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Abstract  

 

In this short essay my aim is to try to disclose the role of storytelling and narratives in 

anthropological discipline. By drawing on Tim Ingold`s understanding of the processes of 

getting to know phenomena existing in the world around us I shortly discuss the idea of 

fieldwork as a cognitive journey defined by reflexivity. When doing a fieldwork an 

anthropologist inevitably joins the narratives/stories narrated by informants with his/her own 

personal tales, i.e.: it means that ethnographic work presents conjunction between at least two 

narratives at a time. Lastly, fieldwork itself is a narrative animating the story of anthropology as 

a discipline. 
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My aim is to investigate briefly the concept of story-telling and life histories in the field of 

anthropology especially pertaining to the fieldwork experience. My starting point is the fact that 

the fieldwork itself is not an emplaced practice involving data collection, but an internal 

narrative animating the journey of getting to know the world, and furthermore a performance one 

stages while writing anthropology. I base my understanding on Tim Ingold`s theoretical 

approach and understand the process of knowing something through the proceeding of being 

borne into its story and the ability to join it with one’s own. A narrative of life is a medium that 

expresses the historical unity of one`s being, but as far as anthropology focuses on human-to-

human relationships, ethnography is always revolving around conjunctions between at least two 

narratives at a time. My intention is to argue that what makes anthropology possible is the human 

potential to venture beyond one`s own experience and inhabit the worlds of others by 

assimilating other historical and social experiences, which is done mostly through story-telling 

and following the paths others traced for us in the world we inhabit.  

Fieldwork, in its broadest sense, is supposed to be an intimate participation with the researched 

group having as a goal the observations of different modes of behavior. The emphasis is 

specially placed on the intimate issues as I strongly believe, after completing my extensive 

fieldwork, that rapport is crucial when it comes to the research. It is almost axiomatic and a 

quintessential anthropological platitude, to characterize our methods as participant observation, 

which is and should be what distinguishes anthropology as a discipline. However, it is useful to 

highlight the importance of ‘observancy’ without which the entrance to the backstage of life is 

impossible.  Besides, having a deep knowledge about the realities in which people live is of an 

utter significance in pursuance of grasping the “language they behave” (Leach 1968) and speak. 

In order to do anthropology one has to grasp the experiences of the people with whom one is 

doing the research. And this experience is, in the present, at the same time shaped by the past and 
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notions about the future. In as much as the experience is shaped through inter-corporeality, 

among people and their environment, I strongly believe that it is shaped by the contact with the 

others who share the social space. For the illustrative purposes I would like to turn to the 

following German words: Erfahrung and Erlebnis. Both words are usually translated as 

“experience” into English, but the second word denotes experience as event while the first one 

means full experience anchored in the possibility of linking history to ones` personal life 

(Elsaesser 2009). The aim of anthropologists using the method of fieldwork is to grasp the deep-

seated full experience of the collaborators whom he/she chose to work with, and this experience 

is transmitted through stories and narratives among other mediums. 

Through narratives and personal history, one is creating the coherence out of the messy 

circumstances of the trail of life one has embarked upon. Tim Ingold states that the work of the 

research of a human life is the work of possibilities, different ways in which people instantiate 

themselves in the world they inhabit. For a discerning observer the focus of the research should 

be the possibilities that arise through reflection on the past and potential future in the present. 

And also it is important to state that the fieldwork itself is a special avenue of possibility that 

opens in front of both the fieldworker and her collaborators.  

Anthropologists deal with people, and people try to make sense out of the world around them 

and gain control over the lifeworld they are in through: a) telling stories in which we 

retrospectively recast ourselves as acting subjects (i.e.: not as abject sufferers), b) having others 

confirm our spontaneous guesses at what is happening and why and c) seeking out familiar 

objects that symbolically restore our relationship with the world we have lost or surrounding 

oneself with objects that will construct the future to come. All of the above mentioned points are 

usually shared via stories and life histories with which anthropologist deals. On the other hand, 

the narratives shared with his/her also represent a way in which a fieldworker gains control over 

his/her lifeworld through reflexivity. Reflexivity as I see it is a twofold movement that takes one 

out into the world of others and returns one changed to oneself. Stories are the hub of reflexivity 

and the currency of exchange between human beings and are a way in which we understand, 

rework and transmit what happened to us. In this sense the fieldwork is an interplay between at 

least two narratives at the time. 

As Tim Ingold states “to tell is not to represent the world, but to trace a path through it that 

others can follow” (Ingold 2011: 181) and “to know something is to know their story and to be 

able to join that story to one`s own.” (Ingold 2011: 179). By following the paths others trace for 

us, we follow the paths of our own stories. As it has been already said, humans have a possibility 

of venturing beyond their own experience and inhabiting the world of others and fieldwork is 

one of the possible ways in which an individual is borne into another social reality. Fieldwork 

practice is guided by an internal narrative that animates our way of being in the world and 

creating and following the journey of it.  

While writing anthropology we are staging a performance of scientific writing and knowledge 

production, which is for ourselves an avenue of possibility and the way in which we are being in 

the world. Anthropological texts are performances and narratives that join multiple paths and 

trails, and “while being on the trail one is always somewhere, but every somewhere is on the way 

to somewhere else” (Ingold 2011: 168) they contain multiple (in)commensurable paths created 

through ethnographic wayfaring. If we accept the understanding that writing anthropology is in 

itself, to some extent, performance driven from a certain discursive place in space and time then 

the fieldwork is the internal narrative for animating the performance one is staging in the work 

produced. 
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