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Some time ago, a reviewer in a Turkish daily newspaper took it as his task to use 
an ethnography of a Turkish village recently translated from English to attack 
anthropology as a discipline. His charge was that anthropology is an "unformed" 
discipline, one without visible norms and standards, in which the ethnographer's 
task is to force observations into a particular theoretical fran~ework. 

The critic unfortunately confused a well-known but highly problematic ethnog- 
raphy with an entire discipline. And yet he was not entirely off base. The author 
of the translated study is known to have only rudimentary Turkish, and the study 
shows the author reading large meanings into small things, as is the ethnograph- 
er's wont. But there are meanings, and then there are meanings. The local critic's 
voice charges that anthropology is a discipline that over-signifies, that confuses 
meaning with significance. And while good ethnography often makes the strange 
fanilliar, it also should make the familiar strange, so that the meanings that we 
find in things also have significance for those whom we study. 

The monograph at hand, Personal States: Making Connectior~s hehvcen People 
and Bureaucracy in Turkey, presents this reviewer with a peculiar challenge. The 
hook purports to describe relations of people and state via a state-owned sugar 
enterprise in northeastern Turkey. For those interested in the workings of the 
Turkish provincial bureaucracy, this hook provides extraordinary detail about its 
administration. It contains chapters on factory structure, village brokering, crm- 
tracts. and privatization. It reviews the literature-familiar to any specialist on 
Turkey-on the ways in which "family" is metaphorically extended to include 
work relations, the village, even the state. Many of the details presented about 
such networks would he familiar to anyone who has lived in Turkey for any peri- 
od of time. The hook also provides quite a lot of information about beet produc- 
tion, sugar extraction, and the contracts that secure relations hetween farmer and 
factory. As a type of bureaucratic history, i t  appears complete. 

The book's primary failing is as an ethnography. Its ethnography comes in bits 
and pieces, often decontextualized and juxtaposed w ~ t h  each other for crrnven- 
ience. I had no sense of who the "farmers" and "engineers" and "hurenucrats" in 
her study were. Apart frorn one engineer, Hnyram, they ;dl appear as persons in 
the ethnography only inyofar as they represent the c:~tego~-ies of "farn~el.," "sngi- 
11t.er." or "bureaucrat." While there may have heen roine p o d  methodolc~gici~i 
rr3~0il for lakin? t!~is tack.. that reawn is i~t .ce~- hrntetl < I !  iitsi~fiec' in lii? iexl. 



Page 130 POLAR: Vol. 27, No. 2 

Overall, the work appears lo be an outline (rather than a description) of a net- 
work, the textual equivalent of a Venn diagram. The book's main theoretical con- 
tribution is to assert that evelyone sees the state differently, and in ways that 
often contradict each other and even themselves. While this is a poin~ worth illus- 
trating, i t  does not seem to this reader to be a particularly interesting point. nor 
one worth exploring at such lenglh 

Some of the most interesting recent work on factory production has shown the 
potential contribution of ethnography to what has traditionally been a realm of 
sociological and Marxist theory. Leslie Salzinger's Genders in Production: 
Making Workers in MexicoS Global Factories (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 2003) or Samer Shehata's dissertation, "Plastic Sandals, Tea, 
and Time: Shop Floor Politics and Culture in Egypt" (Department of Politics, 
Princeton University, 2000) both illustrate the potential of ethnography to under- 
stand the workings of factory production within larger social structures, whether 
local. national, or global. Salzinger, a sociologist, and Shehata, a political scien- 
tist, use ethnography to make the factory and its workers come alive. This makes 
the lack of ethnographic material in a supposed ethnography eve11 more disap- 
pointing. While this work is more cor~cemed with networks than with work itself, 
it would still aid in understanding the meaning of those rietworks to have some 
sense of the farmers', workers', engineers', and bureaucrats' lives. 

One consequence of the lack of deep description is the author's tendency to ilse 
decontextualized quotations, with no clear indication of the representativeness of 
the person quoted or that person's capacity to make a statement relating to the point 
the author wishes to make. This tendency is especially clear in the many places 
where the author poses several decontextualized quotations from different persons 
side by side, with the clear implication that comparison will make her point for her. 
Such techniques appear methodologically questionable to this reader. 

However, my more general criticism of this work as ethnography is that the 
author does not seem particularly interested in her Turkish audience and would. 
I believe, fall victim to the above critic's charge. My more serious concern, then, 
is that the author fails to pay attention to the distinction between meaning and 
significance. Indeed, it appears that this book's rather peculiar project is to make 
the familiar obvious and the strange an oddity. The effect is an unfortunate ori- 
entalizing of everyday life. 

This is demonstrated in the author's tendency to put what she clearly thinks are 
significant examples in ethnographic "boxes" (literally). To justify t h ~ s  charge, I 
rnust quote from one such box and will choose the first one, which started this 
reader off on a had note: 

.4 farmer in east Anatc)li,r was extolling the \.irtues of Turkey pro- 
ducing so much sugar that the excess of such abundance could be 
exported to nziglrbvuring countri?.~. The I'a.n~er gestured !o illus- 
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trate his point. his lowered left hand ~niming an outponring of 
exported sugar his right acting as a raised funnel for the sugar. It 
was a brief moment, but the farmer's expressive gesture was star- 
tlingly like a dervish's tranced movement of receiving Divine 
Grace in one upturned hand, and allowing it to flow over 
humankind with the other. 

While one might be able to read such a gesture in this way, this interpretation is, 
to put it mildly, a stretch. For 'Turkish readers, such all interpretation wonld not 
cause a moment of insight and recognition, bur rather headshaking about the 
ethnographer's tendency to oversignify. 

Turkey is a notoriously difficult place to do f ic ld~ork bccausc of the many over- 
lays of various traditions: syncretic brands of Islan~; a history of imperialism; a 
modemizing nationalism that bears all the halln~arks of a religion. Worr~ro in vil- 
lages are married early and not dlowed an education, while women in the pro- 
fessions succeed to higher positions more easily than in Europe or America. 
Turkey has long been considered both an exception in the Muslim world and an 
example for it. Such contradictions and complications are part of what make 
'Turkey such a fascirrating site for study, but they also seem to call for a certain 
degree of intellectual humility. 

The book's most interesting sections were where that humility was demonstrat- 
ed. Where the author discusses her own process of learning. or where she 
engages in debate with others, the path is opened to other interpretations. 
Admitting other interpretations also forccs one to justify onc's own. The work is 
least successful where the author attempts to impose mterpretations of cultural 
signs, as where she early in the book remarks that kissing the hand (el u/~rrrek) is 
something demeaning. done by children to parents, and describes later in the 
book how the enginerr Bayram ingratiated himself in a particular ~illage by kiss- 
ing the hands of the elders. Kissing the hand may be demeaning, it may he ingr;i- 
tiating, it may he a sign of love and respect, or it may he all these things at once. 
For large numbers or people, it remains a common practice. A~notig the tnodem- 
izing elite, it is rarer, but some will still kiss the hands of older relatives on hol- 
idays. Like any practice, it is complex and needs tu be contcxtualized, and 
through being contextualized it may be possible to understand its place as one of 
the habituated signs of hierarchy. 

Overall. then, the book I S  a solid study or bureaucratic structure. It is shakier, 
though, in its attempt ethnographically to understaud bureaucratic practice. The 
author's conclusion that people an;llogize the state to the family is hardly a new 
one for Turkey, though the author does provide ways to understand how that 
works. stmcturally speakinp, in  the livcs o!' average Turks, whether farmers or 
buleauc;ats 


