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THE INTERPRETATION OF CULTURES

One night, when Cohen (who speaks fluent Berber), was up there, at Mar
musha, two other Jews who were traders to a neighboring tribe came by to
purchase some goods from him. Some Berbers, from yet another neighbor
ing tribe, tried to break into Cohen's place, but he fired his rifle in the air.
(Traditionally, Jews were not allowed to carry weapons; but at this period
things were so unsettled many did so anyway.) This attracted the attention
of the French and the marauders tied.
The next night, however, they came back, one of them disguised as a
woman who knocked on the door with some sort of a story. Cohen was sus
picious and didn't want to let "her" in, but the other Jews said, "oh, it's all
right, it's only a woman." So they opened the door and the whole lot came
pouring in. They killed the two visiting Jews, but Cohen managed to barri
cade himself in an adjoining room. He heard the robbers planning to burn
him alive in the shop after th;Y removed his goods, and so he opened the
door and, laying about him wildly with a club, managed to escape through a
window.
He went up to the fort, then, to have his wounds dressed, and complained
to the local commandant, one Captain Dumari, saying he wanted his 'ar
i.e., four or five times the value of the merchandise stolen from him. The
robbers were from a tribe which had not yet submitted to French authority
and were in open rebellion against it, and he wanted authorization to go
with his mezrag-holder, the Marmusha tribal sheikh, to collect the 1n91;m1tity
that, under traditional rules, he had coming to him. Captain p.urn�i
couldn't officially give him permission to do this, because__of th� retjy�
hibition of the mezrag relationship, but he gave him verbal aiJtl1�t.iijtfor1;
saying, "If you get killed, it's your problem."
_ . •'
_ _ _ .··..· _. went
So the sheikh, the Jew, and a small company of armed Marmushli.ns
off ten or fifteen kilometers up into the rebellious area, where the,� .-w�re of
course no French, and, sneaking up, captured the thief-tribe's �hep!J.erd and
stole its herds. The other tribe soon came riding out on horses �ter ·them,
armed with rifles and ready to attack. But when they saw who the "sheep
.thieves" were, they thought better of it and said, "all right, we'lFtalk/' They
couldn't really deny what had happened-that some of their .-men· had
robbed Cohen and killed the two visitors-and they weren't p;.e,p�ed Jo
start the serious feud with the Maqnusha a scuffle with theJIJ.:Vllf\il.1.t ,party
would bring on. So the two groups talked, and talked, and ta)!s�i t,qfr_ e on
.
the plain amid the thousands of sheep, and decided finally on:µx.e:!J.�lldred
sheep damages. The two armed Berber groups then lined up"'ori"thefr'liorses
at opposite ends of the plain, with the sheep herded between them, and
Cohen, in his black gown, pillbox hat, and flapping slippers, went out alone
among the sheep, picking out, one by one and at his own good· speed, the
best ones for his payment.
So Cohen got his sheep and drove them back to Marmusha. The French,
up in their fort, heard them coming from some distance ("Ba, ba, ba" said
Cohen, happily, recalling the image) and said, "What the hell is that?" And
Cohen said, "That is my 'ar." The French couldn't believe he had actually
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\-;, done what he said he had done, and accused him of being a spy for the re
'"" bellious Berbers, put him in prison, and took his sheep. In the town, his
(il!UilY, not having heard from him in so long a time, thought he was dead.
Bu{ after a while the French released him and he came back home, but
. \\'ithout his sheep. He then went to the Colonel in the town, the Frenchman
-in charge of the whole region, to complain. But the Colonel said, "I can't do
' · anything about the matter. It's not my problem."
Quoted raw, a note in a bottle, this passage conveys, as any similar
on.e. similarly presented would do, a fair sense of how much goes into
e�ographic description of even the most elemental sort-how extraor
arily ''thick" it is. In finished anthropological writings, including
tti()se collected here, this fact-that what W.f- call our data are really�
constructions of other people's constructio11s of what they and their
. m12atriots _ are upto-is obscured because most of what we need to
reliend a particular event, ritual, custom, idea, or whatever is in
as background information before the thing itself is directly ex
.--(Even to reveal t!iiat tliTs little drama took place in the high
of central Morocco in 1912-and was recounted there in
.....-is to determine much of our understanding of it.) There is noth
articularly wrong with this, and it is in any case· inevitable. But it
l�ad to a view of anthropological research as rather more of an ob· nal and rather less of an interpretive activity than it really is.
qtjwn at the factual base, the hard rock, insofar as there is any, of
e enterprise, we are already explicating: and worse, explicating
ations. Winks upon winks upon winks.
lysis, then, is sorting out the structures of signification-what
balled established cod.es, a somewhat misleading expression, for it
e enterprise sound too much like that of the cipher clerk when
::h� m�or: ie� li]ke th�at off�!���!Y-9jtic-and determining their
�� �
ii !OLt.... Here, in our text, such sorting would begin
:!l
guishing the three unlike frames of interpretation ingredient
ation, Jewish, Berber, and French, and would then move on
how (and why) at that time, in that place, their copresence proa situation in which systematic misunderstanding reduced tradi
orm to social farce. What tripped Cohen up, and with him the
: ancient pattern of social and economic relationships within
]:1e functioned, was a confusion of tongues.
1 come back to this too-compacted aphorism later, as well as to
·us of the text itself. The point for now is only that ethnography
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