Some Everyday Language of White Primitivism: Textual Features and Textual Effects in Travel Writing about Korowai of West Papua

I’m working on an ethnography of primitivist tourism in the Korowai area, focused on the elaborate stereotypes tourists and visited people respectively maintain about each other, the interpretive access these sterotypes offer to cultural sensibilities of the stereotypers, the production and pragmatic life of the stereotypes, and the ways the stereotypes structure Korowai and tourists’ interactions. One corner of this puzzle is the vast dissemination of representations of Korowai and their Kombai neighbors to worldwide mass audiences through television and print media. My talk will be an effort to analyze the linguistic portion of some of these materials, here a sample of travel narratives published in magazines, books, and newspapers since 1992. I will discuss a cross-section of poetic, pragmatic features that, in coordination, might be understood to foster in readers an experience of textual order as being pleasurably and persuasively iconic of an extra-textual primitivist cosmos. Or at least, I’ll present some ideas about such issues as: relations between different event-planes in and around the texts; the iconicity of beginnings, endings, and other transitions; relations between different textual planes of interpersonal desire and evaluation; the functions of similes and other overt lexical and phrasal figures; and various patterns of wording and narrated content highly recognizable as “clichés” or “tropes” of this travel writing genre. 

