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What constitutes the creative and 
transformative procedures shouldered by 
anthropologists as they endeavor to convey 
experience via text? The editors of The 
Composition of Anthropology: How 
Anthropological Texts Are Made argue there is 
a “specific character” (4) to these processes 
that, when explicated, assist in revealing 
anthropology’s disciplinary distinctiveness; 
a conviction that is unpacked by the 
contributing authors as they reflect on and 
write about the minute practices 
underpinning their ethnographic texts and 
how they come to evince a final form. The 
book is intended as both a “pedagogic guide” 
(4) and “methodological tool” (10) that offers 
new ways of thinking and writing about 
writing. The Composition of Anthropology will 
be of interest to students and established 
academics compelled by reflexive praxis and 
contemporary anthropological 
knowledge-making practices.
 
The Composition of Anthropology speaks to a 
body of literature traceable to a relatively 
recent turning point in the history of 
anthropology: the “writing culture” debate of 
the 1980s and its associated insistence that 
reflexivity play a paramount role in the 
practice of anthropology (Marcus and 
Clifford 1986). More specifically, The 
Composition of Anthropology is framed as a 
response to the current lack of attention 
given to the status and particulars of 
anthropological writing identified by the 
editors during their weekly lunchtime 
discussions at the Centre for Cosmopolitan 
Studies at the University of St. Andrews (4). 
Thus, the book seeks to understand how 
anthropologists transform experience into 

written text through the process of 
“entextualization” (6-7, 197); an exercise that 
inevitably involves questions of objectivity, 
ethics, and disciplinary distinctiveness, 
irrespective of one’s stance on “writing 
culture” (7).

An examination of entextualization 
undertaken by anyone other than the author 
would not account for choices pertaining to 
the aesthetics of sentence construction, 
vocabulary, syntax, and rhythm. Such an 
approach would also exclude the marginal 
scribblings and contents of notebooks that 
bridge one’s fieldnotes and published texts, 
thereby potentially resigning to obscurity the 
personal ambitions and political intentions 
latent to the textual work of anthropologists.
 
As a means to elucidate the private and often 
habitual factors intrinsic to the process of 
entextualization, each of the chapters in The 
Composition of Anthropology uses a 
Text/Commentary format and is prefaced by 
a brief Editor’s Introduction. The 
contributing authors provide a short piece of 
their anthropological writing (the “Text”) 
followed by a more substantial exposition 
(the “Commentary”) that elaborates on how 
the Text came to take the final form that it 
did. In other words, while the Text can be 
considered an anthropological construction, 
the Commentary is a type of deconstruction 
(9-10). For example, in Helena Wulff’s 
chapter, “Diversifying from Within: Diaspora 
Writings in Sweden,” she presents an excerpt 
from her research depicting racism as 
experienced by diaspora fiction writers 
based in Sweden (the “Text”). Accompanying 
the Text is a personal account of Wulff’s 
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Yellamma is a “hot” goddess who brings 
blessings and trouble to people. Given to the 
Goddess: South Indian Devadasis and the Sex-
uality of Religion describes how Yellamma’s 
devotees in rural Karnataka, India seek her 
favor through gifts of money, food, and 
sometimes by dedicating their daughters in 
marriage to the goddess. Devadasis are given 
to the goddess in order to escape Yellamma’s 
trouble, but their world also creates trouble 
by offering an alternative definition of 
kinship, challenging the dominant idea of 
religion, and presenting a form of sexuality 
that is neither prostitution nor conventional 
marriage. Written for a scholarly audience, 
this book covers multiple topics, winning the 
Michelle Z. Rosaldo Book Prize from the Asso-
ciation for Feminist Anthropology, the 2015 
Clifford Geertz Prize from the Anthropology 
of Religion, the 2015 Ruth Benedict Prize 
from the Association for Queer Anthropolo-
gy. 
Three themes – gods, gifts, and trouble – 
frame Ramberg’s analyses of religion, sexual-
ity, and kinship. Based on two years of field-
work, Ramberg explains how devadasis 
“world” (manifest) a “world” (a cultural, 
moral, and cosmological way of knowing and 
being) in which gods and spirits have power 
that is exhibited in the physical world. Deva-
dasis (those dedicated to a god or goddess) 
are often children of families who have expe-
rienced hardship, which they attribute to 
Yellamma. By marrying children to the god-
dess, families hope to obtain her favor. How-
ever, Christian feminists, Dalit reformers, 
and Indian nationalists view devadasis as 
exploited prostitutes who are promoting 
“backward” practices. These reformers 
define marriage to a goddess as superstitious 

prostitution that must be eradicated in 
modern India. They “world” a different world 
in which devotion to Yellamma is a supersti-
tion, not religion, and the sexual practices of 
devadasis are legally criminalized as prosti-
tution, according to a 1982 bill.
 
In Given to the Goddess, Ramberg explains 
that the criminalization of devadasi practice 
is an extension of colonial era policies that 
discouraged concubinal and courtesan rela-
tionships — even though they had been 
common in precolonial India. During the 
colonial era and in present attempts at 
reform, Ramberg posits that sexual person-
hood is tied to nation building, and prosti-
tutes are not considered legitimate persons 
within the vision of the new nation. She 
draws from Saba Mahmood’s (2005) warning 
that emancipation from governing regimes 
should not be equated with freedom from 
cultural practices. By criminalizing devadasi 
religious and cultural activities, national 
reformers “have rendered some lives unliv-
able under the sign of progress” (18).
  
There is room to expand here upon how 
national identity is closely linked with one’s 
religious identity. If India was not concerned 
about becoming “modern,” would it try to 
regulate devadasi practices so severely? This 
ethnography explores the consequences of 
uniting religious and political agendas — but 
does not further analyze how religious agen-
das gain power when they become political 
agendas (or vice versa).
 
Devadasi practice creates trouble for those 
who are dedicated by putting them at odds 
with feminist and Dalit reformers, but devo-
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intellectual history that reveals a childhood 
love of reading and ballet (the 
“Commentary”) — the creative techniques of 
which propelled her toward 
literary-anthropological work and the writing 
of the Text as part of a multi-disciplinary 
research program on world literatures 
involving the aforementioned diaspora 
fiction writers. Here, the Commentary 
sublates the Text by explicitly illustrating the 
way in which technique and desire can 
converge in a way that gives rise to creativity 
in both anthropological practice and the 
world of ballet.
 
Regarding the art of writing about writing, 
the editors recognize the necessity of 
honesty and generosity (10). However, given 
The Composition of Anthropology’s 
methodological and pedagogical intent, there 
is scope to elaborate on the verity that 
academics are often simply too close to their 
work to provide gainful perspective when 
recounting their respective intellectual 
histories (Gross 2014, 211). As such, the key 
pedagogical and methodological utility of the 
The Composition of Anthropology lies in its 
capacity to spark self-reflection. Indeed, by 
reading and thinking about how other 
anthropologists think and write about 
writing, I found myself ruminating on how 
the residual aspects of my own background 
in music composition have shaped the way I 
perceive structure and rhythm in written 
texts and how I might explicitly evoke these 
perceptions as I go about “composing” future 
textual material.
 
All chapters of the book demonstrate the 
“chimerical nature” (196) of anthropology: 
Thomas Hylland Eriksen, thirty years after 
the fact, admits to taking the easy way out 
during his analysis of ethnicity and national 
identity in Mauritius; Morten Nielsen 
documents the unstable relationship 
between ethnographic data and theoretical 
insight by explicating his use of qualitative 
coding software; and Kirin Narayan seeks to 
discern the benefits of writing a preface 
instead of a foreword or an introduction. To 
The Composition of Anthropology’s 
advantage, the editor’s Epilogue pulls 
together the central themes that underpin 
the literary “fragments” (197) contained in 
the book, thereby concluding what is an 
accessible and innovative snapshot of 
contemporary anthropological 
knowledge-making practices and a notable 

contribution to the anthropology of 
anthropology.
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