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Renu Juneja 

OF SABBATICALS, WORK, AND TIME 

Reflections on Cultural Marginality 

In the corridors of my academe, there is a persistent 
rumor abroad that the primitive world is shrinking. 
This rumor I suspect to be the work of bored 
sociologists, playful historians, or overtaxed political 
scientists-and circulated chiefly to unnerve those an
thropologists whose identity as princes and profession
als within their discipline seems to rest on extended 
fieldwork in some underdeveloped hinterland. The 
tactic, we may assume, has a positive aim: to liberate 
the anthropologists into a wider view of their subject, 
a freedom all of us in neighboring disciplines must 
equally realize. 

But to stay with anthropology for the moment, al
most forty years ago Max Gluckman had rebuked 
those fellow enquirers in this branch of human knowl
edge for whom "better a missionary who'd seen an Af
rican than a Levy-Bruhl who had not; better an Afri
can himself, than a Frazer." And even earlier, Bronis
law Malinowski had forecast: "The anthropology of 
the future will be . . . as interested in the Hindu as 
in a Tasmanian ... in the West Indian Negro as in 
the Melanesian Trobriander, in the detribalized Afri
can of Harlem as in the Pygmy of Perak." That future 
is in some measure here. Having recognized our own 
savageness, some of us now are as interested in the 
civilized tribes of a developed world as in the inhabit
ants of a rain forest. 

So it seems not altogether unlikely that some young 
anthropologist will choose to stay away from 
Malinowski's Trobrianders or E. E. Evans-Pritchard's 
Azande and work instead with the less exotic but 
equally strange community of the university. Our 
academic world is no less a tribe with its own totems 

Renu Juneja is currently in the British West Indies on sab
batical leave from Valparaiso University. She is engaged in 
the study of West Indian literature. Her most recent contribu
tion to The Cresset, "Beyond Gender and Race: The Cele
bration of Difference," appeared last October. 

6 

and divination, its hierarchies and kinship relations. As 
in any other cultural sub-system, we are a group of in
dividuals interacting according to patterns of learned 
behavior. Our roles are well defined, our status ascrip
tions, political structures, and internal relationships 
equally capable of explanation in terms of trade, eco
nomic arrangements, or inheritance of strategic re
sources. 

The sorts of questions that preoccupy cultural an
thropologists--questions about national or tribal char
acter, socialization, basic personality structures, and 
values-seem equally applicable here. Indeed, preva
lent stereotypes about absent-minded, socially (and 
sexually) permissive, politically liberal professors are 
conceptually similar to declarations about national 
temperament whereby the French are deemed logical, 
the British reserved, and the Americans obsessively 
congenial. 

Also like any other community, academia has its 
own rituals. It is one such ritual, the sabbatical, or 
rather a crisis induced by this ritual, that has become, 
for me, the starting point of these reflections. Lest my 
credentials be questioned, let me confess at the outset 
that I am not the young anthropologist I envisioned 
earlier as the most likely undertaker of this quest. A 
middle-aged and, up to this point, largely uncritical in
habitant of this sub-system of the universe, the most 
validity I may claim is that of an inside informant. If, 
as Malinowski urged, "the final goal, of which an 
Ethnographer should never lose sight ... is briefly, to 
grasp the native's point of view, his relations to life, to 
realize his vision of the world," then the native-turned
ethnographer may be peculiarly privileged. 

And handicapped as well. Evans-Pritchard con
cluded that the "social anthropologist discovers in a 
native society what no native can explain to him and 
what no layman, however conversant with the culture, 
can perceive-its basic structure." This warning against 
native and lay ethnographers presumably addresses 
the need for special training and necessary distance 
from which stem the abilities to abstract and to com-
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pare. A different discipline could conceivably provide 
similar training. 

As a student of Renaissance culture and literature, 
I have pursued comparable aims-essentially to under
stand significant features of a different culture and to 
articulate these differences in terms of the present cul
ture. The evidence is, of course, indirect, consisting of 
documents and artifacts, but the methodology not dis
similar. All vital and valid literary interpretation, when 
historically oriented, seeks to abstract, much like an
thropology, a coherent and integrated system of values 
and themes, to uncover the latent, underlying cultural 
forms now embodied in a particular document. De
spite the efforts of some social anthropologists to ally 
themselves unreservedly with the natural sciences, thus 
claiming to promulgate laws and not patterns, the dis
cipline remains essentially a member of the human sci
ences. And the rest of us in the humanities remain 
equally committed interpreters of value systems inher
ent in a particular culture. 

While all historical studies, explicitly or implictly, in
volve comparisons with the culture of a different time 
or people, they do not, necessarily, hone the ability to 
unmask assumptions or identify paradoxes within 
one's own culture. A cross-cultural experience, it 
would seem, is almost a prerequisite for an ethno
graphic study of one's own culture. That certainly has 
been the case with me. My bemused response to my 
behavior during my sabbatical (almost as if I were ob
serving a stranger) stems from an uneasy, but not, as 
I will argue later, unhappy confluence of two very dif
ferent value systems--one acquired during the last 
twenty years or so and one inherited through birth 
and childhood in a culture very dissimilar from the 
present. That is, while half a lifetime spent in resi
dence at American universities makes me feel so accul
turated to this microcosm of American culture that I 
feel and act like a native, that other half lived ten 
thousand miles away makes me step out of my skin, as 
it were, and probe the assumptions underlying these 
feelings and actions. An enterprise not unlike being 
both the psychiatrist and the patient. 

For this sabbatical, I had waited long and prepared 
carefully. A half-year sabbatical together with a gener
ous grant from a private foundation has "liberated" 
me from teaching for a year. The project involves ex
tensive interdisciplinary reading about the British West 
Indies followed by a long stay in the islands to flesh 
theory with experience and to study West Indian liter
ature. An enviable position no doubt, especially as it 
promises escape from a midwestern winter. 

Yet, despite the steady, eclectic, and enlarging read
ing, I am restless, uncomfortable, and nagged by a re
sidual guilt: this is not really "work" nor "productive." 

February, 1987 

Why should the always-craved-for freedom to read 
widely, for the sheer joy of reading and learning, now 
appear like sinful luxury? Had we not, while suffering 
the arduous regimen of graduate school, looked for
ward to a future beyond specialized classes, senseless 
requirements, and narrow research topics? Demands 
of teaching and the pressure to publish may have de
layed the promised future but not dimmed the desire. 

Why, then, should the fulfillment of a cherished 
dream so fail to fulfill? Obviously, those past expecta
tions and goals are no longer in harmony with norms 
of behavior acquired in subsequent years. The issue, 
then, is more fundamental: What conceptions and at
titudes prompt the present response? Or, as I have re
peatedly asked myself, what notions of sabbaticals, 
work, and time (wasted or used productively) now in
habit my psyche? 

The sabbatical leave is a ritual 

peculiar to the university culture, 
more specifically to the American 

university community. Derived from 

the word "sabbath," the term may carry 

associations of rest after long labor. 

The sabbatical leave is a ritual peculiar to the uni
versity culture, more specifically to the American uni
versity community. Derived from the word "sabbath," 
the term may carry, but only for those outside the 
province of the university culture, associations of rest 
after prolonged labor. Certainly, for the ancient Jews, 
the sabbatical year, observed every seventh year, was 
initially a year during which land remained fallow. All 
dictionary explanations of the term remain mildly con
strained by this notion of respite, usually defining the 
sabbatical as a year of absence granted every seventh 
year for travel, research, or rest. 

Yet no present-day university dean is likely to ap
prove a sabbatical application pleading need for rest, 
however dire the need for such rejuvenation; nor any 
college professor foolish enough to openly admit that 
the sabbatical will be used for fallow floundering, how
ever creative this floundering. Indeed, it would be a 
mistake to think that in some golden past sabbaticals 
were either granted or were even meant to be granted 
for rest. This peculiarly American ritual, related to a 
distinctively American notion of a university, from its 
very inception has been a tool to promote "productive" 
research, that is, research leading to publication. 

The inception of the sabbatical towards the end of 
the nineteenth century was clearly linked with a grow-
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