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Jennie Smith returned to Haiti as an anthropology student after working there on development projects. She begins her book, however,  questioning the value of most previous anthropology in Haiti, contending that anthropology often distorts peasant reality with alien abstract theories.  Smith decides to "...part ways with traditional anthropological work"  by avoiding “scholarly constructions” or any “particular theoretical framework”  (p. 2) and to pursue, instead, naked ethnographic truth by listening to the unfiltered voice of the peasant.  In a one paragraph discussion of  methods, Smith describes the research strategy that, in her view, sets her apart from the rest of the anthropological pack: her use of a full-time Haitian assistant and her practice of "approaching with honor, hesitating with a listening ear, and engaging in a dialogue characterized by mutual respect"  (p. 9).  Thus unencumbered by any highfalutin anthropological methods or theories,  Smith spent 15 months dialoguing with peasants of southwestern Haiti about civic organization, development, and democracy. 


The first four chapters include a glowing summary of the Haitian revolution, a critique of most subsequent foreign development activities in Haiti, an interesting (but misplaced)  analysis of Haitian music, and a generic discussion of Haitian agrarian labor.  In discussing peasant labor, Smith accurately (and surprisingly) utilizes findings of other anthropologists  (the crowd that  presumably sipped rum punches in hotel bars instead of dialoguing with peasants). She ends that chapter, however,  by again cautioning  readers not to trust prior studies of Haitian peasant organization (p. 91) and by lecturing fellow anthropologists to begin learning, as she did,  from the people we study (p. 92). 


After this four-chapter overture,  Smith’s ethnography of social organization finally begins.   In three chapters Smith describes three traditional exchange-labor groups and two newer developmental groups.    The traditional atribisyon is a named community-based rotating exchange labor group that also organizes an annual feast.  The sosyete is a larger named group with flag, instruments, and officers (president, governor, queen, general, and so on). Marching ceremonially to hillsides, they divide into competing labor columns,  singing chante pwen (peppery social commentary chants) and wielding hoes in rhythmic unison.  Interestingly, the sosyete goes beyond labor exchange and also provides support for burial, health care, conflict resolution, and recreation.  In a follow-up chapter, Smith discusses the gwoupman, an acephalous small group,  largely a product of  Catholic liberation theology,  that has become a major political and developmental actor throughout  rural Haiti.  These ethnographic chapters are the best in the book. 

      They unfortunately get buried between Smith’s drawn-out buildup and an enigmatic finale in which she again ascends the pulpit.  In her closing paragraphs, she mysteriously urges anthropologists to “undo ourselves”. We must  “interrupt the pursuit of our personal and professional agendas”. We must learn from our peasant tutors  “new ways of thinking and acting”. We must “reformulate identities and reconstitute lifestyles” (p. 199).  Thus the book ends, not with Haitian peasant voices, but with the droning voice of Anthropology Indignant summoning us all to personal and professional contrition.


This mystical fugue ends a concluding chapter in which Smith posits a generic Haitian peasant worldview and derives from it nine guidelines for doing development correctly (pp. 178-193).  The following summarizes them.  Ensure everyone equal  access to resources.  Support leaders who stand for the people. Promote respect.  Recognize the humanity of the citizenry.  Let every one speak and be heard. Be sensitive to local religious beliefs. Let  people sing and enjoy themselves at meetings.  Governments should provide schools, health care and other social services. People need security against crime.  The book’s cover calls these Smith’s “new vision for social change” . A reviewer is reluctant to quibble with such noble platitudes, except to wonder what is new in the vision and whether such a list of embarrassing cliches really required 15 months of fieldwork   


Kinder readers will judge Smith’s book on her ethnographic chapters.  Their vivid descriptions and well-transcribed songs transport readers to rural Haiti as few other books do.  It would have been fun to debate with Smith about why traditional sosyete-s survive in her region but not in most others.  Smith, however, instead asks: why have I discovered sosyete-s,  whereas other anthropologists have missed or misinterpreted them  (p. 89)?   This unfortunate stance precludes comparative causal analysis.  A review of her theories or methods would also be fruitless.   She simply has none and seems proud of it.  In justice  to Smith, she represents a certain subculture within U.S. anthropology whose students, having absorbed little apparent training beyond the art of criticizing, are commissioned to descend on villages in quest of theory-free, method-free communion with the peasant as a podium from which subsequently to critique and lecture their own society and profession.     


Smith already knew Haiti and Creole. She has a talent for observing and recording.  She therefore did not need an anthropology degree to produce her vivid descriptive  chapters.  The pomposity and sermonizing crankiness that damage other chapters may well be the product of years of graduate coursework.    Her recommendation to undo anthropology may therefore not be such a bad idea.  Smith’s exposure to a certain brand of academic anthropology has debilitated what otherwise, because of her own empathy, enthusiasm, and skills,  could have been an excellent ethnography of Haitian farmer groups.  The exceptional chapters in which Smith is ethnographer, rather than critic or  preacher, do in fact salvage When the Hands Are Many, and earn for it a place on any shelf of Haitiana.    

