C. Geertz: Ethnography and the basics of Thick Description[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Abstracted from Hach and Cunliffe (2013), Organization Theory: Modern, Symbolic and Postmodern Perspectives (2013 : 36-37)] 
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halfway-to-heaven type who because of its associations with the underworld would never
be involved, even distantly, in a cocklght, and was dificul to approach even 1o other
Balinese, had us calle into his ourtyard to ask us about what had happened, chucklng
happily at the sheer extraordinariness f it al

10 Ball o be teased i to be accepted. s th turning poin s far as our relatonship to
{the community ias concenec, and we were quitelterly i The whole ilage opened up
105, probably more than it ever would have otherwise (1 might actually never have gotien
1o that pries, and our acidental host became on of my bestnformans) and certinly very
much faster Getting caugh,oralmost caught,navice raid i perhaps ot very generalzable
recipe for achieing that mysteious necessityof anthropologicalfied work, rappor, but for
me itworked very well*

Geertz's text illustrates the basics of thick description: contextualizing, descriptive detail,
documentation of how unexpected events and other surprises made him feel, sources
quoted verbatim, presenting the interpretations provided by cultural members, and exposing
the contrasts between outsiders' assumptions and beliefs and those of cultural members. But
in addition to exemplifying his method and providing legitimacy to the symbolic perspective,
Geertz also showed social scientists how much fun storytelling could be.
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Culture

The American cultural anthropologist Clfford Geertz defined culture by invoking none
other than Max Weber, the German sociologist many modernists tured to for their own
legitimacy. In the opening pages of his 1973 book The Interpretation of Culture Geertz
famously aligned himself with Weber:

Belleving, with Max Weber, that man is an animal suspended in webs of significance he
himself has spun, | take culture to be those webs, and the analysisof i to be therefore not an
experimental science in search of aw but an nterpretive one n search of meaning

Having co-opted Weber, Geertz firmly staked his claims within the symbolic perspective and
his approach o culture attracted a host of young organizational scholars looking for
alternatives to the modern perspective. Geertz’ method of thick description introduced
them to ethnography, or at least to his symbolic varant of i

Thick description exposes symbolic meaning lurking beneath the surface of everyday
events to show how culture works. A passage from one of Geertz ethnographies will give:
you a feel for his method. Listen as Geertz explains how he and his wife, recently arrived in
Balito conduct ethnographic research, gained acceptance by the normally aloof Balinese,
who typically treat strangers as invisible. The Geertz were no exception, untit

ten days o so after our arriva,alarge cockfight was held i the public square o raise money.

foranewschool. ... Of course, like rinking during Prohibition o today,smoking marihuana,
cockfights, being a part of The Balinese Way of Life; nonetheless go on happening, and wit
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extraordinary frequency. And, as with Prohibition or marihuana, from time to time the police
(who, in 1958 a least, were amost ll ot Blinese butJavanese) fel called upon to make
1aid, confiscatethe cocks and spurs fine a few people, and even now and then expose some
of the n the tropical sun for a day 35 object lssons which never, someho, get learned,
even though occasionsll,quite occasionally,the object dies.

s aresut, the fightsare usually held n a seciuded cornerof avillageinsemisecrecy.a fact
which tends to slow the action  tie—ot very much, but the Balinese do not cre to have
it slowed atal I this case, however, perhaps because hey were raising money for a school
that the government was unable to give them, perhaps because raids had been few recently,
perhaps. s | gathered rom subsequent dscussion. there was a noion tha the necessary
bribes had been paid.hey thought ey could take. chance on theceniralsquare and draw
alarger and more enthusiastic crowd without atracting the atention of the law:

They were wrang.In the midstofthethird match,with hundreds of people, including, st
twansparent, myselfand my wie,fused ino a single body around th rng,a superorganism
in the teral sense. a truckull ofpolcemen armed with machine guns roared up. Amid geat
screcching cies of pulsit pulsi! from the crowd,the plicemen jumped out, and springing
into the centr of the ring, began to swing their guns around lie gangsters in 3 motion
picture, though not goin 5o far a actualy to fre them. The superorganism came instantly
apartasits components scatered n all directions. People aced down the road, dappeared
eadlistover walls,scrambled under platforms, flded themselvs behind wicker screens
scutied up coconu tres. Cocks armed with steel spurs sharp enough to cut off  finger or
run a hole through a foot were running wildly around. Everything was dust and panic.
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On the established anthropological principle, 'When in Rome’, my wife and | decided, only.
slighty less instantaneously than everyone eise, that the thing to do was run too, We ran
down the main village street, northward, away from where we were iving, for we were on
that side of the ring. About halfway down another fugitive ducked suddenly into a
compound-his own, it tured out-and we,seeing nothing ahead of us but rce fields, open
country, and a very high volcano, followed him. As the three of us came tumbling into the
courtyard, his wife, who had apparently been through this sort o thing before, whipped out
a table. a ablecloth, three chars, and three cups of tea, and we all without any explict
communication whatsoever, sat down, commenced to Sip tea, and soUght to compose
ourselves

A few momentslter, one of the policemen marched importantly into the yard, looking
for the vilage chief(The chief had ot only been at the fight, he had arranged it When the
truck drove up he ran to the iver, stripped f his sarong, and plunged in <0 he couid say,
when t length they found him siting there pouring water over his head, that he had been
away bathing when the whole afai had occurred and was ignorant of t. They did not
believe him and find him three hundred rupizh, which the villge raised collectively) Secing
me and my wife, White Men' there in the yard, the policeman performed a classic double
take. When he found his voice agin he asked, approximately. what in the devi dic we think
we were doing there. Our host o ive minutes leaped instantly o our defense, producing an
impassioned description of who and whal we were, 5o defalled and so accurate that it was
my tun, having barely communicated with a iving human being save my landlord and the
villge chie for more than a week, o be astonishe. We had a pefect right to be there, he
said looking the Javanese upstart i the eye. We were American professors;the government
had cleared us; we were there to study culture; we were going to wrte a book to tell
Americans about Bali And we had been there drinking lea and talking about cultural maters
alafternoon and did not know anything about any cockfight. Moreover, we had not seen
the village chief allday; he must have gone to town. The policemen retreated in rather total
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disarray. And, after a decent interval, bewildered but relieved to have survived and stayed
outofjal so did we.

“The next morning the village was a completely different world for us. Not only were we no
longer invisible, we were suddenly the center of al attention, the object of a great outpouring
of warmth, interest, and most especially, amusement. Everyone in the villige knew we had
fled like everyone else. They asked us about it again and again (| must have told the story,
small detai by smalldetail fifty times by the end of the day), gently, affectionately, but quite:
insistently teasing us: 'Why didn't you just stand there and tel the police who you were?”
“Why didn' you just say you were only watching and not betting? ‘Were you really afraid of
those lttle guns?” As always, kinesthetically minded and even when fleeing for their lives (or,
as happened eight years later, surrendering them), the world’s most poised people, they
gleefully mimicked, also over and over again, our graceless style of running and what they
claimed were our panic-stricken facial expressions. But above all, everyone was extremely
pleased and even more surprised that we had not simply ‘pulled out our papers (they knew
aboutthose too) and asserted our Distinguished Viitor satus, but had instead demnstrated
our solidarity with what were now our covillagers. (What we had actually demonstrated was
our cowardice, but there is fellowship in that too.) Even the Brahmana priest, an old, grave,




