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R

ecent decades have seen a proliferation of training in research methods
and of ethical committees overlooking
the ways in which anthropologists and other
researchers working with human subjects
go about collecting their data. This is an
important development in many ways, and
our discipline owes it a plethora of exciting
debates about our methods and our ethics.
However, two questions that ethnographers
routinely face have remained largely
unaddressed. One of them is how we engage
with the different value systems of the people
we work with—not how we describe them
analytically, but how we make sense of them
for ourselves, and how, or whether, we can
intervene in their lives when the gap between
our professional commitments and our
human beliefs and values grows too wide.
The second, and connected, issue is that of
comparison—finding similarities between
the “other” people we set about to research
and ourselves and seeing how all our lives
are affected by similar processes, albeit in
different ways.
The unusual book written together by
anthropologist Paloma Gay y Blasco and
her Gitana friend Liria Hernández, Writing
Friendship. A Reciprocal Ethnography,
addresses these questions and many others
that have plagued anthropological practice
and representation in recent decades: Can the
informant speak? Can the informant disagree
with the ethnographer’s representation of
her, and/or represent the ethnographer in
turn? Should the truth of ethnography be
put in the service of the good, and can it
then remain true? When does an informant

cease to be just that and becomes a friend?
And, when the informant becomes a friend,
how do we decide between helping her rebel
against the values and practices of her group
and our professional commitment to protect,
or at least not denounce, these same values?
The book tells the story of two women’s
friendship: they are of the same age, and they
are both born and raised in Madrid, Spain.
One of them is an anthropologist who has
studied and worked in major universities in
the UK, conducted fieldwork with Gitanos
in Madrid, and published influential studies
about them; the other is a Gitana who has
hosted and taught the anthropologist,
and who, twenty years into her exemplary
marriage, decides to run away with a much
younger Moroccan immigrant. Her flight,
and Paloma’s involvement in it, exposes not
only these two women’s friendship but also
the ambivalence that plagues the relations
between ethnographers and informants.
The core narrative is that of Liria’s
decision to leave her family and neighborhood behind, after which she finds herself no
longer sheltered by her family (in fact, worse:
she is hunted by them with a vengeance),
becoming just another face in the world’s
precariat, with fewer ties and resources. This
is when Paloma intervenes directly, helping
her out with money and connections, and
decisively takes her side in her personal and
courtroom confrontations with the Gitanos.
She did not take lightly the decision to defy
the trust and the mores of the people to whom
she was so indebted, but she took it without
hesitation. In this sense, the book is intended
as much as “an invitation to reflect on the ways
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anthropologists take stances and determine
their allegiances when they enter into their
informants’ lives” (p. 27) as an urge to
“anthropologists to ask whether our discipline
can open up to those we study” (p. 139). And
one way to open up this conversation is to also
disagree with them sometimes.
This second topic, of opening up one’s
world to one’s research participants and
looking for similarities alongside differences,
is also treated with forceful subtlety.
Growing up in the upper-class environment
of Madrid, Paloma arrived into the marginal
neighborhood where the Gitanos lived
as a PhD student from Cambridge. She
came of age in a Madrid where La Movida
was taking shape and sexual liberation
from Catholic conservatism could also be
conducive to abuse. Liria had lived all her
life in her neighborhood, left school after a
few classes, and was married off to an older,
morose man when she was sixteen. Hers was
a conservative environment, where the main
rule was to show respect for one’s father by
preserving female virtue before marriage,
and by enduring hardships during it.
Despite these differences, the two women’s
dialogic narratives demonstrate how their
parallel lives were similarly impacted
by the social and ideological changes of
post-Francoist Spain, and how they felt
these changes onto their female bodies in
ultimately similar ways. Later, when Liria
and her partner Younes struggle to make
ends meet, Paloma draws comparisons
between the hardships they were facing and
the very similar ones faced by her own sister
and brother-in-law during the economic
crisis. Moreover, she brings this sister and
Liria into dialogue, and the two share their
experience of material deprivation and of
becoming invisible for others because of
it. In her turn, Liria talks about the affinity
she felt towards a group of Latin American
women whom she met at the Baptist church:
although Liria was in her own country, her
family’s repudiation made her feel that she
had much in common with these women’s
experience of crossing the ocean in search of
222

a new life. The hardships and marginalization
that these women had all encountered were
stronger than the differences between them.
Much like in her friendship with Paloma,
this notion of suffering shared by women,
that constitutes the core topic of the book,
and of the friendship it documents, overrode
all separations.
The understanding of Gitano and other
marginal lives that the book proposes is
framed by the understanding that Liria herself
achieves about immigrants and Payos, and
about how sheltered from the outside world
she had been in the midst of the Gitanos
who place more importance on belonging
than on individual ways of getting around
in the world. But, by sharing the experience
of disenfranchised Payos, undocumented
migrants, and single mothers, Liria concludes
that the things they all strive for are the same:
“I always thought that it was us Gitanos
the ones who suffered marginalisation and
scarcity. (…) But when I opened my eyes
to a parallel, non-Gitano world, my heart
was hurt by so much injustice” (p. 135). This
shared experience of being outcasts—what
Gay y Blasco calls “a radical discontinuity”
(p. 133)—is not only social, but becomes
internal and corporeal, and is experienced
by the more downtrodden whose lives are
narrated in Chapter 5 as a “persistent sense
of crisis, and even menace” (ibid.). The book
sheds light on this experience not only as
lived by a Gitana, but also by many others, in
an intimately comparative endeavor that has
remained rare in our discipline.
This type of comparison, while often
implicit in good ethnographies, when the
author turns her self, her environment, and
her own life story into a resonance chamber
for the values and beliefs she encounters
in the field, takes a certain amount of selfdisclosure that is far from common in our
field. Paloma reasons on this in the final
chapter of the book, and on the challenges
of exposing her life and offering it up to
interpretation not just to her friend, but
also to the academic community. Among
anthropologists, injunctions against “self-
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indulgence” are just as frequent as those
against “going native,” and usually with
good reason: while both are caricatures of
ethnographic practice gone astray, none of
them does the work ethnography is supposed
to do, which is to help us understand and
find similarities with, and ideally respect for,
people living different (yet similar) lives.
Writing Friendship successfully avoids
such pitfalls: Paloma’s own disclosures
are economical, just enough to give some
context for Liria’s life story, and even though
she firmly takes action to support Liria, she
never formulates her rejection of the Gitano
values that had driven her friend away from
home. Indeed, there is one third exhortation
that ethnographers are faced with, usually
coming from non-anthropologists, and that
is the suspicion of moral relativism, of failing
to “take a stance” and condemn unsavory,
immoral or outright illegal practices, such
as arranged and/or early-age marriages,
domestic violence, the control of relatives
over women’s bodies and life choices, etc.
Again, this is a path the book steers clear
from, as it subtly shows that “taking a stance”
is more often an exercise in self-righteousness
than one in discernment. The strength of our
discipline is that it enables understanding, so
that the reader can draw her own conclusions,
rather than receive ready-made outrage
against populations she is barely familiar
with. In an undeservedly eccentric niche of
anthropological writing, this understanding
is achieved not only through description
and analysis, but through the kind of selfrepresentation that Liria has managed in this
book—adding that writing is to her a type of
freedom she never knew existed—which no
doubt took a lot of work from both authors,
but which is very much worth their while.
So far, I have mainly discussed the terms
“reciprocal” and “ethnography” (which
includes “writing”) from the book’s title, but
what about “friendship”? The term notoriously
“evades definition” (Killick and Desai 2010:
1), and its treatment in anthropology has
been inconsistent at best. In this book,
“friendship” appears as a relationship forged

precisely because it was unlikely: the two
women are separated by class, education,
religious orientation (or lack thereof), and,
most notably, ethnicity—as Liria clarifies,
her signaling of these differences, especially
that of being Gitana/Paya, is meant to
emphasize that their friendship happened
in spite of them. What is then the basis of
this friendship and of Paloma’s decision to
intervene in her friend’s life? Liria mentions
that women’s friendship is based on an
“awareness of a shared suffering” (p. 130):
a sense of commonality which is at once
basic—it is mostly based on being a wife, a
daughter, and a mother—and evasive. While
the title Written on the Body was taken, a
title like Writing Womanhood, which
might have been more accurate about this
topic, would have also made these women’s
friendship somewhat too specific and, in
this day and age, would have attracted an
audience with different expectations, who
may have then been disappointed by the
absence of any feminist theorizing. But who
needs theorizing when the practice is so
compelling?
To conclude, I believe the book will find
its audience way beyond the field of Romani
Studies and even beyond the anthropological
guild: its story of solidarity overcoming
difference in life as much as in writing is
bound to interest many readers. On my part,
I have promptly recommended the book
to a young Roma friend, my own version
of “Liria,” and we have spent many hours
dissecting it and discussing our answers to
the many questions it poses. The last time
we were both so enthralled was with Elena
Ferrante’s Neapolitan series, so it’s all the
more remarkable that this time it was not
a novel, but an anthropology book that
prompted our effervescence—an experience
I can only wish upon any reader.
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