Preface

The genesis of this project, as with so many ecthnographic endeavors, began
with a chance cneounter: in this instance, a reproachful look from the owner
of a small cinema. 1 was in Hamburg with my family over the Christmas
holidays, and my 7-vear-old son desperately wanted to go sce the recently
relcased Harry Potter movic. We had come to Germany to visit family but
also to take a breather from the frenctic commercial pace of stateside holi-
days. Still, Johannes had cheerfully attended all of the gemritliche feasts and
gatherings, and so we felt that we could hardly deny him such a simple, casy
pleasure. Thus, on the zweiten Weibnachtstag (the second day of Christmas,
December 26, a public holiday), we looked up the schedule in the newspaper
and discovered that a neighborhood cinema had a showing at 5:30 that cve-
ning. With good German punctuality, and led by my good German wife, we
arrived a few minutes after §5:00, only to find a long line already stretching
from the ticket window. We took our place at the cnd of the queuc and ar-
rived at the window just in time to buy three of the four remaining tickets,
much to the dismay of the family behind us.” As the woman counted our

* The little cinema neatly captures some stercotypical German traits: an usher takes
one to assigned scats; there is a shelf for drinks and snacks; of course, beer is sold at
the concession stand. The Harry Potter movic was subtitled, although most forcign
fare on television and at the movies is dubbed, and the German dubbing industry is re-
nowned. Some dubbing veice performers have become wellknown eclcbritics in their
own right, complete with fan clubs. The dubbers work to make the German fit the
mouth movements of the English or Swedish or Russian or whatever language is being
spoken. A long way from the kung fu movics I watched as a kid, it is difficult to tell that
the best German work is dubbed at all—you look closcly to catch the occasional gap
between what you sce and what you hear. It is a minor peint of national pride.
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moncy, | asked why she did not offer carlier matinees since there was ob-
viously a demand. She looked at me over half-rim glasscs—pausing for a
moment as if she did not know where to start—and replied reproachfully
that during the holidays kids should not be inside watching movies; rather,
they should be at home with their families or playing in the park. She was
pleased with my surprise—it scemed to be the effect she was going for—that
a small-business owner would voluntarily support a notion of common good
at the cxpensc her own matcerial gain, a moral position at odds with the
rational expectations of much cconomic theory and a stance that would be
foreign to many American entreprencurs.

This was onec of thosc a-ha moments of participant obscrvation and
cthnographic ficldwork that Willis and "Trondman (2000) write about, when
a pervasive vet subtle pattern crystallizes for a moment in a concrete inter-
action. The cincma incident reminded me of expericnees from my years of
fieldwork in Guatemala, those many cconomic anomalies {and yet cultural
consistencies) in which social concerns trumped self-interested rationality.
Onece while living in the Kagchikel Maya town of Teepan, some friends from
there (who had studicd abroad and secured good jobs working for inter-
national organizations in Guatemala City) came home for a visit. My wife
and I were pleased to scec them and gladly accepted when they invited us
to go with them to the land they kept in one of the surrounding hamlets.
Getting to their ficlds was a trek—we drove about five kilometers and then
hiked over a small mountain. I had thought we were just going to check out
the land and maybe clean up a little bit, but as it turned out we worked all
day—with a break to cat tamale-like chuchas heated over a fire for lunch—to
harvest the remains of what was missed when the hired hands gathered the
crop. In the end, we wound up with a few paltry net loads of maize (which
is often carried in large nets on one’s back). I was surprised, and frankly a
little irritated, at having worked so hard for such a small reward, and that my
friends would take time off from their relatively high-paying jobs since, in
cconomic terms, the maize we harvested that day was not worth nearly what
their time could garner in wages. Given the opportunity costs, spending our
time this way did not make cconomic sense. 1 said as much to our friends,
and they replied that it was not just about the moncy, the monetary value
of the maize, but the fact that #his maize came from their ancestral plots;
that the maize from there tastes different, better; and that, in any case, it is

xajan (taboo) to waste maize (one 1s taught as a child not to drop it or step
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over it). Most important, they stressed, are these affective ties to the land, a
conncction with the collective weight of history and the gencrations of rela-
tives who had worked this land, a valuc that could be measured in financial
terms. Here land and its produce embody familial and social values that
cocxist with, and sometimes trump, their value as an cconomic assct.

A final introductory ecxample comes from closer to home, from a cab
driver who picked me up at the airport in Washington, D.C., a few vears
back, just before the city switched to a dashboard meter system. Arman
owned the Lincoln Town Car that he drove, and he had it arranged like a
car scrvice car, with the front seats moved all the way forward to give more
leg room in the back and a newspaper tucked into the scat-back pocket. He
obviously took pride in his vehicle, and when I asked him about it he said
that he could drive an old beat-up taxi and charge the same fares, but that
he liked the professional style. He went on to say that he studied maps and
monitored traffic so that he would always know the best route around the
city. When I asked him about the switch to meters, he said he was opposed. 1
protested that the zone farc was such an opaquc system for visitors, and that
1 always had the vague fecling that I overpaid for cab rides. He said that he
never overcharged—but when his passenger scemed to him to have money,
he charged the normal full fare; for necdicr passengers he often reduced
the zone price to give them a break. He would work out, in the blink of an
cye, a complex algorithm, taking into account all the subtle signals of dress
and spcech that a passcnger conveyed, to come up with what he judged to
be a fair and just fare. He took great pride in achieving excellence in his
trade and he stressed the value of having a sense of control over his life that
meters would partly take away.

In cach of these stories we find folks motivated by culturally embedded
conceptions of “the good life.” They envision particular sorts of futures for
themselves and the world—the agency to control their own destiny, the
meaningful obligations of family and friends, the delicate balance between
private interests and common goods. We sce individuals giving meaning
to their cconomic activitics, cach secking the good lifc cach in his or her
own way, and often in ways that run counter to their immediate material
interests.

Amartya Scn (1997: 3—4) obscrves that, “first, there is the broadly cthical
question ‘How should one live?” To emphasize this connection is not the

same as asscrting that people will always act in ways they will themselves
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morally defend, but only to recognize that cthical deliberations cannot be
totally inconscquential to actual human behavior.” The examples above, and
the many that follow, show individuals making decisions based on cultur-
ally particular and deeply held values: valuing—materially—things beyvond
narrowly defined self-interest. Thesc are cconomic decisions embedded in
larger projects, actions motivated by particular conceptions of the good life.
Our understandings of cconomics, commerce, public policy, development
programs, and, indeed, of our own quotidian ways of being and doing, can
benefit from taking into account these different value systems. What follows
is my cffort to move in that direction, looking for best practices and caution-
ary tales across cultures to devclop a positive anthropology of wellbeing.



