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Abstract

The anthropological fieldwork is an intense experience that questions the role of the researcher as well as the scientific
status of knowledge. The involvements of the ethnographers in the research processes and in the relations with their
interlocutors question the neutrality that other sciences idealize or can more easily take for granted and challenge the
ideals of objectivity. From this perspective the article discusses the privileged position held by the discipline, nicely
summarized by Lévi-Strauss’ expression “anthropology is without a doubt unique in making the most intimate
subjectivity into a means of objective demonstration’ the article considers how the mimetic adoption of models taken
from the natural sciences and the use of quantitative methods, did not succeed in resolving the relations between subject,
method and object. It proposes the notion of objectivation - i.e. the analysis of the conditions of the constitution of

scientific objects - to think the scientific status of knowledge and the inter-scientific dialogue.
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The Concept of Objectivity and the opposition between subject and object. It could only

Monistic Unification of the Sciences produce a methodological and epistemological
elimination of the subject.

The subordination to the modern concept of science

and the mimetic adoption of principles that originated in The epistemological basis of modern science resides in
17th-century empirical and rational knowledge of a double movement. As explained by Heidegger (1938]' It
astronomy and physics, allowed anthropology to define unfolds, on the one hand, the world of ‘external’ objects

(Gegenstand), subsumed under the laws of physical
causality. On the other hand, it separates ontologically the
subject, considered as the ideal pole of a set of rational

its specific epistemological and methodological quality.
Evolutionist comparativism [1]. The practice of
participant observation, and the use of quantitative

methods and of formalized languages produced a concept ~ faculties, an abstract and impersonal ‘" that stands as
of objectivity that was based upon an irreparable ‘legislator of nature’ by virtue of its transcendental
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character. The neutrality of the method is rooted both in
the object, the data (“the given”, past participle of the
Latin verb dare, meaning to give, to pose), and in the
subject, preliminarily de-subjectivized. This double
extraneousness is at the basis of the universal and
transitive character of the scientific method. Once the
subject is eliminated by the method, the social data
become real objects found in the world, accessible to
direct and neutral observation, ready to be transcribed in
the denotative and referential language of science.

Modernity thus generated a normative system of
thought, articulated by the different epistemological
principles that inaugurated the scientific method: Bacon'’s
inductive model; the Galilean union of observation,
experimentation and mathematization of nature; the
Newtonian experimental and causational classical
mechanics; the Cartesian metaphysical systematization of
this form of rationality, based on the dualism between res
cogitans and res extensa and on the subsequent
conception of knowledge as representation [2].

Grounded on these perspectives, modern science gave
rise to the assumption of an abstract and timeless
thought, devoid of historical and social mediations. That
assumption was in fact originally grounded in the
Baconian critique of the individual and social idola, in the
Cartesian methodic doubt or in the Spinozan de
intellectus emendatione. It removed knowledge from the
conditions of its production and from its social and
cultural roots, much as the eyes see but cannot see
themselves. It introduced the prominent orthodoxies that
still hold firm in the common understanding of what
science is: the myth of a univocal and fixed method; the
rigid separation between subject and object, theory and
data, and theory and observation; the search for a perfect
language, purified of subjective references; and the
mystical ideal of truth.

The logico-mathematical formalization introduced by
the European modern sciences was initially adopted by
anthropology and translated into anthropological terms
through the comparative method founded on statistical
correlations and concomitant variations and, later,
through the method of statistical documentation using
concrete evidence [3,4]. It yielded a formal way of
thinking that shaped the development of anthropological
method, from the six editions of Notes and Queries on
Anthropology, to Lévi-Strauss’ structuralism and to the
contemporary forms of neo-positivism [5-8].

Science became a form of rationality that attains its
results by generalizing induction. It relies on the
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normativity of a formalized language, refined so as to
escape the ambivalence of perceptual experience and the
qualitative thickness of the relationship between
researcher and research material. Although this approach
still takes the subjective experience of the ethnographer
as central to the research process, it subsumes it under
the quantitative domain of nomenclature and
classification.

This epistemological positioning conceives the
ethnographic practice, prosaic and descriptive, as
chronologically and hierarchically subordinated to the
theoretical anthropological effort that legitimizes it. It is
based on the positivistic separation between the factual
and the theoretical moments that marked the
development of anthropology.

At the onset of the discipline, this perception gave rise
to the division of Ilabour between “official
correspondents” in the field and “armchair theorists” at
home, the latter working for institutions such as the
Ethnological Society and the Royal Anthropological
Institute in London [9].

Later, the method of participant observation, although
united the ethnographic description and the
anthropological theory in one subject, reproduced the
logic of an independent and immediately given objectivity
and maintained the separation between the subject and
the object as well as between the gathering of the facts
and their theorization. It involved a contradictory balance
between subjectivity and objectivity, between the direct
involvement in the activities of the native and the
simultaneous maintenance of the detachment required by
the scientific observation. The personal experiences of the
ethnographer, albeit recognized as central to the research
process, were thus severely limited by the impersonal
standards necessitated by scientists’ insistence on the
primacy of objectivity.

Lévi-Strauss renewed this methodological and
theoretical orientation arranged the relations between
ethnography, ethnology and anthropology according to a
stratigraphic model. In his schema, ethnography refers to
the first stages of the research, to the observation and the
collection of data; ethnology corresponds to the
contextual description; anthropology represents the final
and truly scientific step, grounded in the development of
theoretical generalizations [10].

The modern concept of science cannot analyze the

autonomy of the factual level that remains an implicit
assumption. It is grounded on the epistemological
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question inaugurated by Descartes. It focuses on the
relationship between reality and its representation
according to an ideal of immediate transparency and
direct transcription. It does not interrogate the givenness
of the primary data, which are instead regarded as factual
protocols that are independent of observers and their
theoretical positions. Truth depends on a concept of
verification that measures the correspondence between a
representational view of knowledge and a comprehension
of reality as a collection of objects.

The  epistemological problem is  primarily
concentrated on the reduction of the observational level
to the theoretical one and on the subsumption of the
particular by the general. The objects receive their
identity by belonging to a class of individuals, equivalent
and homogeneous in their essential properties. As a
matter of fact there are no individual events but only
mutually replaceable cases, conceived extensionally
through their class membership. The specific phenomena
are reduced to a univocal standardized description and
deduced from a theory that assigns each given entity to a
formal class. According to these premises, Malinowski
understood the ‘natives’ point of view’ as ‘stereotyped
manners of thinking and feeling’ and not as ‘what A or B
may feel qua individuals, in the accidental course of their
own personal experiences’. Similarly, held that the
scientific study should not worry about ‘the particular, the
unique... the actual relations of Tom, Dick and Harry or
the behaviour of Jack and Jill'. Rather, science should deal
‘only with the general with kinds, with events which
recur... what we need for scientific purposes is an account
of the form of the structure’ [11].

Following the hegemonic positivist model, the
anthropological tradition could not give a satisfactory
attention to what its practitioners all recognize as the real
force and hallmark of the discipline, i.e. the experiential
basis of fieldwork as a sort of rites de passage that
legitimize the identity of the anthropologist and of the
discipline. For a long time fieldwork has been
acknowledged as a skill that is learned with practice and
total immersion, or defined through a generic appeal to
common sense [12-14]. Emblematic in this regard is the
account provided by Evans-Pritchard [15] on the advice
he received from the leading ethnographers of his time
before going to East Africa. Westermarck, more tersely,
suggested that one should not ‘converse with an
informant for more than twenty minutes, because at that
point if you're not sick, it will be him’. Haddon said he
‘always had to behave like a gentleman’. His teacher,
Seligman, gave as his best advice that one should ‘take ten
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grains of quinine every night and keep away from the
women’. Malinowski warned him ‘not to be a bloody fool'.

As a matter of fact, the classical monographies have
seldom exhibited the processes whereby they actually
construct their knowledge While historians mention their
archives, and sociologists and psychologists describe the
questionnaires and protocols, anthropologists hide
behind a sort of ‘conspiracy of silence’ that serves to
protect their truths and to suppress the anxieties of their
work [16-18]. They have excluded from their published
texts the pragmatic context of the comprehension, the
intersubjective foundations of fieldwork, and the ways in
which they developed the type of knowledge they
propose as factual.

The positive approach to objectivity reduces the
author and his or her “informants” to the anonymity of
transcendental researcher and neutral writer and to a
generalized conception of the interlocutors. It cannot take
into consideration the trials and misunderstandings, the
difficulties, the intuitions, the doubts, the strategies, the
conflicts and all that complex whole of feelings, qualities
and occasions that identify the specificity of the
anthropological way of working [19-21]. They present as
intuitively evident what instead requires much time-
consuming synthetic elaboration: the vain search for
‘exaggerations’ [22], for exceptional events or interesting
dialogues, the pursuit of annoyed informants who are
often unable to answer to the anthropologist's questions
or reluctant to take on themselves the responsibility for
enunciating larger principles explicitly. Fieldwork activity
is relegated to anecdote and confessions or confined to
notes, prefaces, appendixes, or publications that are
distinct from scientific works. Such ‘secondary’ works are
published under pseudonyms or in very informal idioms
[14,23-26].

As Geertz suggested, it was Valetta Malinowska’s
initiative to publish her husband’s diary posthumously
that revealed how  ethnography became an
epistemological problem at the very moment in which it
established itself as methodologically indispensable and
secure. The Diary exposes the artificiality of the operation
of objectivation of the subject both as a knowing actor
abstracted from experience and identified with a logical
function and as a known element within a larger entity
such as a society, a culture, or a group of informants. The
research practices that emerge from the diary ‘in the
strict sense of the term’ clarify the problematic nature of
this assumption at the very origin of the project of
anthropological modernity. They testify to an ambiguous
and contradictory oscillation between subject and object -
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that is, between the abstract persona of ‘the
ethnographer’ as a neutral observer and the empirical ‘T’
of the deeply involved human being. The diary shows that
Malinowski’s actual fieldwork activities could not resolve
the precarious equilibrium between observational
objectivity and subjective participation and thereby
conclusively demonstrates that disjunctive intransigence
that the 1922 text tries to impose on the reader as
science. The project of participant observation did not
succeed in combining subjective experience with
objective detachment [27-29]. Malinowski’s research
activities remained subordinated to an objectivist
imperative that favoured the practice of observation and
marginalized the methodologically innovative element of
participation. He did not grasp the ‘native’s point of view’
from empathic experience but from a statistical
calculation of variables. The analysis of the work in the
Trobriand Islands shows that the subject is an effect of the
method rather than its foundation [30].

The modern concept of science gave rise to two main
ways to think the problem of the epistemological status of
the sciences, both linked to the notion of given objects
(nature, society). On the one hand, it produced the
unification of the sciences as required by a monological
positivism that is based on an independent and alienated
objectivity and on a consequent loss of ontological
diversity. A rigorous and methodologically controlled
theoretical syntax is deemed responsible for the
representation of a sense that is already ‘out there’ and
unproblematic. The neo- empiricist program of a meta-
linguistic and normative union of knowledge fuses logico-
mathematical with empiricist and with the observational
basis of meaning [31-33]. On the other hand, the
antipositivist criticism (Methodenstreit) of German
historicism introduced a rigid opposition between the
sciences of nature (Naturwissenschaften) and the
sciences of the spirit (Geisteswissenshaften). Inaugurated
by the dichotomy between explanation (Erkldren) and
understanding (Verstehen), it has been interpreted by the
Diltheyan view of the different configuration of the
‘psychic’ intuitive relationship (Erlebnis) between subject
and object (ontological union VS separation), and then
adumbrated to the methodological difference between
idiographic and nomothetic sciences proposed by
Windelband [34-36].

Neither of these conceptualizations can adequately
resolve the interrelations among the sciences or the
articulation between the factual and the theoretical
Positivism and neopositivistic monism remain prisoners
of the separation between the syntactic and the semantic
levels. They establish two forms of truth: an analytical
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truth (empty form, unrelated to experience) and a truth
referring to the observable predicates of things (pure
content without form). The neopositivist epistemology
fails to connect theory and experience and to relate the
theoretical vocabulary of science to the terms of
observation. It cannot problematize the inherence of form
to content, the action of the first in the production of the
second, and, more generally, the conditions of the
visibility of facts. The Methodenstreit dispute merely
reinforces the rigid opposition between idiographic and
nomothetic  sciences; between explanation and
comprehension; between empirical phenomenon and law;
and between the logic of norms that subsume particulars
and individual logic in its irreducible specificity [37].

The Hermeneutical Approaches: Beyond
Objectivism and Subjectivism

The influences exercised on anthropology by
hermeneutics and by the scientific thoughts developed in
the course of the 20th century allowed the discipline to
emancipate the question of the scientific status of
knowledge from the immediate adoption of the modern
concept of science. They provided a key for rethinking the
relationships between subject and object and the
articulation of the research experience with the scientific
generalizations.

The hermeneutical approach was introduced in
anthropology by Clifford Geertz in the Seventies to
overcome the metaphysics of givenness in favour of a
constructivist point of view. It considers how knowledge
builds its referents, forming and shaping the phenomena
under examination. On the one hand, it conceives the
subject as a real agent, ontologically grounded in a
specific knowledge and culture and not as a paradigmatic
or a ‘neutral’ substance. On the other it conceives the ob-
iectum (a Latin word meaning ‘thing put in front’) as the
effect of a construction produced by the technical device
of schematization and modelling. The object is not Ding,
substantial data, immediately found ‘out there’ (Gegen-
stand), endowed with properties independently of the
knowing subject. Rather it is Sache, the question, what is
under consideration. From this perspective, to present
things as subsisting ‘in themselves’ becomes a particular
determination to which a subject decides to subject them
and through which that subject is able to relate to them
[38,39].

Hermeneutics transforms what for positivism is a limit
in a necessary condition for knowledge. It deftly re-
designs a subject that the modern ideal of science has
removed by means of an improbable epoche and
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empathic relations, as an intersubjective being, active in
the process of the construction of the natural and cultural
worlds. To be open to Otherness does not imply an
annihilation of the self based on the objectivity of the
method. On the contrary, it is through the knowledge of
one’s positions that the Other is manifested and acquires
meaning.

Subject and object are conceived according to a
circular relationship: the interpreting subject, being
ontologically bound to a linguistic or historical horizon,
establishes a knowing relation with the object [40].
Hermeneutics recognizes a complicity between subject
and object, grounded by Gadamer [39] in the notions of
co-belonging and of the fusion of horizons. It is placed in
the intersubjective ontological structure of being-in-the-
world. Pre-comprehensions are the inevitable constituent
elements of the horizon from which the subject interprets
reality and the language that gives meaning to the world.

This approach offers a useful pragmatic framework
within which to think the ethnographic encounter. It
recommends an open approach that seeks to
problematize the situation of the research process,
disturbing the neutral equilibrium between subject and
object. It invites the ethnographer to probe the conditions
of fieldwork, the micro-processes of everyday life, and the
translation between cultural and linguistic borders.
Hermeneutics requires us to study the interrelations and
the mutual determinations among the different
interlocutors, taking their multiple contexts and
variegated world views, their different strategies and
forms of rationality, into account. It proposes a
phenomenology of the construction of knowledge that
encourages us to question the theoretical models, the
prejudices and the starting hypothesis. It compels us to
examine the complex negotiations, the reciprocal
manipulations, and the adjustments among the categories
and world views of the various interlocutors; moreover, it
forces us to illustrate how informants build their
knowledge and communicate it in relation to the manner
in which anthropologists, for their part, gain access to it.

The interpretive turn builds the anthropological object
by bringing together a complex set of negotiations:
between the anthropologist and the interlocutors in the
field, and among the interlocutors themselves; between
the different sources of information, oral and written;
between the anthropologist, the theoretical models
employed, and the scientific community; between the
anthropologist as actor and the anthropologist as the
object of self-reflection through time and through the
vicissitudes of personal and professional activity;
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between the anthropologist, the text, and the readers [38].
The ethnographic materials are complex and articulated,
‘constructions of constructions’, interpretations of
interpretations consisting in the textualization of what the
ethnographer records, of what the ethnographer is able to
understand, and of what the interlocutors want to tell us,
or can tell us, of what they understand [41].

The access to the Other is mediated by one’s own
ontology and by one’s own belonging to a linguistic
historical textual community [40]. Reflexivity roots
anthropologists in their own knowledge and makes their
experience the basis of the discipline and of its method
[39,42]. It asks anthropologists to represent the social
realities under investigation through the prism of their
lived experience and to see the ethnographic practice as
part of the analysis and of the work of textualization.
From this point of view, anthropological texts cannot
avoid presenting the processual nature of the
construction of anthropological knowledge, the negotial
negotiated nature of anthropological understanding, or
the dialogical relation between the conceptual models of
anthropologist and those of the various interlocutors.
These elements constitute a polyphonic textual
reconstruction that is always precarious and contingent
[43].

The ethnographic spaces are thus characterized by
constant conceptual effervescences. In these arenas,
where different actors confront, cooperate, collude and
contend, actors are inevitably positioned: their ideas are
shaped by a mutual recognition that determines the
specific quality of the discourses [44]. The authority the
ethnographers establish in the field authorizes and selects
their discourse and thereby provides the foundation for
their authoriality. What informants communicate through
dialogue is told not from the centre of their world but
from the liminal space of the encounter. What they say to
the anthropologist does not consist of ‘cultural truths’,
simple expressions of ideas already present in their
minds. Rather, it includes detailed answers to the
ethnographer’s questions and reactions to the
ethnographer’s presence.

The anthropological facts are not logically prior to
their interpretation, dictated by perfectly competent and
neutral spokesman of a timeless and undifferentiated
cultural essence ‘by virtue of special knowledge, skills,
authority and quality of intellect or character’ and then, at
a secondary level, explained and contextualized. The
interlocutors are original interpreters of their own
culture, real people, with their own idiosyncrasies and
peculiarities and with the limits of their knowledge
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determined by experience. Not only is the native’s point of
view but a single perspective among a host of
possibilities, but, above all, it is always mediated and pre-
oriented. Once the natives are constructed as informants,
their voices are already edited by anthropological
understanding and writing. Anthropology is the product
of a negotiation, conducted from the anthropologist’'s
point of view, and with the anthropologist’s opinions
inscribed in the history of the social actors and in the
temporality binding observer and observed [45,46]. Going
beyond objectivism and subjectivism the anthropological
knowledge cannot consist in placing the native's point of
view in a domesticated heteroglossia in a difficult
polyphonic orchestration, or in a neutral and innocent
pidgin language [47,48]. To disperse and to distribute the
ethnographic authority among informants means denying
the scientific status of the discipline. Anthropological
interpretations are, by their very nature, different from
the natives’ own reports: their effectiveness is precisely
based on this heterotopia [49]. The strength of
interpretation lies in the gap that allows the analyst to
construct meaning. The purpose of anthropology is to
achieve an understanding that differs from the immediate
intention of the actor. The analytical immersion in the
private world of the interlocutors is scientific to the
extent that it is able to translate the private language of
the natives into the public and specialized language of
anthropology - the emic into ethical notions, the
experience-near into experience-distant concepts [38,50].
Abnormal discourses into normal discourse the standard
into the non-standard [2,51].

The act of translation involves an irremediable
difference between the original discourse and its
reproduction. It is not a pure copy but a mediation
determined by a difference between languages that
cannot be resolved through naive appeals to fidelity [39].
As Benjamin wrote, ‘every translation is only a somewhat
provisional way of coming to terms with the foreignness
of the languages’. It is based on the gap between different
universes of discourse and it is characterized by a form of
incommensurability = and  entropy [51-54]. In
epistemological terms, the ‘untranslatable’ is the Kantian
limit that configures the space of the cognitive
relationship with the Other. Without this limit, without
the background (Hintergrund in Wittgenstein's terms)
that roots us in our culture and knowledge, we cannot
experience the world [37].

The hermeneutic endeavor is qualified by an intrinsic
untranslatability as an endless effort and an interminable
oscillation of interpretations. It grounds the movement of
comprehension on the constant renewal of the initial
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project and of the preliminary hypotheses on the basis of
the more immediate sense that the knowing process
exhibits. Hermeneutics founds knowledge on the
continuous adaptation of pre- comprehensions to the
forms of life the ethnographer seeks to understand. This
complex intellectual bricolage is deeply embedded in the
dynamics of everyday life and in the researchers’
commitment to constantly correcting their perspectives.
It conceives of theoretical elaboration as a dynamic and
open process, productive of new projects and always
capable of reaching new accommodations with reality. It
compels the anthropologist to examine and solve the
methodological, theoretical and ethical problems that
arise in the context of the interactions with interlocutors
both in the field and at home. Deformation, errors,
misunderstandings, and failures become the heuristic
tools of research and the foundation of reflexivity. As such
they qualify the scientific effort as empirical, and, as
Herzfeld maintains, ‘realistic’ [55].

This opacity is at the heart of the research processes.
Otherwise the hermeneutical movement of interpretation
becomes impracticable and contradictory, entangled in a
cognitive optimism that endorses the improbable idea of
perfect linguistic translations and the possibility of a
complete knowledge of the world. This is the trap into
which many anthropological appropriations of
hermeneutics have fallen. The ethnographies of the
founding fathers of interpretive approaches fail to realize
this sense of hermeneutic circularity and to emancipate
themselves from the limits that they denounce in their
theoretical reflections. They remain trapped in the
dualism of subject and object, overwhelmed either by
idealized anthropologists placed at the centre of the scene
swallowing their interlocutors in crude generalized
portraits (‘the Balinese’, ‘the Javanese’), or by natives
speaking in a monological inverted dialogue that occupies
the totality of the field [38,56-58]. They fail to expose the
actual, pragmatic dimension of fieldwork, the
interrelations between ethnographer and interlocutors,
and to indicate the articulation of the processes through
which meanings are produced and shaped by the
anthropologist. The object is conceived as ‘given’,
presented without mediation and organized linguistically
in a set of all-encompassing meanings. It is dominated by
an aspiration to total authenticity and transparency that
relies on the primacy of representation and takes for
granted that the cultural text is always translatable and is
always linguistic.

An analogous cognitive optimism invests the attempts

made thus far to connect hermeneutics with
phenomenology and to elaborate a corporeal knowledge
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that emerges at a practical-pragmatic level beyond a
logocentric self-sufficiency. Anthropologies based on the
body reproduce the Malinowskian conundrum of how to
link participation with theorizing [59,60]. They take for
granted the question of how to translate the physical
effort of the researcher into the general purpose of
fieldwork, which is intellectual, theoretical, and scriptural.
The claim that the Other can be comprehended through
ethnographic embodiment is an inverted form of
sublimation of the research practices and of the body, a
reflection of the idealization of language we typically find
in interpretive anthropology. To be irreducible to a text
does not mean transparency in experience. From
Heidegger’s hermeneutical horizon, the experience that
accompanies and manifests the other is not empathy but
anxiety (Angst). And anxiety is an index of opacity, not of
transparency [30].

The concept of Objectivation and the
Plural Unification of the Sciences

The concept of objectivation and its suggestion to
examine the constitution of the scientific objects is a
useful analytical tool for examining the epistemological
status of the sciences and their interrelations [37]. It
offers a perspective that conjoins a range of theoretical
schools: hermeneutics, the philosophy of science,
constructivist epistemologies, and analytic philosophy. It
conceives reality in a non-representative way and in
conformity with a non- extensional logic: verum est
factum ‘the truth is made’ (factum past participle of the
Latin verb facere: ‘what is made’) [61]. The notion allows
to think the complex links among subject, method, theory
and object, through the analysis of the modelling
mechanisms - that is, of the way the models construct
their objects [51,62]. It thereby proposes to adopt a
conception of science as a phenomenon-technique: a
technique for the production of phenomena [63].

Theory assumes the function of the Kantian schema: a
model that presents and constructs the data (Vorstellung
in Kantian and Wittgensteinian terms: vor ‘before, in
front’ and stellen ‘to put, to place’). It is not imaginative or
figurative representation of the object (Darstellung). The
function of the theoretical model is objectifying and
poietic (from ancient Greek poiein meaning 'to make"). It
displays possible configurations of events and the
inherence of form in content, that is, the manner in which
objects are presented by their form.

The Kantian conception of the transcendental solicits
to study the internal criteria of knowledge and to examine
the conditions of possibility for knowing objects given by
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theory (phenomenon) and not as objects in themselves
(noumenon). It allows us to probe the procedures,
whereby objects are constructed, that are common to all
sciences: instruments of symbolic writing, of
demonstration and of formalization; analogic mechanisms
of schematization and modelling (the micro-model of
physics, the games model in economics, the model of the
text in anthropology, the model of the document of in
ethnomethodology); and rhetorical and argumentative
apparatuses for shaping discourse and communication
[37].

This symbolic function, which according to Cassirer
qualifies the interaction between form and content (das
Symbolische), applies not only to the human or social
sciences where linguistic or the statistical modelling
prevail [64]. It pertains also to the natural sciences and to
those forms of knowledge in which modelling is
performed through the adoption of mathematical
structures. Poietic perspectives have been applied to
different scientific discourses: sociology, mathematics,
physics, neuroendochrinology psychology, education
marine biology, and biotechnologies [65-77].

Contemporary sciences deliver an uncertain and
complex image of a world of non-absolute and non-
localized objects. They provide a reality alternative to the
simple Euclidean extended bodies, defined by a metric
space, well circumscribed and clearly defined in speed
and location. Not only the objects of the so called soft
sciences, but also those of the hard sciences, such as the
micro-objects of subatomic physics (protons, neutrons,
electrons, quarks), cannot be conceived from an
individualizing point of view. In other words, they cannot
be taken as simple evidence in a Newtonian sense,
demonstrations of an underlying truth that can be
connected to each other in causal terms by means of the
self-evident categories of mechanics (mass, force, and
motion). As Borutti has properly shown, the objects of the
sciences (the genes of biology, the myths of anthropology,
the quarks of physics, the institutions of sociology) cannot
be observed and represented from a position of neutrality
[37]. They are artificial constructs, the precipitates of
complex operations of framing and modelling. They result
from theoretical and technical procedures that are
themselves what make possible the visibility and the
knowability of the world. Scientific objects have no
existence prior to the inevitable alteration of the
parameters produced by the knowing subject. They are
theoretical places or nomological objects (from the
ancient Greek nomos ‘law’): objects given, not discovered,
by the laws enunciated by scholars.
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Quantum mechanics maintains that in each
measurement there is an interaction between the object
and the instrument, the value of which remains uncertain:
it is not possible to measure simultaneously the position
and the velocity of a particle, or to conduct experiments
regardless of the specific conditions of experimental
observation. The particles of the subatomic world are not
empirically present to sensation, either immediately or
indirectly in the context of an idealized experiment. They
are built in contingent intercourses with the measuring
instrument and are observable only in the interaction
with a radiation that changes the conditions of the system.
As Heisenberg suggested, the material world is a web of
relations that include the observer: ‘what we observe is
not nature itself, but nature exposed to our methods of
investigation’ [78].

Where classical science sees permanence, fixity, and
truth, contemporary science recognizes change and
instability. It generates elementary particles that collide,
transform into one another, and decompose. It identifies
complex phenomena: quasars, pulsars, the explosion or
the splitting of the galaxies, stars collapsing in blacks
holes that irreversibly devour everything that falls into
their trap. The claim of universality of Newtonian physics
is replaced by an awareness of the relativity of an
observer placed not only in the physical but also in the
social and cultural world [79].

If science results from an interaction between subject
and object that produces the conditions of the system and
constantly modifies them, then laboratory experiments,
questionnaires, interviews and fieldwork all turn into
modes of the construction of objects. The anthropological
field loses its scientistic connotations of a generic,
objective, and neutral container, independent of the
ethnographer’s practices and of relations with
interlocutors. The field emerges as the effect of the
ethnographers’ experiences, the result of the networks of
signification woven by the researchers on the basis of
inter-subjective, dialogical, and pragmatic interactions
[80,81]. It depends on the interconnections between
multiple sites and scientific communities and can subsist
potentially anywhere hotels, missions, schools, cities,
ships, universities, industries, refugee camps, busloads of
pilgrims, scientific laboratories. This notion of the field
challenges the solidity and the identity of research objects
and their temporal and spatial foundations. It conceives
them as complex, hybrid, mobile, emerging, multisited,
circumstantial, and in constant flux [82-85].

The concept of objectivation does not separate the
theoretical from the observational, the anthropological
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theory from the ethnographic representation: every
description is already interpretive and constructive. The
relation between theory and observation is subtracted
from a naive empiricism. Perceptual propositions are not
simply empirical but contain a knowledge: ‘the echo of a
thought in sight" [86]. As Hanson outlines, ‘seeing’ is not a
physical process, the formation of the retinal image, but is
a ‘theory-laden’ enterprise [62].

The theoretical elaboration and the relationship
between the particular and the general are thus thought
outside an inductive and subsuming logic, whose
generalizing power is directly proportional to the level of
abstraction and indeterminacy and in which vast and
empty generalizations lose their heuristic capacity to
comprehend the significance of detail. Moreover, it is
logically self-contradictory to assert that two or more
phenomena are universal and then to give each a specific
content. As Geertz maintained, there is little benefit in
saying with Herskovits that ‘morality is a universal, and so
is the enjoyment of beauty, and some standard of truth’ if
Herskovits himself is forced to add in the very next
sentence that ‘the many form these concepts take are but
products of the particular historical experience of the
societies that manifest them’ [38].

The way to elaborate generalizations that can embrace
differences and contradictions, beyond the limits of
Aristotelian logic, is provided by Ludwig Wittgenstein’s
concept of family resemblances [86]. Wittgenstein does
not conceive of generalizations as the statistical
calculations of regularities, nor does he subsume
particulars under deterministic laws. His generalizations
are open and uncertain, the result of abstractive
processes that isolate some elements from the complexity
of the empirical data and coordinate them in an ideal
framework, always provisional and always open to
further development. The result of this procedure,
determined by the dialectic between general models and
individual facts, represents the general element. It aims
instrumentally at the explanation of the phenomena in
their individuality, becoming a comparative criterion to
which the empirical data must be related, a conceptual
pre-comprehension that provides the framework for the
ongoing conduct of research.

This perspective does not deny the possibility of
rigorous sciences. It implies, rather, the recognition of
multiple criteria, different from those totalizing and
closed terms established by the modern conception of
science. If the theory is a hypothesis that organizes the
facts from a particular viewpoint, we cannot speak of
verification or falsification, nor can we separate
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explanation from the data. Moreover, the simple
accumulation of cases does not take us closer to some
ultimate truth. This re-configuration of the relationship
between theory and its referents also excludes the idea of
a pure observational theory that can experimentally
control other theories. One theory cannot falsify another
for the simple reason that they are two heterogeneous
and incommensurable ways of organizing the data of
observation [87].

The problem of validating conflicting models can be
articulated within the premise of hermeneutic circularity.
The value of the theory depends on its ability to exhibit its
object, to capture the peculiarities that validate it. The
validation criteria refer to the coherence and agreement
that the author can establish between the parts and the
whole [39]. What is important is the ontological power of
the configuration to demonstrate, in a specific form, a
possible world of objects [42]. In this horizon, truth is
brought back to its original etymological meaning, as
‘what it is better for us to believe’ rather than as ‘the
accurate representation of reality’. As such it is indeed a
hard truth, deeply rooted in the difficult process of its
construction [55].

The subtraction of science from the domain of truth,
and of truth from the domain of method, opens spaces
that allow us to combine epistemological and political
critique. The perspectival nature of knowledge and the
exclusion of exhaustive verifications treat the act of
understanding as a moral act based on the assumption of
responsibility for choosing among different conflicting
models. It does not allow us to delegate such
responsibilities to a necessary method, to ‘reality’, or to
‘the people as co-authors’ [88].

The anthropological work thus coincides with a
reflection on the production and reproduction of cultural
forms in the intersection between symbolic systems and
the dimensions of power. It aims to deconstructs the
constructions of social actors in their multiple
determinations and pervasive effects: it examines who
creates and who defines cultural and scientific meanings
or who contingently manipulates them and for which
purposes, using which traits and from which perspectives.
The ethnographic analysis of these spaces of exchange
probes the different positions and interests promoted by
the protagonists of the various scenarios. It investigates
the articulation of the constitutive elements of cultures
inside complex arenas in continuous ferment where
different worldviews, interests and powers connect,
oppose, and collude with each other [89].
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The perspectives that do not involve truth and
objectivity can elaborate policies open to negotiation
among the various components of the polis and invite
their active participation and cooperation. They can evade
both alarming naturalizations and identitarian clashes,
and recognize the identification - contingent, arbitrary,
and artificial, and thus also fully political - of common
objectives and values [90].

Moved by what Foucault calls “a perpetual principle of
dissatisfaction” the anthropology of the last quarter of the
twentieth century has used the contributions of the
philosophical and scientific thoughts to rethink its
epistemological foundations [91]. It questioned the
configuration of the scientific status of knowledge and of
the inter-scientific dialogue on the basis of a distinctive
character of anthropology that crosses and unites all the
schools: the development of a scientific discourse on man
starting from a personal experience.

The scientific grounding of the discipline in the
subjective experience of fieldwork, in its relativistic
elective affinities, as well as in the uncertainty of the
ethnographic method turns a potential handicap into a
strong resource. The assumption of opacity, contingency
and precariousness as constitutive elements of the
scientific effort transforms the difficulty of codifying a
unique epistemology and a univocal method into the
possibility of de-coding the codification itself. As Herzfeld
maintains, fieldwork activity illustrates that ‘objectivity’ is
not simply impossible but is an obstacle to the
development of a ‘realistic’ and critical science [55].

The concept of objectivation solicits to rethink the
scientific status of knowledge and to problematize the
double link between subjectivity and objectivity, and,
more generally, the complex connections among
researchers, episteme, method, reality, and social actors.
It links the active role of the scientist in the construction
of knowledge with the non-transparency of the object as a
condition and limit of knowledge. The objectivation
perspective shapes the precondition of a reflection on the
interdisciplinary dialogue that surpasses the positivist
monisms (old, neo or new) and the historicist dualisms in
favour of a weak unifying perspective on the relations
between the sciences, contingent, open and plural [92-
99].
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