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Abstract 
 This article explores four fieldwork anecdotes, conducted over five decades, from a 
variety of perspectives, in Ireland and the United States (Mississippi, specifically), 
interrogating the premise that fieldwork necessarily elicits factual data, or “truth”. Reaffirming 
that fieldwork is a central, indeed essential cornerstone of Ethnomusicology, I explore the 
essential dilemma of insider-outsider, “we-talk” and misapprehension, even when a common 
language of communication is assumed. 

 
Keywords: Fieldwork; Communication; Cape Clear; Gospel; We-talk; Munnelly 

 
Introduction  
 There persists a latent assumption in Ethnomusicology that the data that is 
collected during fieldwork forms the basis of “truth” (or at the very least a truth) about 
a particular community or context under study. Yet, despite continuing debates 
surrounding insider-outsider fieldworkers, objectivity-subjectivity, exoticism, 
colonialism, “othering”, and orientalism, the fundamental centrality of fieldwork to 
ethnomusicology has only recently begun to be questioned. Writing in 1992 Helen 
Myers asserted (quite correctly) that “in fieldwork we unveil the human face of 
ethnomusicology […] fieldwork is the most personal task required of the 
ethnomusicologist. Fieldwork is also the most critical stage of ethnomusicological 
research—the eyewitness report, the foundation upon which all results rest” (1).  

From the early 1970s, the emergence of self-reflexivity in fieldwork studies has 
been evident in anthropology1, and with the publication of Edward Said’s Orientalism 
in 1978  (New York: Vintage) and the intense debate that that book provoked, 
anthropology and related disciplines have become increasingly concerned with 
issues of identity, politics of representation, self and other, and narrative 
ethnography.2 Writing in 2005, Timothy Cooley observed that the science paradigm 
of ethnomusicology (where music is an objectively observable fact to be collected) 
“cannot necessarily answer the questions about human relations, and the negotiation 
and representation of identities” (2005:17).   

 
In this paper I would like to explore four fieldwork anecdotes that concern these 

issues, drawing on fieldwork conducted over five decades in Ireland and the United 
States (serendipitously in 1972, 1982, 2002 and 2012), and from the perspectives of 
both the insider and the outsider, in order to consider whether any ‘truth’ at all (other 
than that of one individual’s perception of events in a particular time and place) can 
result from fieldwork.  I have ordered these anecdotes chronologically, but it is also 
worth noting that they move along a continuum of relative insider-outsider 
interactions. The first anecdote (1972) pertains to my examination of an English-
speaking Irish man’s experience of collecting English-language song in Ireland: one 
might therefore assume an insider-insider interaction, or what one might term an 
inter-subjective encounter. The second anecdote (1982) pertains to my own fieldwork 
as a complete outsider in African American communities in Mississippi, USA, but 
enlisting the assistance of an insider: what one might perhaps designate as an intra-
subjective (or outsider-insider-insider) encounter. The third anecdote (2002) pertains 
to my revisiting prior inter-subjective fieldwork with the fieldworker: what one might 
term historical inter-subjectivity. And the final anecdote (2012) concerns my 
conducting fieldwork as an outsider, although this opens up an epistemological 
complex. 



 
 
Cape Clear Island, Co Cork, Ireland, June 1972 
 In June 1972, the late Tom Munnelly (1944-2007), then working as a 
professional collector (although he had been collecting song for many years prior to 
this) made a field trip to Cape Clear Island (Oileán Chléire) with a view to recording 
English-language traditional song. Munnelly was by then in his tenth month of 
professional collecting, and had collected song successfully in about half of Ireland’s 
counties, and from a wide variety of singers. While Munnelly himself estimated that 
Cape Clear was at that time ‘roughly evenly macaronic’ (interview November 19, 
2006), and though this is a matter that it is very difficult to gauge from census records 
for a whole variety of reasons, there was a clear reluctance on the islanders’ part to 
admit to knowing any English-language song, much less supplying Munnelly with 
any. Yet Munnelly’s mandate was to collect English-language song because, 
although there was awareness that the Irish-language tradition was in decline, there 
was little apparent concern about the English-language song tradition.3 It is beyond 
debate, however, that with the advent of the mass media for all but the most remote 
areas of Ireland, both song traditions were in jeopardy, as is intimated in Munnelly’s 
first diary entry for Cape Clear.4 

 
Diary 6 
Thurs. 8 June 1972 
 
Drove the entire distance from Dublin, about 250 miles, without a break. […]  
Got the boat over to Cape Clear and found lodging for the time being. Having had 
something to eat I went down to the pub and met Sean Caddogan who promised to call 
in tomorrow and give me a few songs. Electricity has come to the island and it is 
impossible to record with the blare of television in the background. 
 Absolutely exhausted went to bed at midnight.5 

 
 Part of Munnelly’s disenchantment with the island relates to the advent of 
modern technology—‘it is impossible to record with the blare of television in the 
background’. In this brief dissatisfied comment, we get an intimation of the tensions 
that characterise the materials from Munnelly’s trip to Cape Clear. There is the 
outsider’s voice—for, although in the anthropological literature of the time he might 
be considered a cultural insider, in the relatively isolated community of Cape Clear in 
the early 1970s, this twenty-eight-year-old Dubliner with his professional recording 
equipment, is most definitely an outsider. And there are also the insider’s voices—the 
islanders’ voices that carry across the distance of decades both on the tapes that 
Munnelly recorded and in the descriptions of them and their actions penned in 
Munnelly’s field diaries. Many of the tensions result of course from their differing 
interests and expectations. Munnelly may have been interested in collecting English-
language song but, in the social space of the pub that was almost invariably his first 
port of call in a new locale, the islanders were interested not in unmediated oral 
transmission, but in the newly-acquired medium of television.  
 
 These polemics of insider-outsider, identity and politics of representation, 
conducting fieldwork at home or abroad, persist in the ethnomusicological literature 
and have not been resolved (it is arguable that they cannot be), despite tentative 
suggestions for resolution. One suggestion advanced by Jonathan Stock in 2008, if 
vaguely aspirational, is representative of this trend. “Those of us who still do much of 
our research overseas can assist in the development of new ideas by thinking about 
our own endeavours in applied ethnomusicology and by speaking with our 
colleagues and students who work at home” (2008:204). 

 



 But to return to consideration of the interactions between Munnelly and the 
Cape Clear islanders, it is important to remember that an essential part of the 
islander’s sense of identity arose from the designation of the island as a gaeltacht 
thereby providing access to particular grants and incentives designed to improve the 
quality of life of gaeltacht dwellers.6 They may, therefore, have been reluctant to 
potentially jeopardise that status by facilitating a young Dubliner with English-
language performances, particularly as he was recording them for return to Dublin, 
the seat of government. One endearing illustration of this is in Munnelly’s encounter 
with Máire (‘Babe’) Breathnach, aged 80, on Tuesday, June 13th.7 “Babe” had initially 
refused to sing at all until she learned that it was an tAthair Ó Murchú who had 
recommended her to Munnelly, and even when he secures her agreement to sing, 
she asserts her identity by deciding what she will and what she will not sing, with an 
amusing disregard for what Munnelly wants. Thus we have the following exchange 
on the tape at the beginning of the session:  

 
Babe: “Why don’t I give the Irish song anyway?  
Munnelly: “O.K.” [with considerable lack of enthusiasm] 
Babe: Because ‘tis Irish I want, ‘tis Irish I have. Are you ready now?”  
Munnelly: “I’m ready” 
Babe: “God … I am hoarse.”8 

 
 I will not go into Máire’s sung performance here as I have done so 
elsewhere,9 but the issue of language—“’tis Irish I want, ‘tis Irish I have”—merits 
further consideration and has, of course, long been recognised by scholars as being 
of far more than merely political or cosmetic significance. C.S. Lewis puts is 
succinctly. 

 
Nothing about a literature can be more important than the language it uses. A 
language has its own personality; implies an outlook, reveals a mental activity, 
and has a resonance, not quite the same as those of any other. Not only the 
vocabulary […] but the very shape of the syntax is sui generis. (1964: 6) 

 
 Given, moreover, that it is a well-established psychological premise, that a 
large part of our identity is built paradoxically on who we are not,10 or, as Micheil 
Bakhtin put it, that “we get ourselves from others”,11 the binary opposition between 
the Irish and English languages here (and indeed their associations and cultural 
contexts), is critical for many of the islanders. For ‘Babe’ part of the core of her 
identity is Irish song. Song, that is, that is not in English, which results in the 
presentation of a repertoire that is entirely at odds with what Munnelly is trying to 
achieve. ‘Babe’ may, on the recommendation of an tAthair Ó Murchú have conceded 
to conduct a brief interview with Munnelly in English, but her language of affective 
discourse is Irish, and to Irish she insisted on returning once left to her own mode of 
expression. Nor was she alone in this: the islanders generally resorted to either of 
two strategies when Munnelly requested English-language songs. They either 
asserted, despite all evidence to the contrary, that they did not know any songs of 
any kind, or alternately, they insisted on providing Munnelly with songs in Irish, 
despite his audible lack of enthusiasm for them, still clear on these more than forty-
year-old recordings. In fact, of those islanders whom Munnelly did persuade to sing 
(i.e., those who adopted the second strategy), all insisted on singing songs in Irish, 
and all islanders but one sang more Irish-language songs than English. In this the 
inhabitants of this relatively isolated community were remarkably consistent. Máire 
Breathnach in her encounter with Munnelly, offered a fragment of one song in 
English—“A Jacket and Blue Trousers” (sometimes known as “Short Jacket and 
White Trousers”)—before reverting inevitably to a song in Irish—“Máire,” at the 



conclusion of which she adds ‘Máire, ‘sea mé fhéin’ (Máire is myself), further 
asserting her identity in and as Irish12. 
This was arguably Tom Munnelly’s least successful field trip of that initial ten 
months—even the weather conspired against him (see Smith 2014)—but despite his 
difficulties, some lovely recordings do result. It is, however, incontrovertible that many 
of the islanders viewed him with suspicion, and this detrimentally effected what Titon 
has referred to as ‘the inter-subjective process that takes place when two or more 
people communicate face-to-face’ (1995:432), because performances are never 
neutral, but emerge in inter-subjectivity, through the personal relationships between 
people that mould and fashion them.  
 
Benton, Lamar County, Mississippi, U.S.A., August 1982 
 Some ten years later, in August 1982, I embarked on my own first fieldwork 
trip. I was enrolled in the PhD programme in Ethnomusicology at Brown University in 
Rhode Island on the eastern coast of the United States, and was nearing the end of 
my first year of study. I considered myself relatively acculturated by this point, and I 
also had a close friend from Mississippi who was a sociology student, so that I even 
felt that I had had some exposure to the Deep South—at least I was confident that I 
could understand a southern accent. I planned to spend the month of August in 
Mississippi doing field research on spirituals. While my research was concentrated in 
Oxford, Mississippi, and its satellite black communities, I also travelled briefly to 
Jackson (the state capita) to meet with Sr. Theo Bowman—an expert on black 
religious music and its history—and with her to other black satellite communities 
around Jackson, as well as to Greenville, Holly Springs (home of Rust College, an 
important black college for a wide variety of reasons) and to Benton (where this 
particular fieldwork encounter took place). I could hardly have been more of an 
outsider—a single, white female conducting research in virtually segregated, 
patriarchal black communities. Ironically, what facilitated my research to a certain 
point was that I was also Irish and, therefore, a visitor—hospitality to  visitors still is a 
strong part of Southern culture—and, as a foreigner, not necessarily embedded in 
the fraught American black-white racial history and interactions of the time. The heat 
and humidity made it difficult for me to concentrate on anything (I have never since 
visited the Deep South at the height of summer), and I quickly found that I had 
overestimated my ability to comprehend Black English vernacular delivered in a 
southern accent. Sometimes I could follow what was going on, at other times I could 
not hope to. I did, however, discover over the course of my research into spirituals, 
that an important traditional quartet (in Black English Vernacular ‘quartet’ designates 
a small group as opposed to four voices) who still sang in the a capella style of the 
early twentieth century, lived in a nearby county. The ‘True Loving Five’ were formed 
at some stage in the 1940s (the group members were vague on specifics and, indeed 
seemed little interested therein), and consisted in 1982 of three brothers—Odell, 
Curley, and M.H. Hampton--Odell’s son-in-law Goodlow Kilpatrick, and a friend, 
Frank Stiegers. They were quick to assert that their style was, and had been from the 
outset, different from the singing of the church, and that they modelled themselves to 
a degree on the famous ‘Golden Gate Quartet’ (formed in 1930 in Berkeley, Virginia). 
The group draws its identity from a sense of fidelity to the ‘ole-time singing’.  
  
 I was eager to record and interview the group, not least because I had heard 
that they rely entirely on the process of oral transmission. Thus they acquire their 
songs in either of two ways: sometimes they ‘catch’ their songs over the radio, and 
Curley then rearranges them in the style of the True Loving Five; alternately Curley 
dreams the songs and brings them to the group. This second method particularly 
intrigued me, as I had not previously encountered it in the African American tradition, 
but I was aware that it has a long history among some Aboriginal/Native American 



groups. (The next decade of fieldwork would reveal that many of the African 
Americans whom I interviewed in this area of northern Mississippi claimed some 
degree of Native American ancestry, and I would subsequently discover that treaties 
with the native Choctaw and Chickasaw nations were signed relatively late in the 
nineteenth century—1830-35, when they were relocated to reservations in 
Oklahoma—but at the time, I was simply intrigued by this method of composition.13) 
While it is difficult to prove in particular instances, several of the African Americans 
whom I interviewed in this area stressed this Aboriginal heritage, some citing Native 
grandfathers from whom they had learnt much herbal medicinal lore and, as I did not 
encounter mention of this method of composition elsewhere, it seems inescapable 
that the two cultures influenced each other (particularly where intermarriage was 
practiced). It is worth stating, however, that as I was interviewing African American 
and not Native American descendants, the intercultural influence with which I was 
presented was one-way.  
  
 Eager to attend a rehearsal and also to interview the group, but also aware 
that the group rehearsed at the Hampton family home and that rural routes were at 
the time rarely signposted, I managed on one occasion to enlist the services of a 
black male lecturer at a local college, who had recorded the group on several 
occasions. He served as my entrée, as it were,  to introduce me so that I could 
record and interview the True Loving Five. I had asked him to explore with them for 
me the origins of the spirituals: here follows an excerpt from that interview. 
 
August 1982, Thérèse Smith, Lamar, Benton Co., Mississippi. 
 

Lecturer: So what would you say the spirituals come from? 
Odell: Well, it has to be God. 
It’s got to be a…good religion. 
Lecturer: Well, in terms of a time frame? What did they tell you, or when did they tell 
you spirituals were created? 
Odell: You mean how we sing? 
Lecturer: No, not how you sing, but when spirituals first came into being, during what 
time? 
Odell: Can I ask like this brother, You talking about speaking about how old you 
supposed to be before you know…? 
Lecturer: No, no no no no [with evident frustration]. When were spirituals first began to 
be heard in this country? 
Odell: Well, I can’t say it for the next brother. All I can say is for myself, speak for 
myself. When I got big enough, God you know, centre of God in myself, that’s when I 
know something about spirituals. 
Curley: But I believe the Jubilee started first, didn’t it? 
Odell: Yeah, the jubilee started out before the spiritual were. The jubilee started singing 
with our folks. Yeah. 
Curley: The spiritual come along after the War [The War that is referred to here is, of 
course, the American Civil Wat, the only widescale war to be fought on American soil 
and, therefore, uniquely central to the American psyche. For African Americans it is 
vested with additional significance, because it is the war that won for slaves their 
freedom—however attenuated that may have continued to be, particularly in the South.] 
Lecturer: You think so? The reason why I’m asking that because we know that 
spirituals were very popular during slavery times. 
Odell and others. Right, right, that’s right. 
Lecturer: You have heard that? 
Odell: Now it might have been, that’s when we heard, we knew, but it may be 
(interview, August 31, 1982). 

 
  



 During this period of fieldwork in 1982 (and indeed into the 1990s), in my 
position as a single, white woman in a patriarchal culture, I was repeatedly 
admonished that women were (not should be, but were) subservient, as in the 
following recourse to the authority of the Bible “If Christ is the head of the church, 
man is the head of a woman. Then how can your bottom part lead your head? This is 
all Scripture: woman was made for man’s helpmate, not to exercise authority over 
man”14. In the preceding instance, in order to overcome difficulties of credibility, as 
well as problems of concentration (caused by the intense heat and humidity) and 
comprehensibility (due to an accent which I sometimes barely understood), I had 
enlisted someone whom I perceived as a cultural insider—a black married man, with 
some academic status.  
  
 What I had failed to grasp, of course, was that this individual was a cultural 
outsider to this situation on two counts: 1) he did not share the fundamentalist beliefs 
of the True Loving Five, so that he was not interested in their belief that spirituals 
could only come from God; and 2) he was not trained in ethnographic interviewing 
techniques, but was running a particular academic agenda, so that he flatly 
contradicted what he was being told by the True Loving Five, so as to elicit the 
information he sought. Once again, and arguably in a more extreme fashion, the 
inter-subjectivity of the personal encounter that is at the heart of fieldwork, sculpted 
the resultant portrait. This black, married, male academic was not interested in the 
True Loving Five’s beliefs in the origins of the spirituals, but sought instead 
confirmation of the generally accepted history of the origins and evolution of 
spirituals. There was no scope for reflexive ethnography here, and of course the 
interviewer was not a trained ethnographer. Explanation rather than epistemological 
understanding (Titon, 1997) were what was sought. Not wishing to contradict their 
interviewer, the members of the True Loving Five tried politely to discern the answers 
that he wished to obtain and, if not to acquiesce, at least to allow that he might be 
correct—“Now it might have been”. After a further ten years of spending months at a 
time in such communities in Mississippi, and with a much greater awareness and 
understanding both of the discipline of ethnomusicology, and of a variety of 
individuals (eventually friends) in such communities, I could discern much that is 
telling about this encounter, but at the time this talking at cross purposes seemed 
empty and pointless to me. 
 
Miltown Malbay, Co. Clare, Ireland, August 2002  
 I now return closer to home, to an interview that I conducted with Tom 
Munnelly (as opposed to his interviews with others as in the first anecdote), revisiting 
Tom’s earlier fieldwork (not just one but—as we’ll hear later—TWO Dubliners in 
Clare, reviewing field practices of which neither of us had much experience. A review 
of one of Munnelly’s personal fieldwork expeditions, i.e., prior to his appointment by 
the Department of Education in 1971, resulted in a spectacular misapprehension on 
my part). This perspective is what I termed above ‘historical inter-subjectivity’, i.e., a 
retrospective consideration of an inter-subjective encounter (review of prior insider-
insider encounter). However, as in the first anecdote, the nuances of what constitutes 
an insider derail this rather simple construction.  
 
 In August 2002 while, along with my husband and son, I spent a brief holiday 
in Clare, Tom Munnelly graciously invited me to his home in Miltown Malbay so that I 
could interview him about his fieldwork. As a result of both of our schedules, the only 
day that we could meet was on August 25th, my wedding anniversary. Tom and 
Annette (his wife) welcomed us warmly into their home but, conscious that it would 
be impossible to conduct an interview with my then two-and-a half-year-old son 
present, and unwilling to have him under Annette’s feet (who was also expecting 



guests for dinner), I dispatched those two men in my life to drive up and down the 
byroads of Clare to see whether they could find a beach and rock pools or something 
to lose themselves in. I was, however, acutely aware that my husband was less than 
impressed with this development on our wedding anniversary, and also that my son 
was a less than happy car traveller, who screamed at the restraint of being strapped 
into a car seat. And so, during the course of my interview with Tom, my mind darted 
back and forth to our car, imagining a red-faced screaming toddler in the back, and 
an irate father in the front, driving down impossibly small and winding country roads 
(especially so by my German husband’s standards): I just hoped they wouldn’t meet 
a tractor… 
 
 There was one further reason why I was more than usually focused on cars 
on that particular day. I had been preparing for this interview with Tom (whom I 
barely knew at the time), not just by listening to the field tapes that he had recorded 
during those first ten months, but also by reading through his field diaries for the 
period. Running as a leitmotif through those early entries were tales of his car and 
driving: problems with a broken window that resulted in his being repeatedly 
drenched, causing him to be ‘hunched over like “Quasimodo”’; a prolonged hunt for a 
garage in Dublin that would fix a tubeless type puncture; torrential rain that resulted 
in such poor visibility that he dented the car while parking it; ominous grating noises 
from under the bonnet; and directions that were either incorrect or incorrectly 
followed, so that he sometimes covered twenty miles on narrow country roads only to 
end up back where he had started. I would later discover that there were good 
reasons for this narrative car motif in these early months, but at the time I found it 
striking and inexplicable. 
 
 As Tom and I reviewed his early experiences of working as a professional 
collector, he also touched on an earlier time, and offered the following anecdote.  



TM: Before I was working for the Folklore Department, or Education, I usually 
managed to borrow recorders. I didn’t own ones of any great quality myself. I 
remember this enormous old Philips machine that I went hitching with. And 
Tom, Michael Moran was one of the people that I knew at the time, and I was 
recording him, I’d met him in Mohill and I said I’d come back with a tape 
recorder, which I duly did, and hitched this bloody thing which weighed 26 
pounds, and Drumrahill is about a mile and a half down a tiny lane, so I lumped 
this thing down, and of course you get there and realise there’s no electricity. 
But Gerry, the son had a car, so we went into’ Fitzpatrick’s’ in Mohill, and there 
I was able to plug in, at least. And I think I told this on radio once, they put me 
up that night, because there was no B&B around, not within easy walking 
distance, so I had straw out in the barn. It was perfect, but as part of my fee for 
staying overnight there, they asked me, I had to drive a cow to the fair in Mohill 
the following day. 
TS: In your Renault 4? 
TM: No, no, I hadn’t got a car at the time. 
But being an inner-city Dubliner, I hardly knew which end of the cow to point 
towards the town. I do remember, the bugger, it, I was beating it along with a 
stick there. You see Gerry was working on a building site, and the idea was, I 
would drive it into town, the two and a half miles, and when I got it into town 
he’d come out and he’d bring it to the fair and sell it. But the bloody thing was 
going into every gap in every hedge around, but fortunately, as I said, this was 
setting off at five o’clock in the morning, after about a mile and total exhaustion, 
it was only getting light, and other people coming from all around, going 
through the dark driving their cattles [sic.], one of them took pity on me, and 
just put it in with their herd and drove it on. 
TS: So what were you trying to get it into? Did they have a van there? Oh you 
were driving it by hand [as the penny drops, finally]. I was wondering why you 
were having such trouble just getting it up a ramp. 
TM: No [laughs], that’s why it kept going into every bloody gap” 

 
 It is a measure of Tom’s generosity and kindness that he did not laugh at me 
outright at the idea of putting a cow in a Renault 4, but instead answered deadpan 
‘No, I hadn’t got a car at the time.’ That it took about another minute for me to grasp 
the point of the anecdote, and the self deprecation that Tom had chosen to display in 
narrating it is, I must admit, embarrassing and shows just how crossed wires can 
become even when a high degree of commonality can be assumed between the 
participants in inter-subjective face-to-face communication. 
 
Oxford/Clear Creek, Mississippi, November 2012 
 In November 2012 I had the good fortune to return to the area of Mississippi 
where I had conducted my most extensive fieldwork in the 1980s. I had given a paper 
at the 2012 annual conference of the Society for Ethnomusicology in New Orleans in 
the preceding days, and I then proceeded by train through Louisiana and Mississippi 
to Greenville, MS, where friends picked me up and drove me back to Oxford. My plan 
was to attend Clear Creek Missionary Baptist Church.’s [hereafter MBC] Sunday 
service on November 4th. I had, of course, been in contact with the church in the 
period since my last trip there in the early 1990s, and I had also been doing web-
based research on their activities, and communicated with them via email (and their 
new website) that I would be attending that Sunday. It was with some excitement 
(and trepidation) that I envisaged a return to my old stomping grounds, as it were, 
especially as I knew that many things had changed—most notably an improvement in 
the economic situation of this historically most economically-deprived state in the 



Union, and an internationalisation and improvement in race relations in a state that 
had a poor reputation for both. 
 
 The timing of this trip was additionally auspicious as the election of the 
American President was scheduled for November 6th (when I would still be in 
Mississippi), and I was looking forward to viewing reactions in Oxford and the 
surrounding (black) communities to Barack Obama’s bid to secure a second term 
(the 44th President of the United States, but the first African American President, 
indeed the first non-white President—it goes without saying that he was male- to be 
elected to the office). I looked forward to viewing the coverage in the press, both 
locally and nationally, and to observing the vote itself in Lafayette County. 
 
 In preparation for my visit to Clear Creek on Sunday, November 4th, I 
discussed the overall social and economic situation with my white hosts. While they 
had not visited Clear Creek M.B.C, the husband was acquainted with one of the 
prominent deacons of the church, who was politically active at the state level, and we 
had often conversed about him in the 1980s. When I asked about him this time, 
however, I was informed that he had died of cancer a couple of years previously. 
This saddened and dismayed me, particularly as, not being aware of his demise, I 
had not extended any sympathies at the time. It was agreed that we would all three 
attend Sunday service the following morning: I had hoped to borrow a car and drive 
myself, and thus not importune my hosts, but my insurance would not transfer as I no 
longer had a valid US driving licence, and driving is an absolute necessity in order to 
reach these outlying black communities. This fieldwork encounter, therefore, placed 
me in the curious position of both outsider and insider: to my white hosts, I was an 
insider to this black community, having spent many months with them over the years; 
but to the Clear Creek community, I was somewhere between outsider and quasi-
insider (although I had not been converted, they had adopted me in the latter stages 
of my fieldwork in the 1980s and insisted that I stand with them as part of the Clear 
Creek delegation when they visited other churches. African American churches of 
this nature generally have a specifically designated section, “Recognition of Visitors”, 
in the service when individuals or delegations from visiting churches are invited to 
stand and announce themselves. The decision of Clear Creek M.B.C. to invite me to 
stand with them as part of their delegation, was a public declaration of their 
acceptance of this white foreigner as “one of their own”.) And there was, of course, a 
sense of familiarity in my return.  
 
 Much had changed at Clear Creek M.B.C from the early 1990s to 2012, as 
throughout this area of northern Mississippi (but that is the subject of another paper). 
The service proceeded, nonetheless, along the lines that I had expected and was still 
Spirit-filled, i.e. one familiar with these congregations could feel the intensity and 
emotion associated with the congregants being fully engaged in the worship 
experience, and anticipate that spirit possession might occur. Notably, the 
congregants were urged by both the Pastor and the church officials to be sure to vote 
in the Presidential elections on the following Tuesday. Immediately after the service I 
approached one of the Mothers of the Church whose whole family had been 
exceptionally helpful on previous occasions and, after exchanging hugs, immediately 
expressed my dismay that I had not known of the deacon’s death. Imagine my 
surprise when she told me that he had not died, but that the couple had divorced and 
that he no longer attended the church. As it was not appropriate to pursue this at the 
time, I left it at that, and we ‘visited’ with various members of the congregation before 
leaving for lunch. 

 
 When I informed my white hosts of this misapprehension, they were very 
puzzled as to how this misunderstanding could have come about, but asserted that 



they definitely had not seen the deacon at all in the preceding few years. Reflecting 
on the situation later, however, it became clear to me that this was yet one more 
instance of how inter-subjectivity shapes every encounter. Clear Creek M.B.C. is a 
fundamentalist, evangelical church, and its members place primary faith on the 
inerrancy of the Bible. To a wide variety of questions that I had posed throughout my 
periods of fieldwork, I was invariably referred to the authority of the Bible. A high 
standard of moral behaviour is expected of deacons, in particular, and the most 
frequently quoted passage of Scripture in this regard was 1 Timothy 3: 8-12, which 
reads as follows from the King James Bible. 

 
Likewise must the deacons be grave, not double-tongued, not given to too 
much wine, nor greedy of filthy lucre, holding the mystery of the faith in a pure 
conscience. And let those also first be proved; then let them use the office of 
deacon, being found blameless. Even so must their wives be grave, not 
slanderers, sober, faithful in all things. Let the deacons be the husbands of one 
wife, ruling their children and their own houses well. 

 
 Whatever event had transpired between this deacon and his wife, the church 
community seemed to have adjudicated that he had broken the code of deaconship, 
as he was no longer a deacon of the church, but she was now a Mother of the 
church. He had either removed himself, or been removed: he was beyond the 
boundaries of the community, and so the judgement to the external (white) 
community was that he was dead. The internal ‘truth’ was, revealingly, something 
quite different. For different audiences, different ‘truths’ were appropriate, illustrating 
that we create ‘truth.The fieldwork encounter is no exception to this: it is never 
singularly  ‘true’, although we sometimes choose to believe that it is, as we have a 
particular, vested interest in deciphering what is true in the period when we are ‘in the 
field’. As already noted by James Clifford in 1986: 

 
New historical studies of hegemonic patterns of thought (Marxist, Annaliste, 
Foucaultian) have in common with recent styles of textual criticism (semiotic, 
reader-response, post-structural) the conviction that what appears as “real” in 
history, the social sciences, the arts, even in common sense, is always 
analyzable as a restrictive and expressive set of social codes and conventions. 
(1986:10) 

 
 Thus, different social codes and conventions were operative here, depending 
on the audience for which they were intended, and simultaneous ‘truths’ were 
operative in this encounter, as they often, or perhaps inevitably are in every inter-
subjective human encounter. As an addendum to my trip, Barack Obama was, of 
course, re-elected to a second term as President of the United States (although it 
was a close-run race), the Mississippi electorate voted as one might expect: roughly 
two thirds of the state voted Republican (conservative: Milt Romney for President and 
Paul Ryan for Vice President), and the remaining third voted Democratic (Barack 
Obama for President, and Joe Biden for Vice President). My hosts and I were 
encouraged and pleased by this result (most particularly Obama’s re-election), but 
this was, obviously, not a universal feeling in Mississippi. In Oxford, at the University 
of Mississippi (typically viewed, by African Americans at least, as the bastion of white 
supremacy in the State, and certainly as the seat of the plantation South), student 
demonstrations resulted from the announcement of the re-election of the President 
Obama and, while the protestors against his re-election seemed to be relatively small 
in number, they nonetheless received prominent coverage on the CNN daily news 
broadcast the following morning (November 7, 2012). 
 



These demonstrations also made the front page of The Daily Mississippian—‘the 
student newspaper of the University of Mississippi and Oxford since 1911’--on 
November 7, 2012. The clashes were reported as follows. 

 
Hundreds of Ole Miss [the affectionate epithet for the University of Mississippi] 
students exchanged racial epithets and violent, politicized chants in response 
to the re-election of President Barack Obama. 
What began as an argument around midnight quickly spread across campus. 
UPD [University Police Department] responded to a fire alarm being pulled in 
Brown Hall [a student residence] as crowds gathered near Kincannon and 
Stockard [likewise, student residences]. 
Just as all seemed to calm down, those in disagreement moved to the Grove [a 
recreational area of c. 10 acres of grass and trees at the centre of the 
University of Mississippi campus15].  
UPD cleared the Grove on the grounds that it closes at midnight. 
Displeased, crowds continued to grow and returned to Kincannon. 
UPD responded and forcibly dispersed the crowd. 
‘Disperse or go to jail,’ UPD officers said. 

 
 These protests echo, of course, the protests that accompanied African 
American James Meredith’s bid to integrate the University of Mississippi in 1962. 
Although he had served with the American Air Force from 1951 to 1960, and had 
subsequently studied for two years at Jackson State College, Meredith was 
repeatedly refused admission to the University of Mississippi. Upon appeal to the 
Fifth Judicial Criminal Count, it was ruled that he was being denied on grounds of his 
race. His subsequent attempt to enrol at the university, even with the support of 
Federal troops, resulted in protests by more than 2,000 University of Mississippi 
students and others. Then Mississippi Governor, Ross Barnett, also defied the 
Supreme Court ruling and called out State troops to prevent Meredith’s enrolment. 
Riots ensued, and the Attorney General Robert F. Kennedy sent in Federal marshals 
and later Federalised National Guardsmen—a total of 31,000 Federal troops—to 
ensure Meredith’s enrolment. The riots that ensued resulted in the wounding of 160 
individuals, and the death of two bystanders. 

 
 The 2012 protests also resonate with Mississippi’s rejection of the 
inauguration of the Martin Luther King Jr. National Holiday in 1986. Despite the fact 
that this Federal holiday had been enacted into law for the third Sunday in January, 
Oxford, Mississippi, chose to ignore it upon its inauguration in 1986. All schools in 
Oxford and state businesses remained open in defiance of the Federal ruling and, 
while some churches held services in the evening to celebrate the event, state 
business continued as usual. Thus Cliffords’ “restrictive set(s) of expressive codes 
and conventions” resonate differently not only with different audiences, but also 
resonate with history, accruing additional cultural capital depending on how 
historically embedded in an individual situation one is.  
 
Conclusion 

In conclusion then, it is an inescapable fact that we each bring our subjective 
sensibilities to each fieldwork encounter and that the intensity of field experiences 
often magnifies those sensibilities. If misunderstandings and mis-portrayals are so 
possible, if not probable, in the encounters that I have discussed briefly here, how 
much more likely are they in situations  where language may be a barrier, albeit that 
one may have a working knowledge of the lingua franca, and where one must work 
with an interpreter, thus inserting yet another individual’s interpretive lens onto the 
picture? In 1975 Victor Turner observed that “to each level of sociality corresponds 



its own knowledge, and if one wishes to grasp a group’s deepest knowledge one 
must commune with its members, speak its Essential We-talk’”16 Are we to conclude 
then that successful fieldwork is impossible, especially for the outsider? And what 
about the insider, so immersed in “essential we-talk” that it may not be possible to 
communicate outside of that realm?  
 
 These are of course old problems, going back to Mantle Hood’s views on bi-
culturalism, and bi-musicality. Moreover, one core dilemma for ethnomusicologists 
(which I have barely touched on here) is the difficulty encountered when discussing 
something as personal (and often non-verbal) as music, in the communication 
system that is language, a conundrum that exercised Charles Seeger for much of his 
professional life.17 It seems to me that there are two important facts to be 
foregrounded here. Firstly we should bear in mind that, as Barbara Tedlock has 
observed, in phenomenological terminology ‘we-talk’ belongs neither to the realm of 
objectivity nor to that of subjectivity, but rather to ‘human intersubjectivity’, (1991: 
71)18 and it is this realm that is the strength of the human sciences rather than the 
natural sciences. The strength of our disciplines is not in the production of hard data, 
or patentable items, but in the richness of meaning in human encounters. Secondly, 
we should never lose sight of the fact that all of our interpretation and analysis may 
well be secondary to the cultural documents that we collect, and this has been the 
strength of Folklore collectors such as Tom Munnelly for, as Anthony Seeger 
reminded us (1996: 267), our field documents, properly annotated, archived, and 
accessible, will probably ultimately prove far more valuable than any number of 
learned theories that we might develop around them. Fraught with difficulties as it is, 
our discipline is valuable and rewarding not least because in struggling to understand 
another culture’s “we-talk” we also begin to understand our own. As aspirational as it 
may seem, “truth” wherever it resides, and however we conceive it, is the very fabric 
of our existence. There is a n Irish proverb that translates roughly as “Empty vessels 
make most noise” and in our fieldwork encounters we attempt to fill those vessels 
with meaning. When we manage to do so with clarity, and with something as 
beautiful as music, we realise the goal of the human sciences. 
 
                                                
1 See, for example, Dennison Nash and Ronald Wintrob (1972). 
2See, for example,.Barbara A. Babcock (1993; Margaret K. Brady (2002); Maria Elena Garcia 
(2000); Lillis O Laoire (2003); John Van Maanen (1986). 
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