interesting contrast to Donald Black's
The Behavior of Law (1976), in which
more general propositions about the op-
eration of law are advanced. It was nec-
essary for Black, however, to rely on
data collected by a variety of ethnogra-
phers representing many different theo-
retical approaches. Like many compara-
tive theorists before him, he was unable
to exert much control over the data that
were available to him. As the com-
parative study of legal behavior ad-
vances in the years ahead, we can hope
for a greater synthesis of the com-
parative and ethnographic approaches.
Nader’s students have demonstrated the
utility of cumulative efforts, of putting
similar questions to different societies, of
collaboration in preparation, collection,
and analysis of data. Yet at the same
time the book shows us that we have on-
ly begun to move anthropology from its
particularistic descriptive efforts (gener-
ously called at times ‘‘theories of partic-
ular societies’’) to general theory that is
firmly grounded on carefully collected,
systematic data.

WiLLiaM M. O’BARR
Department of Anthropology,
Duke University,
Durham, North Carolina 27706

Children and Ethnographers

Transformations. The Anthropology of Chil-
dren’s Play. HELEN B. SCHWARTZMAN. Ple-
num, New York, 1978. xviii, 380 pp., illus.
$29.50.

Question: what do children making
mud-pies have in common with anthro-
pologists doing ethnographic fieldwork?
The answer, according to the author of
this book, is that they are playing. If
Helen Schwartzman’s statement seems a
bit strained and far-fetched, that is be-
cause we are not supposed to take it lit-
erally; we are, however, supposed to
take it seriously. Schwartzman is dealing
in metaphors, and what she hopes to em-
phasize with this one is that anthropolo-
gist and child alike are engaged in acts of
invention and interpretation. Both of
them, she says, are ‘‘continually con-
structing and transforming the contexts
in which they exist in their efforts to
make sense, and sometimes nonsense, of
the worlds in which they find them-
selves’ (p. 1). There is nothing either
novel or startling about this observation
(ethnographers, after all, have under-
stood for quite some time that theirs is an
interpretative, and, in this sense, an in-
ventive craft), and I am not persuaded
that equating fieldwork with play, even
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metaphorically, is an effective way of
driving home the point or heightening its
impact. But Schwartzman has no such
qualms. Indeed, she builds upon her
metaphor to make a considerably grand-
er claim. To wit: just as the discipline of
anthropology has transformed the study
of play, so, too, the study of play can
transform the discipline of anthropology.

To support this claim, Schwartzman
embarks upon a lengthy survey of stud-
ies dealing with children’s play. She has
two main objectives: to describe in sum-

mary form the research that has already
been accomplished, and to illustrate, by
means of a historical analysis of this
work, the manner in which anthropolo-
gists’ conceptions of play have been
shaped by different theories of culture
and cultural development. On both
counts, Schwartzman does a thoroughly
commendable job. The body of writings
on children’s play is enormous, and she
has organized it (geographically as well
as chronologically) extremely well. Simi-
larly, her comments about the effects of

*‘Children’s play, Chicago.”’ [From Transformations)

*‘English children playing fox and chickens.”” [Photo by A. D. Webb, from I. and P. Opie,
Children’s Games in Street and Playground (Oxford University Press, 1969), reproduced in

Transformations)
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changed views of culture on models for
the analysis of play are, with very few
exceptions, sensible and informative. I
was surprised that she did not discuss
the work of Alfred Schutz on mimetic
forms of play, and I think her treatment
of the linguistic component in children’s
games is oversimplified. But these are
minor complaints, and they are not in-
tended to detract from the many merits
of Schwartzman’s survey or the useful
slant she provides on aspects of the his-
tory of anthropological thought.

Toward the end of Transformations,
Schwartzman moves on to grapple with
more abstract issues, including, most no-
tably, difficulties that arise in trying to
formulate adequate definitions of play.
Dozens of definitions have been pro-
posed and debated, but none of them,
she finds, is wholly satisfactory. A basic
problem, pointed out some years ago by
Gregory Bateson, is that play is not
merely a class of activity but also, and
perhaps more important, a context for
activity. In other words, we identify be-
havior as ‘‘playful’”’ by virtue of a dis-
tinctive cognitive orientation toward
events, a particular framing of social
reality. And framings, as Erving Goff-
man has shown, can be easily superim-
posed, thus making it possible for per-
sons to play at playing or even to play at
playing at playing. Add to these com-
plexities the well-documented fact that
play frames may exhibit pronounced
cross-cultural variation (they may vary
strikingly within single cultures as well)
and it is not surprising that operational
definitions of play are in short supply.

These considerations lead Schwartz-
man to draw the following conclusions:

The study of play, perhaps more than any
other topic, requires that researchers adapt
themselves to the character of their subject
and not the reverse. Researchers who have a
compulsion for organization, predictability,
and exacting definitions and methodologies
produce only illusory theories and ex-
planations, which distort play and fool only
researchers. On the other hand, investigators
who are more tolerant of disorganization, un-
predictability, and loose and fuzzy definitions
are more likely to produce theories that allude
to play (and that is the best we will ever do)
and help to elucidate the nature of foolishness
[p. 329].

Here, Schwartzman runs into trouble.
““Fuzzy definitions’’ and ‘‘loose method-
ologies’ may be useful for certain pur-
poses, but theories that only ‘‘allude’’ to
what they purport to be about do not
constitute theories at all. Statements of
this kind are usually the results of ex-
ploratory forays; they are preliminary
characterizations, or descriptions, or
simply working hunches. Schwartzman
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implies that a developed theory of play
does not yet exist; but this does not im-
ply in turn that such a theory is in prin-
ciple beyond our reach, or that it must
(or should) be grounded in allusion. One
either has a theory of something, or one
doesn’t. And that applies to play as
much as to anything else.

Which brings us back, albeit circui-
tously, to where we began—to mud-
pies, ethnographers, and metaphors.
Schwartzman believes that anthropolo-
gists are well prepared to construct theo-
ries of play because their approach to the
interpretation of cultural phenomena has
always been ‘‘loose’ and ‘‘flexible.”
Fair enough. But does this mean that
ethnography itself is usefully likened to
play? I think not, especially if it is true,
as Schwartzman claims, that a basic in-
gredient in play is foolishness. There are
those, no doubt, who regard ethnogra-
phy as exactly that, but I, unabashedly
chauvinistic in this regard, would dis-
agree. Whatever ethnography is, it con-
sists in a disciplined attempt to fathom
other people’s understandings of them-
selves, and to make explicit how it is that
these understandings give shape, pat-
tern, and meaning to their behavior.
What is called for is a special kind of
‘‘translation,’’ a sensitive but principled
bridging of contrasting cultural worlds.
For me, the ‘‘ethnography is play’’ meta-
phor fails entirely to capture this funda-
mental element, and that is one of the
reasons I find it less than helpful. In sci-
ence, as in literature, some metaphors
work better than others. This one, I
think, anthropology can do without—
even if it means that the discipline must
wait a while before being transformed.

KEeiTH H. BAsso
Department of Anthropology,
University of Arizona, Tucson 85721

Processes of Science

Laboratory Life. The Social Construction of
Scientific Facts. BRUNO LATOUR and STEVE
WooLGAR. Sage Publications, Beverly Hills,
Calif., 1979. 272 pp., illus. Cloth, $15; paper,
$7.95. Sage Library of Social Research, vol.
80.

Laboratory Life is a fresh, stimulating,
and useful departure from the often rare-
fied study of the philosophy and sociolo-
gy of science in favor of what the authors
call an ‘‘anthropology of science.”” By
refusing to accept the self-character-
izations of scientists as more than anoth-
er datum, the authors acquire insights
available only to field observers in close
daily contact with a tribe of scientists in

their most sanctified workplace, the lab-
oratory. They reveal the laboratory as an
institution in which practitioners are
constantly engaged in monitoring a vari-
ety of “‘inscription devices’’ to which
they feed carefully prepared animal tis-
sues, chemicals, or numerical data from
other inscription devices and from which
they derive charts, graphs, and pictures.
Once obtained, these products replace
all the carefully prepared offerings and
are themselves studied in an effort to ex-
tract new information from a background
of artifacts and previously identified pat-
terns. The aim of the workers in the labo-
ratory is to publish information thus fil-
tered from their inscriptions in order to
acquire credit, or credibility, with other
practitioners and in order to reduce the
mountains of data that constantly threat-
en to overwhelm and obscure the order
painstakingly created from masses of
noise.

Making statements about new infor-
mation is a social endeavor in which the
authors find that epistemological purity
counts little, whereas anticipating ob-
jections and raising the costs of dis-
agreement by carrying out further tests
are highly valued. These additional tests
provide supporting evidence that makes
it possible to strip a statement of the cir-
cumstantial context in which it was
created. Scientists, the authors find, as-
sess the claims of colleagues according
to the credibility built up by those col-
leagues, the reliability of the inscription
devices employed, and the stakes in-
volved in accepting a new statement as
fact. Ironically, facts are accepted as
such because of the specific conditions
under which they were created, but in
becoming facts they are stripped of refer-
ence to context and deemed equally true
for all situations.

The scientists in Roger Guillemin’s
laboratory at the Salk Institute, which
was the site of the anthropological field-
work (conducted by Latour), were con-
stantly endeavoring to propel their ideas
and proposals toward the status of ac-
cepted facts. Their business was the
“‘construction of reality.”’ By monitoring
the behavior and speech of these scien-
tists the authors explore how facts are
constructed in everyday work and dem-
onstrate, by tracing the ‘‘deconstruc-
tion’” of some facts, how reality is social-
ly created and why it is misleading to
speak of the “‘discovery’ of scientific
facts as if they are independent of the so-
cial conditions that generated them. The
two chapters in which the authors ex-
plore the construction of the fact of the
thyrotropin-releasing factor and the mi-
croprocess of fact construction in every-
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