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line between good ethnographic description and uninteresting
narcissistic reflexivity can seem frighteningly fine. Yet, as I
was unable to appear scientifically distanced, I tried to believe
in Pierre Bourdieu's (2003) argument about personal
background and earlier experiences as a possible analytical
tool in the research process. And as it was primarily Rapanui

readers I had in mind while writing I
hoped that they and other readers
would appreciate being shown that
not even supposedly open-minded
anthropologists are free of cultural
prejudice and ethnocentrism. And if
not, I hoped to at least give them
some good laughs out of pity.
Making a ridicule of myself seems to

• have become a defense against being

!~~~~;:~1~~~' taken seriously and thereby possibly
seriously criticized. On the whole,
however, I wonder if my insecurity
and fear of conflict has something to
do with a general discomfort with
the role of researcher in a place to

""'C'.'.'.r•• which I am emotionally attached
and in that sense I hope my
narcissistic rambling might finally
have reached a point of common
interest.

Most of the readers of the Rapa Nui
Journal (RN]) have probably a
personal relation with Rapa Nui as a
place, people, and/or research topic
- that is for many the main reason
why they read the RNJ, I suppose.
These personal and emotional
relationships have probably for many
others, as it has been for me, started
as childhood dreams after having

read or heard the accounts of Routledge, Heyerdahl, or other
earlier visitors. As Georgia Lee said in an interview in last
October's issue of the RNJ (2008) she also dreamt of some day
going to Rapa Nui, but did not really think she would ever get
there - and even less that it would become part of her career.
To me the island seemed almost as distant as somewhere over
the rainbow, yet by the time I turned thirty I had visited
several times and lived there for a year. Others have probably
arrived at Rapa Nui more accidentally, but have been equally
captured by something that makes us return time after time 
and with time the place and its people become important parts

Q
uite a few years ago r wrote an article for the Rapa Nui
Journal where I described my first year of fieldwork
among young Rapanui (Andreassen 2004). The title,

"Co . g of Age on Rapa Nui", was a joking allusion to
another study of young Pacific Islanders and an illustration of
the feeling that it was just as much the novice anthropologist
as her young informants that were coming
of age - even though she was in her late
twenties and had planned to produce an
anthropological study on the topic. Yet,
with suitable youthful idealism, I con
cluded the article with the hope that I
soon would "come of age" and then be
able to write something more
theoretically profound about the young
Rapanui.

That was quite a few years ago and,
with the thesis finally submitted
(Andreassen 2008), the last rite of
passage for this anthropologist has now
passed - and so the time seems ripe for
conclusions. Most of my young infor
mants have also completed their studies
or started "real" adult working and family
lives, and, for the last few years, they
have jokingly been telling me to hurry up
and finish the thesis before their youth
was over. However, I feel unchanged and
just as scientifically and frustratingly
insecure as ever. I still doubt my thesis
says anything about the young Rapanui
that they can not say and it feels a little
presumptuous to have written anything
about them at all. Maybe as a
consequence of this insecurity the thesis
became just as much a study of the
fieldwork experience as of the young
Rapanui. Describing the young Rapanui, as seen from my own
navel (and insisting on the limitations of this view) somehow
feels safer than claiming to have understood the Rapanui on
their own terms. This approach appears to have been well
received by the few Rapanui and others who have read and
commented on the thesis so far, but some will certainly find it
to be out of place.

Accounts of adventures and misadventures of yet another
European on Rapa Nui can easily recall the colonial travel
tales that our colleague Beverley Haun (2008) recently so
elegantly deconstructed for us, and within anthropology the
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of our lives. What that something is for me I'm still not sure,
but getting to know Rapa Nui was already a dream coming
true and then to feel welcome among people there is, of
course, overwhelming. My relationship with Rapa Nui and the
Rapanui is not pure pink, there is room for frustration in
between love and admiration. Even I can disagree with some
of their opinions, but being both outsider and shy I rarely
dared to voice my concerns. And, in addition to walking like
an arild, many Rapanui can act as if they own the world and
that makes me act twice as invisible.

Nevertheless, being personally attached to the place and
people, I suppose that we all want to do something good for
the island, to be a resource rather than a burden for this "Island
of Projects", as Petero Edmunds sometimes calls it. From what
I can judge there seems to be an increase of fruitful co-opera
tions between the Rapanui and foreign researchers and of
visiting researchers who return their research results through
talks in the museum and by leaving copies of their work. Of
course there could be more, but people seem to try to do better
and things seem to go in the right direction. Even though there
are Rapanui who do not want any interference from the out
side, many seem to appreciate our fascination for their home
place and welcome projects that they find worthwhile. Thus,
parts ofHaun's 2008 book Inventing 'Easter Island' left me a
little ill at ease, as if being accused for a crime I cannot
remember having cOlmnitted or as ifbeing punished when
trying to do my best. Yet I think it can be interesting for both
the Rapanui and their Chilean and Western researchers to
explore what influence colonialism has had on our research
conduct today.

Being not only European but also orwegian, I've always
been associated by the Rapanui with Heyerdahl and this
"colonial heritage" has been both a blessing and a complic
ation for my research. It opened many doors as especially tbe
elders seem to have very good memories of "Kon-Tiki and the
Norwegians" - but it didn't seem very relevant for my study
on the young and I was afraid of being held responsible for
any possible critique of "my ancestors". Soon my concern for
the good reputation of my own home place bad me engaged in
two research projects at the same time, one on the young and
one on Heyerdabl's 1955/56 expedition (the last together with
Helene Martinsson-Wallin and the Kon-Tiki Museum). We
asked the Rapanui quite critical questions about the expedition

and its consequences for the development of the island.
Although we asked for it, I was afraid of getting equally
critical answers. And even though I felt personally ashamed of
the photos showing expedition members in colonial hats or
climbing the moai, it relieved me a little to hear the Rapanui
answer that one has to see things in their time and context.

On the whole I think my example can show how per
sonally involved one can get in a research process and it is not
a fine moment for scientific objectivity. But even if fieldwork
historically was established as a method of getting rid of the
ethnocentrism of the early "annchair anthropologists" I think,
or at least secretly hope, that I'm not the only ethnocentric out
there. Because to me, ethnocentrism is not necessarily only a
negative feeling, as I understand it to mean that we are all
positioned and see the world from our own navel - which is
useful to keep in mind when trying to understand other places.
In that sense I can even dare to say that most Rapanui are just
as ethnocentric as I am and it might be, therefore, that some of
them say they liked my thesis because it allows them to see
themselves from the outside.

Still, as I am yet uncomfortable in the researcher role and
feel like I will never come of age, it would be interesting to
hear how others have experienced their research on Rapa Nui
and what people see as the best future for Rapanui research.
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"
The California Academy of Sciences is now engaged in the study of
the old theory that the islands of Oceanica [sic] are the remains of a
continent which extended from the Straits of Singapore on the west
to Easter Island on the east, and from the Sandwich Islands on the

north to the southern extremity of Australia on the south.
- New York Times (February 16,1885)
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