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ABSTRACT

The situation of the migrant as a foreigner in a foreign land is an established part of the panoply of human experience.  It is not an established part of the panoply of human experience to seek out the status of foreigner as a career choice, which as an anthropologist is an integral feature of the research experience.  This is something that belongs uniquely to the culture of anthropology.  The first field experience is regarded as having signal importance in the anthropologist’s acquisition of and participation in the culture of anthropology.  This is in part because it is held to be the transforming moment in which the student becomes the anthropologist.  Those students of anthropology who have conducted field work leave the field as anthropologists.  Those who do not conduct field work remain students of anthropology.

There are two elements of the field experience which may be thought of as defining this signal importance.  These are the nature of the anthropologist’s relationship with what we have come to call “the key informant”, and the experience of culture shock.  How can we understand these definitive elements of the experience of anthropology in terms of the theory of anthropology, that is, as distinctive elements in the culture of anthropology?  In part, we reverse the common human inclination to achieve harmony in everyday life by reducing the differences among us.  In anthropology, we deliberately constitute ourselves as the “other” in embarking on the enterprise of fieldwork.  What does this do to the nature of social interaction among the people with whom we work?  In what way does it alter the anthropologist’s own concept of the “normal” in everyday social interaction? In other words, what do we do to ourselves in order to achieve successful relationships in the field setting?
In illustrating the first field experience, accounts by a number of anthropologists of their own first field experiences are compared in an attempt to draw from them the common elements that may point to the reason why anthropology places such a high value on the first field experience as distinct from the field experiences which succeed it.  The author’s own first field experience is set against this background.

One of the common components of the first field experience is what is termed “culture shock”.  The root causes of culture shock are sought for in the context of the anthropologist as the other and the anthropologist’s own constitution of the role of the key informant.  The high value placed on this role by anthropologists is held to be reflective of the nature of participant observation.  Can it be conducted in classic terms without some member of the field community agreeing, tacitly, to take on this role in relation to the anthropologist?
