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Two questions are worth puzzling: how objects
that come under the rubric “African art” acquire vari-
ous meanings and values in the course of their circula-
tion, and how visual anthropology might adapt its
methods and forms to the representation of nonlocal-
ized cultures. These are cultures that take shape out-
side the province of locality (of village, region, tribal
area, and so on); they often arise across the borders
and boundaries of other, more geographically, linguis-
tically, or ethnically distinct groupings. The point of
departure for these inquiries is In and Out of Africa,
which chooses as its subject the trade in African art
objects and the West African Muslims who largely con-
trol it, with a principal focus on Gabai Baaré, an inter-
national dealer originally from Niger.' The representa-
tion of Baaré’s trading activities addresses the first of
these two issues, while the formal organization and
cinematic technique adopted to make these represen-
tations offer suggestive strategies for a consideration
of the second.

Let us consider culture as embodied forms of so-
cial practice which we can divide into issues of mate-
rial production and “signifying or symbolic systems”
(Williams 1983:91). The material production of com-
modities is always a signifying or semiotic system of
exchange as well. Use value, which relates to the mate-
rial nature of an object, yields to exchange value,
which relates to informational qualities. The meaning
and value of the art object or aesthetic commodity will
vary; it is unfixed, impermanent. Its symbolic ex-
change value will pertain to its intangible meaning and
significance. Its imaginary exchange value will pertain

to its reduction to a common tangible measure, most
often money. This is a domain of signification in the
sense of reification or fetishization.

Jacques Lacan’s idea of the symbolic realm, which
seems to derive from Malinowski’s description of pha-
tic communion and the Kula trade (Wilden 1972:255),
bears on the political economy of the art object. We
can say that the symbolic exchange value of an object
pertains to its meaning as a signifier, as a sign of rela-
tionship, including kinship or community, within a
given circuit of exchange. Such value is inalienable
and resides in the act or process of exchange itself. It
cannot be achieved by the accumulation or possession
of the underlying objects once withdrawn from ex-
change. Imaginary exchange value, on the other hand,
pertains to the worth of an object relative to a general
equivalent of exchange; it becomes the sign of a thing.
Imaginary exchange value is a domain of signification
in the sense of reification or fetishization. This form of
value is potentially alienable. This can be gauged by
the extent to which the underlying objects are with-
drawn from circulation and possessed or hoarded in a
proprietary manner (Wilden 1972:255-259, 272-273).

The sociology or anthropology of commodities
and commodity aesthetics parallels those two histo-
ricities described by Fredric Jameson: “the path of the
object, and the path of the subject, the historical ori-
gins of the things themselves and that more intangible
historicity of the concepts and categories by which we
attempt to understand those things” (1981:9). In and
Out of Africa chooses the path of the subject, focusing
on the act of meaning production itself. It examines
how symbolic and imaginary exchange value become
imparted to a set of physical objects when they are
converted from objects valued for their use into signi-
fying elements within a discourse of connoisseurship,
aesthetic valuation, and cash equivalence. Through
this process these objects mobilize desire, the subjec-
tive drive that fuels symbolic and imaginary exchange,
in ways quite distinct from their role as objects of
instrumental or ritual use.
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In and Out of Africa departs from many of the
thematic and methodological conventions of ethno-
graphic film. Ever since the early footage made in con-
nection with anthropological expeditions and the
narrative efforts of Curtis, Flaherty, and Turin, ethno-
graphic film has generally accepted the premise that
its proper locus is a particular tribe or people, located
in a particular area, speaking a particular language,
and engaged in a particular array of social practices.
Film provides visual, and sometimes aural, evidence of
cultural differences that most readily correspond to
differences of dress, locality, language, ethnicity, or
tribal affiliation.

These assumptions carry with them further as-
sumptions about the most valid forms of repre-
sentation. Different modalities of realism, with varying
degrees of emphasis on continuity editing; long takes;
wide, inclusive camera angles; individual character de-
velopment; a linear, causal chain of actions; a linear,
chronological sequence of events; and adherence to
some version of the principle of holism have consis-
tently remained central to these assumptions despite
numerous efforts to propose alternatives. Such as-
sumptions perpetuate problems of separation, dis-
tance, and the polarizing need for, and risks to, objec-
tive detachment that follow from a sense of culture as
something attached to a fixed location and identity
that external contact imperils. Claims to a geographi-
cally located culture play the vital galvanizing role of
myth; they become a form of representation, like real-
ism, devoted to the disavowal of their own performa-
tive dimension in favor of an ostensibly evidentiary
representation of the fact of cultural difference and
the truth of cultural identity. This hypostatized idea of
culture has begun to fray as a concept even though its
political efficacy for those still caught on the short end
of hierarchy remains real.

A stress on culture as spatially and temporally
bounded leaves aside other realms of dispersed, per-
meable, or transient culture. Certainly, the old tropes
of travel, discovery, conquest, and salvage lose much
of their punch when culture itself travels, is negotiated
(in media representations, diaspora, or exile), or takes
form through the very act of travel, negotiation, or
exchange (Clifford 1992). Tourist culture is one exam-
ple of a nongeographically or linguistically specific
culture, as are those myriad representations and self-
representations of other cultures constructed from
comingled third and fourth worlds within the already
heterogeneous cultures of first and second worlds. Na-
ked Spaces: Living Is Round (Trinh T. Minh-ha 1985)
deftly raises issues of representation in its juxtaposi-
tion of different styles of West African architecture
without conventional markers of geographic or ethnic
locality, while written texts such as those by Arjun
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Appadurai (1988), Greg Dening (1980), and Eric Wolf
(1982), among others, stress not only the dynamic,
complex comingling of cultures but also the ideologi-
cal effects of delimiting them as sites, locations, areas,
and territories.

Homi Bhabha cautions, “The representation of dif-
ference must not be hastily read as the reflection of
pre-given ethnic or cultural traits set in the fixed tab-
let of tradition” (1994:2). Anthropological methods
premised upon a fixed cultural location, language ac-
quisition, fieldwork, participant-observation, and eth-
nographic description yield a distinct subgenre of
travel writing governed by specific conventions. These
conventions come into question when culture itself
comes into being through the very process of encoun-
ter, discovery, negotiation, and representation which
such ethnography seeks to grasp from a detached “out-
side” (thereby positing a preexistent, detachable “in-
side” waiting to be grasped). As works such as Sha-
manism, Colonialism, and the Wild Man: A Study in
Terror and Healing (Taussig 1987) demonstrate, the
challenge involves a shift both in the topic of study
and in the form of representation.?

Fixed Cultures and Absent Subjects

One cannot understand, represent, or describe
thickly the global traffic in African art objects by living
wholly among Baule, Ashanti, or Yoruba artisans or by
living among dealers in a particular marketplace for a
year or two in the spirit of traditional ethnography.
Such a choice will leave the core of the actual traffic in
art—the multilocale, border-crossing, negotiated pro-
cess of exchange—offscreen, akin to an absent sub-
ject.? It will register as excess or as a structuring ab-
sence impinging on those traditional but disappearing
or new but engulfing values discernible within the lo-
cal culture. James Clifford claims that “much tradi-
tional ethnography . . . has localized what is actually a
regional/national/global nexus, relegating to the mar-
gins a ‘culture’s’ external relations and displacements”
(1992:100). That ethnographic films traffic in indexical
sounds and images, bound to specific times and
places, and pried from them at the risk (or possible
intention) of becoming impressionistic, surreal, or in
other ways nonobjective only compounds the hazards
of Clifford’s claim.

In many ethnographic films acculturation remains
largely absent, offscreen, in favor of representations of
more traditional societies. Acculturation encompasses
those effects following from the dissemination and ex-
change of information and objects, meanings, and
practices across cultural boundaries as they are “taken
up” by members of the respective cultures. In most



