia: if Soso was Nugzar’s patron in the valley of Pankisi, the Nugzar was Soso’s patron in the intellectual and academic world outside it. 
But what can one do when one’s two colleagues and hosts enter a state of enmity?  Part of the reason may have been an ugly intrusion of the increasingly authoritarian Saakashvili regime (whose authoritarian tendencies, by now, are common knowledge), who, in 2005, responded to a relatively minor felony by a Kist man by bringing in heavily armed Special Ops troops into the village of Duisi and attacking the house where the man was holed up with at least one other Kist with automatic weapons and rockets, in an obviously pedagogical display of the state’s capacity for violence.  The house exploded right before our eyes, while we were trying to do fieldwork a few blocks away, and, as it happens, it was my last day of fieldwork in Pankisi with Nugzar.  That same day, we visited Soso, and suffice to say, Soso, whose close relative had been killed in the violence, was not a little discomfited.  We drank heavily that night at Soso’s, and various things were said, but it was clear that this moment had produced an ideological rift between Nugzar, an ardent and uncritical supporter of the government, and Soso, an erstwhile one.  Interestingly, this came to a head, as it always did, in the toast to the Homeland, and, specifically, since as a foreign guest this toast had to register my homeland, the question of what my homeland was to be.  As a avowedly Pro-Western Pro-Bush Islamophobe, Nugzar would often wax quite embarrassingly and frankly irritatingly on this toast toasting my erstwhile country of residence, the United States.  On this occasion, he did so, only less loquaciously.  For the Kists, however, I was always considered to be a Canadian, though I am not a citizen of this country, and on this occasion too, the toast was to Canada.  My own identity was subdivided rhetorically to reposition me on different sides of the ‘War on Terror’, of the ‘Clash of Civilizations’, with Canada (as a non-participant in the Iraq war) preferred by the Kisti, and the US preferred by the Georgians.  (This is perhaps more insidious than our complicity with nationalism and xenophobia  in our fieldwork: when we allow ourselves to become emissaries of ‘the West’, we are often forced to align ourselves with local political projects and programs that local elites or our own governments are engaged in, presumably in imitation of ‘the West’.)    
The following year, I visited Soso alone in Pankisi.  He expressed regrets that, after a period of 10 years, that Nugzar no longer would come to visit them, and work with them.  Nugzar had told me this when I arrived in 2006, and we made plans to visit regions of Georgia that are more classical topics of Georgian ethnography.  Nugzar had not only abandoned Pankisi, on the grounds that his work there was finished, but had abandoned Soso as well.  The university reforms initiated by the Saakashvili regime in 2006 led to the liquidation of the academic intelligentsia as a class, particularly the rural exponents of the intelligentsia, people like Soso.  Soso’s wife claimed (Soso was relatively silent on the point) that Soso’s pet theories that were the cause of his expulsion from the university, that he had been warned to be silent about his Vai-Nakh etymologies.  This may have been part of it (but frankly, had his theories had a pro-Georgian bent they would not have been considered ‘crazy’), but part of it was simply a disenfranchisement of the bulk of the academic intelligentsia.  Nugzar, of course, as one of those who stood to gain from this change, became ever more loyal to the government position.  At the same time, his attitude towards Soso was ever more patronizing. Ultimately, of course, he stopped ‘patronizing’ Soso, that is, he withheld his patronage from Soso, perhaps because he could do nothing to help him, perhaps because he did not wish to help a ‘crazy’ man work in the new academic world.

But Nugzar, predictably, hid all this somewhat shabby academic politics behind a sublime window-dressing of the War on Terror and Clashes of Civilizations.  The fact that he had, in effect, abandoned a friend and colleague in a fairly self-serving and instrumental fashion could instead be recast in the rather more noble light of the moral certainties and teleologies of the War on Terror.  Now Soso, a secular socialist intellectual with a couple of somewhat wacky ethno-linguistic theories typical of this genus, was rebranded as an Islamic or Chechen terrorist, if not personally, by association (and a series of entirely typical, and entirely absurd, elisions such that ‘Chechen’ or ‘Wahhabi’ are synonymous with ‘Terrorist’): He had had Chechen guests had he not? His eldest son was a Wahhabi, was he not?  One night in 2007 while doing fieldwork in Khevsureti, Nugzar kept us up all night long worrying aloud in a pitiable whine that Soso threatened to have him killed by Chechen terrorists.  Impatient with this new line of nonsense and desirous of sleep, I tried to calm him by emphasizing that Chechens had better things to do than kill someone like him, a relatively insignificant academic.   To no avail, the whining continued until dawn.
I last saw Soso on the streets of Tbilisi, drunk, in the company of a group of Svans who were representatives of a publishing house which Soso hoped would publish his book on the glorious prehistory of the Vai-Nakh (specifically Kist) people revealed through etymology.  I was shanghai-ed to get drunk with them in a socialist style eatery, on some of the worst vodka I’ve ever had.  It looked like Soso had fallen into the hands of wolves: I wondered if he was picking up the bill for their drinking, giving them a feast (called a magarichi) in anticipation of some reciprocal favor (consideration of his manscript?).  I will never know.  The moment I entered the room I was already engineering my escape, but I was sad indeed to leave Soso there, dead drunk, at the mercy of some fairly dubious people, telling me over and over again outside as I was leaving: “Paul, I’m in a bad way.”  There was nothing I could do for him, then or now. 

This is the sort of tragedy that happens all the time.  It’s worth thinking about it because it is tragedy in the usual sense: a train of events that unwinds inexorably, crushing all in its path.  Agency is irrelevant, that’s why it is tragic.  Could I have changed the outcome?  The last thing on my mind, from the moment the house exploded under rocket fire, to the last time I saw Soso, was the fate of my fieldwork in Pankisi.   Is there anything to be learned from it?  Perhaps the same thing that I learned in general in Pankisi gorge, a microcosm of the larger macrocosm.  It was this.  Pankisi had never really been anything like the global terror center that it was alleged to have been by various ‘intelligence’ sources in the West.  The discourse of the War on Terror and the Clash of Civilizations, however, applied to an extremely dull little backwater like Pankisi, made Pankisi newsworthy and research there even became fundable for ‘policy relevant’ grants.  The same thing happens all over the world, fantastic paradigms of macrocosmic opposition are useful to make relatively tawdry and banal local conflicts seem interesting and fundable.  That was why I went to Pankisi, after all.  But Nugzar’s representation of his conflict with Soso was of a piece, too, turning a personal estrangement between colleagues into something grander, more ‘political’ and less ‘personal’.   On a small level, of course, this is what we are forced to do all the time to gain the ear of foundations or publishers, turn our sleepy or not so sleepy little ethnographic backwaters into exponents of broader political, economic, or social thematics, writing them into grand narratives of one kind or another. 
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� The science fiction geek in me requires that I note that this trope, found in no less than 5 separate Star Trek Episodes, is a combination of the so-called ‘logic bomb’ trope (that logical paradoxes can kill artificial intelligences) with the equally popular ‘explosive circuitry’ trope (the visual motif that circuits, when overloaded, don’t shut off, rather, they explode).  


� For an excellent volume on auto-ethnographies of the academic see Meneley and Young (2005), which contains many savvy and engaging discussions along the lines of those we are engaging in here, where they also attribute this observation on the logical antithesis of signature and anonymity to me (Meneley and Young 2005: 24n1)


� In the context of noting the medico-scientific or bureaucratic rationalist origins of the emergence of the notion of a “normal human being”, Goffman notes that this notion has become part of the normative order, such that “Whatever its origins, it seems to provide the basic imagery through which laymen currently conceive of themselves. Interestingly, a convention seems to have emerged in popular life-story writing where a questionable person proves his claim to normalcy by citing his acquisition of a spouse and children, and, oddly, by attesting to his spending Christmas and Thanksgiving with them.” (Goffman 1963: 8 footnote)
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