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 , “Telling Tales Out of School,” is hard won. In coming up
with it, what I had to resist was the tyranny of the colon—its insistence, as
soon as you are within the academic orbit, upon inserting itself, demanding qualification of titles, of terms. As a novelist, there are other linguistic
devices that impress themselves upon one in much the same way. In this
title, for instance, it is the cliché.
But my job, as a novelist, is actually to work against cliché, so perhaps
my title really should have been: “Telling Tales Out of School: Caught
between a Colon and a Cliché.”
e fact that I chose the title without the colon would suggest that in
my case, at least, the cliché won out. And in some senses, that’s my story.
e story of how I became a writer, which is very much tangled up in the
story of how I became, albeit briefly, an anthropologist.
I’ve been trying to figure out this relationship between my academic
past and my present as a writer of fiction for years, particularly the last
couple of years, because my most recent novel, Sweetness in the Belly, is
a very ethnographic novel in many ways. e novel is concerned with
human social phenomena, and the book’s themes—identity, ethnicity, family, displacement, belongingness—are all key concerns in contemporary
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ethnography. e ethnography that informs the cultural, religious, social,
economic, and political details of the book are also based, in part, upon
doctoral fieldwork I conducted in a Muslim community in Ethiopia in the
mid-s and postdoctoral research in Toronto in the late s amongst
Ethiopian refugees and later immigrants.
e story itself, though, is set twenty years before I conducted research
in Ethiopia, against the backdrop of the revolution where Haile Sellasie’s
empire was brought to an end in . During the subsequent era—nearly
two decades of control by a brutal socialist dictatorship—we saw the creation of a worldwide diaspora of Ethiopians for the first time in history,
and we were exposed, through the media, to a portrait of an Ethiopia
dominated by images of famine.
e novel moves between the walled Muslim city of Harar in the last
years of Haile Selassie’s empire and Margaret atcher’s Britain ten years
later, where a community of Muslims from this part of Africa are struggling to create new lives for themselves in exile.
Sweetness in the Belly is not, however, an ethnography; it is very much
a novel. e characters are invented, and the plot is invented. I’ve messed
with a lot of the facts—historical, cultural, and otherwise—for narrative
purposes, because as much as this is a novel engaged with information,
a big part of a novel’s job is to tell a good story, to please us aesthetically,
to entertain.
Some would actually argue that this is the only job of the novel. And
this is one side in an endless debate about the novel’s purpose.
Hermione Lee, who was one of the Booker Prize judges in , wrote
recently in the New York Review of Books that among the judges “discussions kept returning to those centuries-old debates, where praise for seriousness, social responsibility, and moral meaning jostled against praise
for aesthetic pleasure … But,” she writes, “still—in all our arguments we
had no doubts that we were dealing with objects of value.”
e importance of this statement lies in the fact that, as she points out,
“prose fiction, historians of the novel tell us, has had to struggle against
the sense of being a second-rate genre. Heidegger, for instance, said that
novelists ‘squander ignobly the reader’s precious time.’ And that ‘only when
entertainment is combined with useful instruction might the novel escape
charges of insignificance and depravity.’”
And we battle the likes of more contemporary critics. V. S. Naipaul, for
instance, who, despite writing fiction himself, fiction he no doubt believes
should be read, has no problem saying that a novel isn’t up to the task
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of speaking to the “big issues.” In his opinion, a novel does not inform,
instruct, or change the world.
A novel offers a narrative that is of no account in a wider sense.
Ten years ago, I might have believed him. Coming from an academic
background, as I did, everything I had learned up to that point, everything
I believed and held dear, reinforced the value of fact over fiction. Even
where fiction was clearly rooted in fact (historical fiction, for example),
it was almost by definition compromised: diluted, sensationalized, or
dumbed down.
And ten years ago, for me, the idea of reading fiction for pleasure?
Well, that was simply a distraction and definite time waster. Really only
one step up from watching television. As a consequence, I read less than
a half dozen novels during the ten years of my university education.
Why on earth then, how on earth, did I come to find myself, in the early
stages of my academic career, writing fiction?

••••
In , in the months between finishing my  and taking up a post
doc in , I wrote my first novel. It was more by accident than design. I
had been writing short stories, and it so happened that one of these short
stories caught fire. It simply went on and on and on, to the point where
I thought: this is looking suspiciously like a novel. Perhaps if I wrote an
ending it might be one.
at turned out to be the case. Eight years ago, that novel was published
by a tiny press, which paid me an advance which might have bought me a
week’s worth of groceries. And a year after that, in , upon completing
my post doc, I made a choice, a permanent, life-altering choice.
Here I was, a newly minted anthropologist with that rare and elusive
thing of an actual proper job offer in front of me, choosing to give it all
up in order to do something that I’d never even studied and embark on a
profession that probably has the least chance of success or of generating
income than any other profession I could have possibly chosen, except
perhaps that of poet. People naturally assumed I must be having some
kind of breakdown.
Why did I do it? Two related reasons. First, the simple one: I had a
burning, irrepressible desire to write fiction and writing one novel didn’t
satisfy me. It only fuelled that desire. Apparently, I had more of that in
me. And second, and very much related to this, is that fact that I seemed
to be having something of a problem with anthropology. It was one I
Telling Tales Out of School | 

Gibb.indd

41

2/24/2008, 3:39 PM

didn’t understand and felt rather ashamed about. Something about the
way I felt—the way I wanted to write—didn’t seem compatible with the
discipline, at least as I had come to understand it. And that left me feeling
fraudulent, and no matter how much my contemporaries could reassure
me that we all feel like impostors to some degree, they seemed much better
to be able to reconcile whatever it was, where I couldn’t.
Mary Louise Pratt, who wrote the essay “Fieldwork in Common Places”
that appears in the James Clifford and George E. Marcus collection Writing
Culture (), articulated part of that problem for me. She writes:
ere are strong reasons why field ethnographers so often
lament that their ethnographic writings leave out or hopelessly impoverish some of the most important knowledge
they have achieved, including the self-knowledge. For the
lay person, such as myself, the main evidence of a problem is
the simple fact that ethnographic writing tends to be surprisingly boring. How, one asks, constantly, could such interesting
people doing such interesting things produce such dull books?
What did they have to do to themselves?
I remember reading that and thinking: ouch, harsh! And not entirely
true—I have read some beautiful ethnography. But at the same time, I
recognized something in the question. e beautiful ethnography was an
exception. What indeed had so many anthropologists, including me, had
to do to ourselves to produce this work that while, I suppose, reasonably
competent was undeniably boring.
I didn’t know how it could be otherwise, though. is is what I was
trained to do. e language in which I was educated. e language that I,
for the most part, read. And it seemed to be what was rewarded.
In hindsight, it might be partly that finding another way of expressing
things, engaging in fiction, shook my confidence in the ideals I’d always
held on to—ideals that the academic world was a place where free and
radical thinking took place, where conventions were constantly challenged—this is, after all, what had attracted me to this world in the first
place. Yet, what I see now is that that very environment had engendered
in me quite the opposite: a profound conformity, a rigidity, a conservatism,
and an internalization of the hierarchy of this universe which resulted in
a duty-bound performance that simply took me, very safely, from one
stage to the next.
e thing about Mary Louise Pratt’s article that struck me hardest
though, was the word “lament.” I thought: that’s it—it’s that lament she
speaks about. at’s what I feel, and I’ve never heard anyone say it or, at
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least, say it that way. For me, it was the compounded lament of not only
having to leave the field and lose the intimacy of that connection to people
and place but having to reconceive and abandon so much that was vital
about that experience in the service of something academic.
As Pratt observes, there is a “contradiction between the engagement
called for in fieldwork and the self-effacement called for in formal ethnographic description.… Fieldwork produces a kind of authority that is
anchored to a large extent in subjective, sensuous experience.… But the
professional text to result from such an encounter is supposed to conform
to the norms of scientific discourse whose authority resides in the absolute
effacement of the speaking and experiencing subject.”
What happens then to your sense of what it feels like to be in a place,
to your relationships to people in the field, people you care about? To the
intimate experience of having been there? e sensory memory of it. What
do you do with all that?
My fieldwork experience was, if I’m honest about it, much less defined
in the end by the more formal aspects of my research than by my relationships with people in the field. I lived for a year with a Muslim family
with nine children in their household compound in the middle of the
small walled Muslim city of Harar in the eastern highlands of Ethiopia.
e mother, daughters, and I slept on raised red earth platforms in one
room, and the men and sons slept in another room on the other side of the
courtyard. I dressed very modestly, like the women around me, wearing
a veil and slipping on trousers under my skirts. Every morning we rose
with the call to prayer and passed a water jug between us in order to bathe.
Every day, three times a day, we ate the same watery stew out of the same
bowl with our hands. Every day was a battle against rats and cockroaches
and intestinal parasites.
I submitted to the rhythm of the place, and my presence became more
ordinary. After a month, there was no longer any meat in our daily supper,
and I had to fight like everyone else had to fight for whose turn it was to
suck out the marrow from the one bone floating there.
My relationships with certain members of the family deepened, there
was the growth of friendships with people outside the family that still
exists today, there were superficial acquaintanceships to be managed,
along with those who were suspicious of me and maintained the belief
that I was a spy. ere was the habitual use of the mild narcotic khat
leaf socially amongst my friends. ere were people I knew dying of that
unnameable disease AIDS. Women begged me to adopt their children.
ere were lies to parents so that teenagers could carry on their clandestine
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What do you
do with all that?

affairs, visits to friends in prison, shotgun weddings, suicides, merciless
gossip, the curse of the evil eye, and mounting political tension resulting
in a curfew of  , not to mention the colours, the textures, the smells of
the place, all the visceral responses to it, and, ultimately, the utter heartbreak of having to leave it.
Fieldwork is a total experience, not just an intellectual experience,
and while nobody denies this, what’s required at the other end doesn’t
necessarily reflect the extent to which this is true or offer you a way of
dealing with it.
Of course, everyone undergoes some degree of challenge re-entering
life at home after a period of fieldwork, some degree of reverse culture
shock. Most people move through it, as uncomfortable as it is, and get on
with their lives. And getting on with your life as an anthropologist involves
coming to terms with what you have to leave behind, or omit, or in Pratt’s
words—impoverish—in order to produce ethnography.
What I felt forced to dispense with were people. I had to put people
I cared about—people whose place and culture I was writing about—at
a distance.
And what I never sat comfortably with was the fact that these people
couldn’t read my thesis—not because it was written in English but because
it wasn’t written for them. It was theoretically driven and written in an
academic jargon that serves the purpose of advancing argument amongst
a group of likewise fluent and initiated.
For some people, writing about the subjective experience privately, in
diaries, has been the answer. ere’s a strong tradition of doing so; the
most famous example being the publication of Bronislaw Malinowski’s
diaries in —considered a shocking and disturbing contrast to his
ethnography—a revelation that James Clifford identifies was something
of a watershed moment. “Henceforth an implicit mark of interrogation
was placed beside any overly confident and consistent ethnographic voice,”
he writes. “What desires and confusions was it smoothing over? How was
its ‘objectivity’ textually constructed?”
I abandoned a diary when I was in the field. I don’t think a diary
is necessarily the “real” story either. Subjectivity is equally as textually
constructed. We don’t write diaries unselfconsciously: we censor, flatter
ourselves, we find relationships between unrelated elements in our lives in
order to construct a coherent narrative of ourselves and the world around
us. In fact, we employ a lot of the techniques of fiction in our seemingly
most private work.
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What I did find myself doing was writing short stories at the same
time as I was writing my thesis. is is where I seemed to be putting the
“stuff ” that I needed to leave behind or omit in order to get on with my
life as an anthropologist.
In an essay published a couple of years ago in a volume called Autoethnographies [obligatory colon]: e Anthropology of Academic Practices,
I described it this way:
I wring the field notes of the previous year between my
hands like wet laundry. My thesis swims in the puddle at
my feet. e right brain figures out the logistical problem of
how to get that puddle into a bucket. e left brain, meanwhile, dresses in those damp clothes and writes stories about
people and their goats and men in African prisons and women
seduced by Arab men on North African shores, stories full of
fantasy and torment and ambiguity and sex, things a thesis
cannot bear.
At least, my thesis couldn’t bear—an Oxford thesis, a very traditional
old-fashioned piece of work based on research carried out in a very traditional ethnographic locale. Now, there is no doubt that Mary Louise Pratt’s
article had the effect on me that it did because I had been doing such oldfashioned work. A lot of interesting, innovative writing was happening as
a consequence of the Writing Culture debates. But at Oxford, there was
some resistance—a fair amount of disdain for writing about subjectivity,
because it has resulted in what a lot of people have dismissed as narcissistic, navel-gazing drivel.
But even if I had been writing a more modern, let alone postmodern
kind of thesis, I was still up to no good in an academic sense—I was writing
fiction. Which made me an emerging academic with a secret and possibly
dirty passion. A liberating and dangerous indulgence that provoked in
me a battle—as if two languages were talking at once—this sophisticated,
acquired language and a raw, untrained, native tongue.
I had been taught to value the former; I believed in education, I dismissed the worth of the creative writing because it was just something
“instinctive,” not something I had been taught and therefore, to my mind,
not of comparable value. And this was reinforced by a piece of advice a
professor gave me while I was a post doc and applying for academic jobs:
don’t tell anyone you’re writing fiction, because no one will take you seriously as an academic.
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I understood what was being said because it was derived from a proud
tradition that I had inherited myself. How to value art? Because no matter
how much, within a postmodern framework anthropology’s image of itself
as a discipline rooted in scientific detachment and objectivity was collapsing, no matter how much we moved toward reflexivity—self-examination and critique, and the acknowledgement of subjective interpretations
and positioning, no matter how we asked questions about authority and
authorship, we were still academics, not artists.
And for all the talk about the boundaries between anthropology and
fiction being blurry, and for all we were encouraged to seek new ways of
representing cultural experiences—to consider ethnography as text, as
narrative, as allegory, or as “true fiction”—fiction “proper” is still seen to
lack the authority or prestige of academic writing.
And it seems to me, furthermore, that no matter how much we raise
issues about accessibility, we do so while being fully complicit in deeming
work that is “popular,” work that reaches a larger audience as lacking in
intellectual rigour—the very thing that makes what we do, as academics,
distinct and valuable.
So: there was every reason for me to not write fiction. In fact, there
was not a single reason why I should write fiction. Not the least of which
was the fact that those early stories I was writing about African men in
prisons and lust on North African beaches? ey were absolutely terrible.
Not a single one of them—thankfully—was ever published. But I carried
on because I simply couldn’t stop. If you ask most writers why they write?
e answer is usually that simple.

But I carried on
because I simply
couldn’t stop.
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writers why
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••••
Now, why didn’t those early stories of mine work? I had the material right
here, a wealth of material about Islam, Ethiopia, refugee experience, but I
couldn’t seem to translate it into even remotely passable fiction. In fact, it
would turn out to take me years before I could really write fiction about
any material I had been really close to as anthropologist.
e problem, I discovered, is that when you’re trained as an academic
a great deal of unlearning has to happen before you can write fiction.
First of all, if you’re relying on material you’ve known and understood
as academic, you’ve already approached the material from a particular
perspective—you’ve asked your questions and sought and framed your
answers in particular ways—it’s very hard to come at the material in a
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radically different way, with not only a whole new set of questions, but a
whole new way of discovering answers.
It’s particularly difficult to go from having framed something intellectually to framing it emotionally, but it’s a necessary stretch, because
good art, to my mind, is a conversation between the two.
A big part of the problem is not just perspective but one of language.
When you’re accustomed to writing about certain things in a certain way,
it’s very difficult to unhinge them, to disarticulate them from the language
you’ve used to describe them. And as you know, these things that you’ve
identified because there are words for them in a particular language might
not even exist beyond that language.
Scholarly language has particularly conventions—it’s largely written
in the passive voice, it strikes a tone of neutrality yet authority, everything
is qualified with footnotes, contextualized by citations, and its aim is to
represent aspects of reality as accurately as possible. In a very practical sense, then, in order to write fiction I needed to unlearn the passive
voice, a voice I was barely aware of using, and find the active. I needed to
experiment with language and form and rebel against the conventions I
had internalized.
More importantly, I needed to find the courage to invent rather than
rely on facts, to trust invention and imagination, and to give up relying
on research and stand alone with my assertions (without reference to the
work of anyone else). If I ever wanted to touch this material—particularly
the Ethiopian stuff—I needed to both forget the facts that I did know, so
that the space would open up where I could begin to invent characters
and relationships and events, and forget anyone else’s interpretation of
similar material.
e solution I stumbled into seemed to be to write about things I’d
never touched as an academic: setting stories in my own backyard so to
speak. And this is why my first novel seemed to work, where the stories
I had been writing failed miserably. I went on to write another novel in
this vein: black-humoured stories about growing up in pretty warped
families, set in Canada and England. ey involved zero research. Zero
theoretical thinking.
Of course, when I look back at them now, I can see that there is some
theoretical thinking underlying some of the themes of those two books (I
am exploring gender and class, for instance, in ways very much informed
by theory I learned studying anthropology), and there are also obvious
influences drawn from the type of novels that I had liked to read back in
the days when I did read fiction. I did not refer to the work of others in my
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novels, but I was not, in fact, standing alone. I don’t think, however, that it
is the job of the artist to analyze this. I think there’s a danger to innovation
in becoming too conscious of one’s work and of where one’s work fits. I
suppose one writes in the vain hope of the impossible—of being original,
and of not fitting in anywhere, even if that entails the risk of your work
failing to make sense or reach anyone.
When I finally returned to the material I had been familiar with as an
academic, after writing two novels, I faced the hardest struggle of all, which
was actually learning the most basic rule of fiction. To show rather than tell.
To trust that some action can speak for itself rather than having the author
intrude and interpret it for the audience. is sounds so elementary, but
it’s one of the hardest things to do. Even for writers who don’t come from
an academic background, it is counterintuitive. And for those who do have
an academic background, it’s very hard—when you’ve been engaged in a
tradition where the explicit goal is to present and analyze data, to draw
conclusions, to inform and educate and further argument—to let go of the
impulse to spell it all out. You can feel you’re being muzzled.
What showing rather than telling seems to require, above all, is a level
of trust not just in your work but in the intelligence of your audience. You
want to allow your reader to have an experience from which they can draw
their own conclusions. is is the most important part of the contract—the
work the reader has to do.
is is not to say fiction can’t inform, educate, impart moral meaning,
or engender social responsibility. But if it its sets out to do so, if that is the
author’s explicit goal? More often than not, it will fail. Your reader will
smell it right away. at you have an agenda, that they are being lectured to,
that they are being manipulated, that they are being told what to think.
Part of what’s required to avoid being didactic is stepping away as the
author. What is on display, ultimately, are your characters and the embodied knowledge they possess—knowledge they demonstrate through being,
through living. e intelligence the reader brings to bear in interpreting
characters and their stories is that also learned through the experience of
living—a social intelligence that allows us to read people, to interpret the
meaning or emotion behind their actions.
at doesn’t mean your characters can never convey facts. You can use
a lot of fictional techniques, like dialogue, for instance, as devices through
which to convey hard information, and, done well, a reader can end up
absorbing a hefty dose of fact quite painlessly. But you don’t want to use
your characters as vehicles or spokespeople for your views or opinions:
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not only will you risk coming across as having an agenda but all your
characters will end up sounding like you.
Your characters, however, can certainly have views. A great deal of
contemporary fiction is written in the first person and told entirely from
the perspective of that one character. It is explicitly biased in this sense,
in that it makes no claims to be otherwise. e writer’s job is to remain
true to that bias, that way of seeing the world, even if the writer has a very
different way of viewing the world.
You have to give your characters the room to grow, to go places you
would not choose to go, to make decisions with which you don’t necessarily
agree. And that is both part of the joy in writing—those surprises—and
part of the integrity of the work—the comprehensiveness of your characters, no matter how flawed, or hypocritical, or unlikeable they might be.
In academic work, we have an argument we want to make, evidence
we want to bring forth to substantiate some claim. e way I approach
fiction is from the opposite direction. I’ve never constructed a plot or an
outline for a novel. I’ve started by exploring a character, a voice, and as
that character develops on the page it’s they who tell me where they need
to go. If I determined that for them in advance, I would end up, in all likelihood, asking them to do something out of character, to go somewhere
unnatural for them.
It’s admittedly not a very efficient process. You end up exploring all
sorts of tangents on your way to discovering your character’s story. Hundreds of pages, including some of your very best writing, may get discarded
along the way. And as excruciating as that is, it seems to me, at least, to be
necessary. And the more I write? e more experience I gain as a novelist?
e more I throw away.
It’s not just throwing away what appears tangential, or a digression.
It’s throwing away anything extraneous—keeping only those details your
audience really needs in order to understand the characters and the plot.
It is, in some cases, an act of simplification. If you want the assurance of
being able to trust your audience, you do have to create something that
will be accessible to whomever you might imagine that audience to be.
is was a huge struggle for me with Sweetness in the Belly, and it’s the
type of problem that arises when you are grounded in research. So much
of the editing process with this novel was about purging the conspicuous ethnography. When I had a contract for the novel and I was working
with an editor, she’d say things like: why can’t you just say simply he’s a
farmer?
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And I’d say: well, but he wasn’t historically. He’s from this ethnic group
who were traditionally nomadic. And the only reason these people had to
become farmers was because of the imposition of administrative divisions
by the colonial government which restricted their movement. And, in fact,
now he’s a tenant working the land of someone from this other ethnic
group because of this episode in history where the colonial authorities
used that other ethnic group to do this for these reasons. But, of course,
there’s a lot of intermarriage between these two groups, so ethnically
they’re really of the same group. It’s just that they call themselves by different names, and those names really reflect nothing more than differences
in wealth and status …
And then she’d say: yeah, ok. But he’s still a farmer, right? And furthermore, she might say: I thought this was a story about the farmer’s loss
of his wife to cancer.
For all the socio-cultural, political, and historical detail you might have
to give up, you do gain something with the visceral, sensual detail you have
the opportunity to create—descriptive details that are absolutely critical
for creating a mood, an atmosphere that will transport a reader and situate
them in this world you are conjuring up. Creating and evoking this kind
of detail, however, felt quite dangerous to me—anthropology teaches you
to work against the exotic, and one way of ensuring this is by upholding
a tradition of rendering description in factual terms—terms that appeal
to the intellect. In fiction, though, description needs to appeal to all the
senses in order to create the sensation of “being there.”
And, of course, you gain in terms of accessibility. And this, to me, is
actually where the virtue of the novel lies—in its egalitarianism—in both
its depiction of everydayness, the commonplace, and its availability to a
wider audience. And that availability is not just defined intellectually, but
emotionally.
••••
e happy thing is, that for all the unlearning I might have had to do on
the way to becoming a writer of fiction, I benefited and continue to benefit
enormously from having studied anthropology.
In the most practical terms, I’ve had the good fortune of engaging with
a discipline that offered me so much material and first-hand experience,
through fieldwork, that I could potentially to bring to the page.
It is no accident that all of my fiction, as it turns out, concerns all the
same issues that preoccupied me as an anthropologist.
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With Sweetness in the Belly, I set out to tell the story of a life—the story
of someone of British origin who converted to Islam as a child and found
a home for herself in a Muslim community in Ethiopia. I set out to try and
tell a compelling story, but of course the particular life I chose to explore
is a life that could and turned out to embody many of my ethnographic
interests.
I came to write a book about the experiences of people from a complex
and troubled country we know so little about beyond the stereotypical
images of famine and poverty we see in the media. A book about faith, the
faith of Muslims engaged in practices some Muslims would deem heretical—a portrait that complicates a picture of Islam that is dominated by
images of extremism in the media.
I didn’t know that my character would be forced to leave Ethiopia when
I started the book, but as she evolved, this is how the plot developed, so
half the book is about refugee experience. Becoming an alien in an often
hostile land, having to struggle with language and a whole new set of
cultural expectations and references, and renegotiating your relationship
to your own religion and culture.
Beyond handling much of the same material, I could see, early on, that
in method and purpose fiction was not unlike anthropology. Both disciplines situate their agents on the periphery. Anthropology and literature
are actually two disciplines that tend to attract and cultivate outsiders,
because alienation, as Ato Quayson and others have argued, is critical
to their business. It’s this stance of remove that allows us to make the
observations upon which our work is based.
So we share a stance, we share a subject—human experience—and we
share the struggle of finding ways to represent that subject.
While the most obvious difference in terms of representation seems to
be that one is made up where the other isn’t—fiction, at least as I read it,
is equally rooted in the desire to speak to and explore some “truth” about
human experience. If my job as an anthropologist was to gain some subjective experience of what it might be like to live the life of another—someone
of another place or culture—what writing fiction allowed me was both the
freedom to use evocative language to transport me and a potential reader
elsewhere and, perhaps even more exciting, the possibility of imagining
all those things I could never know—those things no amount of research
would ever yield.
Fiction—both reading it and writing it—is all about making empathic
leaps into people’s lives. It offers us privileged insight into people’s innermost thoughts, their intimate worlds, their internal wars—and not just in
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a moment in time but over the course of as much time as you, the writer,
choose to spend with them, their whole lives if you desire.
We come to care about characters and their struggles, they come alive
for us, because we identify or empathize with them because they “seem”
real to us, strike us as familiar, sometimes to the point of seeing aspects
of ourselves in them. ey can offer powerfully resonant portraits of ourselves and others in our midst, allowing us to empathize and identify with
others who might live very different lives from our own and/or who are
far removed from us in time and space.
Being able to engage with the experience of another is critical not only
to knowing something about the other (being able to empathize, make
connections, build relationships) but to knowing yourself. We don’t know
ourselves, or the experience of being human in a vacuum.
I think it’s that kind of knowledge that can potentially be gained—the
experiential, that can be truly transformative: affecting a shift in someone’s perception or attitude through allowing them to walk in the shoes
of another.
And to me, these are the goals of anthropology—at least at its
noblest—to foster some understanding and insight into being human, to
communicate something across perceived lines of distance. We might also
seek to foster empathy and compassion, but this is harder to do within an
academic tradition because empathy is not an intellectual decision. It’s an
emotional response, and I think that because of its ability to transport us
that literature, like music, like visual art, invites us to know this capacity
in ourselves.
ere seems to be some scientific support for this. A study recently
published in the Journal of Research in Personality shows that frequent
readers of narrative fiction scored higher on tests of empathy and social
acumen than did readers of expository non-fiction. You could respond
to that by saying: perhaps it’s simply that people who are more empathic
are drawn to fiction over non-fiction though. But a further, related study
shows that people assigned to read a short story in the New Yorker did
better on a subsequent social reasoning task than those who read an essay
from the same magazine.
Our theoretical work about human experience might have huge
implications for policy, but capturing it vividly might have implications
for how we treat people in our midst. And that matters. Perhaps it’s what
matters most of all.
As a post doc I was very enamoured by the quite abstract and very
elegantly written theory about refugees and displacement that was very
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much in vogue at the time. I was taken with notions of transnationalisms,
hybridities, and deterritorialized entities, and it was this theoretical work
with which I was I engaging and situating my own work.
I had something of a revelatory moment when I went to visit a friend
of mine in Calfornia a few years ago. Agitu was the first person from
Ethiopia I had ever met. When I was in my last year of undergraduate
work at the University of Toronto, she appeared on the campus—a young
Ethiopian woman who had just arrived, having been awarded a scholarship for refugees through World University Services Canada. I was very
interested in knowing her and knowing about the world she came from. As
our friendship developed, she revealed bits and pieces of this remarkable
and troubling history, a story which in many ways reflected the experiences of so many Oromo (the ethnic group to which she belonged) under
Haile Selassie and then the Mengistu dictatorship.
I went to see Agitu that summer, because we’d been talking about writing down the story of her life, possibly for publication but at a minimum
as a document for her daughters, so that they would know something of
the history of a country they had yet to ever visit.
We worked chronologically, starting from the year of her birth; it was
an unstructured interview that we taped over the course of a month. And
then we got to . e year that she’d arrived in Canada. e year we had
first become friends and, I felt, shared so much. e year she introduced
me to this country I knew nothing about, beyond what I had seen in the
media, an introduction which would determine the course of my research
for the next ten years.
And do you know what she said she remembered of that year? Absolutely nothing. She said: Camilla, it was like I was a ghost.
It was such a humbling and humiliating moment. For all I felt I had
learned, had gained, I had not even been aware that my friend didn’t even
feel like she had a body. I knew a lot of facts about her experience, but I
evidently had no awareness of the feelings. And it led me to wonder, if this
very good, very intelligent work about diaporas, etc., that I was reading and
attempting to engage with, was happening at the expense of recognizing
the pain and trauma of people’s lives.
Academic work didn’t seem equipped to handle this. And it didn’t seem
able to handle those cases where things might never be resolved—the
messy, uncomfortable places. e depressed, the inert, the irrecoverable.
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Agitu once said to me: I hated being told that I must have post-traumatic stress disorder. at I would go through seven stages on the way
to my recovery.
And that made me very cautious in this book, a book I dedicated to
Agitu, of having a cast of characters who have very different experiences
of being refugees based on the particularities of their personalities and
histories. I wanted to avoid a template Agitu felt had been imposed upon
her. And I wanted to understand what she meant when she said she felt
like a ghost.
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