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Commentary: An Abenaki Anthropologist’s Take on the Discipline 
By Ashley Elizabeth Smith
     Recently, a close friend stopped me in 
the middle of one of my family stories and 
said, “Wait, just how Indian are you, 
anyway?”  This question has stuck with me 
and has driven me to explore what the 
utterance of such a question means for me, 
as a budding anthropologist, for Native 
Americans in general and for the discipline 
of anthropology. 
     At a time when anti-native racism is 
widely condemned, many people are still 
afraid to come forward and talk about their 
heritage because they are afraid of how 
others may react.  My own fear of working 
in academia has come from a seemingly 
rigid concept of what academic work looks 
like.  While being trained in anthropology, I 
came to understand Eva Garroutte’s (2003) 
claim that academia does not recognize 
native worldviews as valid.  I found it 
difficult to fit my work into the 
predetermined academic formulas for 
writing and knowing in anthropology.  I 
could not help but notice how similar this is 
to structural and symbolic forms of violence.  
Structural violence can be defined as chronic 
oppression and social inequality (Bourgois 
2004: 426).  Bourgois claims that structural 
violence transmits itself into symbolic 
violence, wherein inequalities and 
humiliations become internalized and 
legitimized.  Symbolic violence is then 
“exercised through cognition and 
misrecognition, knowledge and sentiment, 
with the unwitting consent of the 
dominated” (Bourgois 2004: 426).  By 
structurally determining that there is a right 
or wrong way to define and express 
knowledge, are we not committing violence 
against those peoples who create and convey 
knowledge in ways different from us? 
     During my fieldwork among the Abenaki 
in the northeastern United States, I struggled 

to understand how Abenaki identity has 
been affected by centuries of violence.  I 
strove to learn just what had happened to my 
own family and how our history of 
oppression and erasure affected who I am 
today.  The project evolved out of personal 
goals and worldviews, which led me to 
realize that it was imperative that I be part of 
my own study.  My personal connection to 
Abenaki social networks and Abenaki, 
fragmented, historical memory allowed me 
to reflect on the data in a meaningful way. 
     Anthropologists have a long history of 
challenging our discipline, including 
questioning our research methods in order to 
improve them.  My intimate connection to 
my research led me to challenge the role of 
the anthropologist in the production of 
ethnography.  This is, of course, not the first 
time this role has been challenged.  Ruth 
Behar’s (1993) now famous likening of 
anthropologists to “priests taking 
confessions” demonstrated the problematic 
dynamics of the ethnographer/informant 
relationship.  Behar felt that this dynamic 
led to the assumption that the ethnographer 
has more power or authority than the 
informant, which she felt was inaccurate.   
     My research expands on the questions 
Behar has raised, by exploring what happens 
when the ethnographer is part of the 
community about which she is studying and 
writing; can she then be part of the study?  
Furthermore, should the ethnographer be 
considered an insider or an outsider, and in 
what contexts?   
     The salience of these questions was 
highlighted for me as I began writing my 
ethnography.  I found myself uncertain of 
how to incorporate the personal elements of 
my research within the discipline of 
anthropology as learned through college 
coursework.  I asked myself: Is it alright to 



National Association of Student Anthropologists e-Journal  Vol. 1, No. 1, Fall 2008/Spring 2009 
 

 15 

talk about my own experiences with my 
research?  What part of my family 
experiences is relevant to the discipline?  
Can I talk about being afraid to be open 
about my heritage depending on the setting 
that I am in?  Can I discuss how hard it has 
been for me to take the step and say to 
schoolchildren at my hometown, “hey, the 
Abenaki still exist, because there’s one 
standing in front of you”?  Can I include 
what it feels like to try to step out of hiding 
as I know it?  These questions and 
uncertainties speak to the issue of erasure in 
that they are examples of internalized 
historical and contemporary fear of ridicule 
and discrimination, or what Bourgois (2004) 
has described as symbolic violence.  
     It seems that while personal experience is 
always part of anthropological research, it is 
often a different sort of personal experience, 
mainly the experiences of an outsider 
stepping into a new culture and trying to 
make sense of it.  In my case, I was learning 
about my family story through studying the 
culture of people with similar family stories 
to mine.  Like Kirin Narayan (1993:672), I 
have aimed to “incorporate personal 
narrative into a wider discussion of 
anthropological scholarship” in order to 
explore how a researcher can be both an 
insider, or “native,” and an observer.  
However, for quite some time I was unsure 
how to address this portion of my research, 
because I had been trained to think that this 
was not the way anthropology worked.  I 
found myself fearing that my methodology 
and data were not “academic enough.”  The 
feeling of uncertainty about how whether or 
not I could put my story as a Native woman 
into my research is a silencing that can be 
likened to the history of silencing Native 
Americans in the United States, particularly 
in academia.  
     My study is an attempt at the new kind of 
Native American scholarship that many 

scholars, such as sociologist Eva Garroutte 
(2003), claim is needed.  Garroutte (2003) 
asserts that this need arises because 
traditional forms of academia do not fully 
understand or accurately represent 
indigenous knowledge because it is not 
considered valid or rational.  I believe that 
academia should be a way to open doors and 
end silence, not a mechanism which imposes 
another layer of silencing.  Garroutte calls 
for a new type of scholarship which requires 
us to “enter tribal philosophies” and “enter 
tribal relations” and recognize tribal 
knowledge as a form of knowledge equal to 
Western knowledge.  As someone who has 
entered tribal relations, I have particular 
insight into Abenaki cultural identity and, 
though positioned as an insider, I seek to 
also be recognized as an ethnographer 
whose work has the potential of being 
academic, relevant, rich and rigorous.   
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