
STRANGERS AND FRIENDS

STICKS AND STONES

A MONOLOGUE ON CONVERSATION

By David Knowlton

HOW CAN WE ever really understand
someone else? While no person may be an
island, the bands of communication linking
any two individuals often seem as tenuous as
a flayed rope bridge in a hurricane. We may
not like it, but life is filled with difference, ten-
sion, disagreement, and conflict. Solidarity and
unity seem at best illusory, a sort of painful
mirage, even though without them there could
be no "society." If they were that common and
easily attained, there would be little sense to
Jesus’ challenging admonition "be ye therefore
one."
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When, however briefly, we achieve that
oneness with another person, it feels abso-
lutely sublime. For a moment we live the mys-
teries of utopia. This could never happen were
it not for our inherent separation, our eternal
banishment to individual existence. But there
always remains the dialectical promise that we
can transcend our separation and achieve
celestial unity while still remaining
individuals. This promise in many ways
expresses the essence of the gospel.

Recently, I called a friend long distance in
an attempt to recreate the oneness that had
danced in our conversations. In his mechan-
ically resurrected voice I felt our egos evanesce
as we shared our experiences and thoughts
with one another. I hope that is what eternal

life brings. But a jarring note reconstituted our
differences. I was telling him about a friend
I had recently made who is gay. I was describ-
ing the thrill of learning, of coming to com-
prehend empathetically other ways of
approaching life. With coldness my friend
responded, "Yeah, it teaches you how impor-
tant and tree your own values are."

Is that how we evaluate communication
with other people whose ways of life are
different from our own? Is its importance
merely didactic? If we take my friend’s state-
ment seriously, then our values become a kind
of shield, protecting us from the world while
others’ moral ideas and ways of being are
perhaps incoming stones, spears, or swords,
threatening our life. When they bounce off our
shield, they merely demonstrate to us how
well crafted and effective our values are.

But how then can we ever really commu-
nicate? How can we experience the mystery
of oneness, since communication implies that
we open up, drop our guard enough to ena-
ble mutual penetration? Of course this is
somewhat dangerous, because it involves
granting plausibility to values that contradict
our own enough so that they become intel-
ligible and meaningful. In this act, our own
way of living invites a challenge because it
becomes merely another very human way of
living, rather than something essential and
divine. It opens the possibility that other’s
values, like the stones and darts of bellicose
imagery, may indeed shatter our smug, self-
righteous security, forcing us to rethink what
once seemed self-evident.

Furthermore, are dueling, conquest, and
war appropriate metaphors for understand-
ing human interaction? Is every conversation
a competition over the imposition of a "cor-
rect" world view? There are, of course, other
ways of understanding interpersonal relations.

Anthropology sends its students to all
parts of the earth from which they are to
return with a firm grasp of the often strange
and radically different ways of life. In the
process, the anthropologist must drop his or
her barriers to grasp the values and reasons
for other peoples’ apparently strange actions.
At first it is difficult, but it soon becomes
enjoyable as you attempt to see things through
new eyes.

When you travel to live with strangers and
attempt to develop some sort of positive
understanding of their values, you often feel
a horror, a terror, in the face of these people
who live in ways radically different from your
own. You feel a cosmic sense of danger.
Napoleon Chagnon, in an extreme example,
writes of arriving at Yanomamo village near
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the Brazilian-Venezuelan border. He was
greeted by a hostile group of "naked" men,
long bows drawn, clubs ready, while ropes
of green mucous flowed from their nose.

The Yanomamo are famous for their struc-
tured system of intervillage violence. Like the
head hunters of the Philippines, the cannibals
of Paraguay, or the mafias of the United States,
the central values of their societies-in their
positive focus on violence and killing-
contradict directly our very sense of human-
ness and our understanding of how people
should behave one to another. But Chagnon’s
task was to understand, in essence, to com-
municate. He not only had to lower his own
resistance, he had to get them to put down
their weapons.

I did not have to face the Yanomamo. I
worked among a people I already knew-I
thought-from having been a missionary in
their country, Bolivia. The longer I lived with
them the more I realized how little I really
understood. I had preached, not learned. As
missionaries we were taught not to listen. We
were told that when people tried to teach us,
we should try to change ti~e subject back to
the discussions or bear our testimony of the
truthfulness of our way and, if they would not
listen, leave. Under these instructions how
could we ever come to really know the peo-
ple with whom we lived so intensely for
almost two years? We walked around
cocooned, not: just in our sadly obvious knit
suits, white shirts, and ties;, but in the invin-
cible armor of the gospel. We never sat still
long enough for challenging contact with the
world around us.

Few of us had any understanding of how
mysterious we were to the Bolivians, how
almost incomprehensible Cloaked in our
naive and puerile smugness, always
uniformed and always in pairs, we were
simultaneously attractive and offensive. They
called us "huevos"-eggs (or really testicles)-
with all the potent danger, arousal, and stu-
pidity, as well as hermetic inscrutability inher-
ent in that image. Looking back, I see that
what I thought as sharing the "simple" mes-
sage of the gospel was filled with problems,
misunderstandings, and miscommunication.

For me, though, my missionary experience
led. me to seriously misjudge something abso-
lutely central to Bolivian life-the almost fren-
zied drinking during rituals. It seemed
negative and destructive, part of any expla-
nation for why the countg~ was "underdeve-
loped." I never grasped, until I went back as
an anthropologist to learn from them, that
alcohol is sacred. Drunkenness in some ways
(although ambivalently so, considering their

cosmology) is like our "being uplifted by the
spirit." Furthennore, drinking stands for the
essential reciprocity between fellows that cre-
ates society and that makes the natural
universe work. iDrunkenness also enables and
expresses the fundamental ambivalence and
duality that marks their cosmology and values.
During fiestas, when people are drunk, anger
often flares and people are killed-life and
death, reciprocal sharing and reciprocal
killing-as part of the time honored process
by which their view has the world function
in "one eternal round." No matter how hard
I try, my Mormonness stands as a barrier to
full participation-we have found means of
compromise that must continually be
renegotiated. I am coming to appreciate more
the logic, the beauty, and the validity of their
established way of life. If nothing else, I have
learned how hollow and self-serving my
former judgments were. They lacked even the
simplest comprehension of Bolivian life.

For the anthropologist, returning home
from intense periods of field work becomes
hard, because one is not the same any more.
No longer do Chagnon’s "naked" men seem
so hostile, so gross. Instead one’s native way
appears exotic, strange, and even uncomfort-
able. The same principles apply in intense
conversation as well as in anthropological
fieldwork. If one has really opened oneself to
the different values the other person espouses,
then implicitly the focused light of strange-
ness turns inward, illuminating for examina-
tion what had always hidden in the dusk of
one’s foundations.

Once when i returned from a year of field
work in Bolivia. an exciting year of being far
from the Church, a year of struggling to com-
prehend other people’s spirituality, a year in
which the violence and instability of Bolivia
became fascinating and addictive, the loom-
ing lights of Miami filled me with fear. Like
a missionary coming home, I was thrilled to
see those I loved; but their way of living, their
tacit accommodations to the culture around
them, seemed stretched and questionable. I
wondered how I could continue loving them
when their way of file was so incoherently
weird. How could we talk in the neighborly,
unassuming chit chat of before when now I
found that what had previously been my way
of confronting the universe was strange,
threatening, and absurd? How could we
reestablish those ties when every encounter
forced us to jump hurdles of differences, when
by all appearances none should exist?

On my final flight to Salt Lake I was sur-
rounded by Mormons. The nasal, rhythmi-
cally parsed, Great Basin accent tantalized me

with images of home, while inside I retained
the consonant-filled, stony accent of Bolivia.
Next to me a demure woman sat cuddling her
little baby. We began conversing about the
child and how it adapted to flying. The
woman seemed very friendly. She asked me
where I had been. When I told her Bolivia,
she said, "Oh, I bet you are so glad to be back
in America." I had never left America, I went
south, but it is still America. Her tone of con-
descension and unquestioned superiority
toward places I loved and people I cared
about made me want to tell her how really
strange the United States is and how it "mis-
treats" its neighbors. Instead I laughed and
inside felt sad about how nationalisms alienate
us from one another.

Thinking I was not Mormon she began to
tell me about the Church, asking me if I would
like to know more. I thanked her and told her
I was LDS. Suddenly, she had no more to say.
I was surprised and tried to find new con-
versational gambits, but I had been away for
a year and I am sure the very way I spoke
appeared strange. Nevertheless, it struck me
as ironic that our sharing a religion was a con-
versation chiller.

That experience and my recent telephone
conversation make me wonder if missionary
encounters, with their inherent condescension
and superiority, are not our implicit models
of conversation across social boundaries. If so,
how sad! We will look at our fellows with
only the intent of devastating the heresies
within them and raising them up to the
"truth." And, if this is our model for in-group
communication as well, it means we never
really open up to one another. Instead, we
must always display our credentials of right-
eousness and spirituality. Like gladiators, care-
fully circling each other in the stadia of life,
we will look for one another’s weaknesses to
gain the advantage and conversationally throw
the other to the ground. Thus we will never
know the joys of honestly and fully commun-
ing with our fellow human beings. We will
never become one and utopia will inevitably
slip from our grasp. ~

YOUR GIFT HELPS IMPROVE
THE LIVES OF THOUSANDS OF
PEOPLE IN OUR COMMUNITY.
PLEASE GIVE THE UNITED
WAY.
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