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There is a long tradition in the West of distinguishing between “high” and “low” art. All
of us who have been formed in that tradition first absorb this grand dichotomy as an obvi-
ous bit of common sense, and then when we go off to study aesthetical matters in an Asian
society, we take one or another version of it with us. Sometimes it appears as a contrast
between “sophisticated” and “folk”; sometimes as one between “elite” and “popular”;
sometimes as one between “court” and “country.” Sometimes it even takes on an air of
scientific precision and objectivity: “Great vs. Little Tradition,” “Civilization vs. Culture,”
“Art vs. Craft,” “Literature vs. Lore.”

But when we actually attempt to understand a particular sort of artistic expression in the
societies to which we journey an odd thing happens. We discover both how inadequate and
uncommonsensical the distinction is, and how inevadable and unsuppressible it is. The
harder we struggle to replace the high art/low art contrast with something more appropri-
ate to local realities, the more insistently the issues that, however clumsily, it brings into
view demand to be confronted.

There is nothing scandalous in this. The history of anthropology has in large part con-
sisted in taking concepts put together in the West (“religion,” “family,” “class,” “state”), try-
ing to apply them in non-Western contexts, finding that they fit there rather badly at best,
laboring to rework them so that they fit rather better, and then discovering in the end that,
however reworked, many of the problems they pose—the nature of belief, the foundations
of obligation, the inequality of life chances, the legitimacy of domination—remain clearly
recognizable, quite alive. The puzzle, especially severe in connection with artistic expres-
sion, which would seem less bound to practical constraints and more wildly various even
than belief, is why this should be so. Why, having banished ethnocentric formulations from
our minds as heroically as we can, do we find ourselves confronting perplexities so dismay-
ingly familiar?

The most common replies to this question are epistemological. Either they invoke intrin-
sic characteristics of art forms or of our responses to them, or they insist on the fact that we
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simply can never wholly escape ethnocentric attitudes and can hope at best for a fusion of
horizons in which our own horizon will never really disappear.

The first of these responses simply restates the question as though it were an answer. It
is possible to regard plot, rhyme, texture, or tonal contrast as qualities inherent in aesthetic
objects or in our capacities for perceptual understanding (though I doubt doing so will get
you very far with developed forms fully entrenched in human lives). But to trace the high
art/low art distinction to such matters seems quite implausible. That surely does not come
with the anatomy of the senses or the architecture of the world.

The second response less restates the question than refuses to address it. We can, indeed,
never wholly escape our cultural prejudgments, and ought not to imagine that we can. But
why these particular categories seem so hard even to discount, minimize, bracket, or evade,
why even if not eradicable they are so much more resistant than others to being set aside, is
hardly clarified by a general appeal to a universal ethnocentrism.

I want to take a different tack and to suggest, complete with examples and a case, that it
is the differential involvement of art forms with social factors that takes us furthest toward
comprehending just why it is that the contrast between fine arts and unfine is as tenacious
as it is, why we keep running into it, maneuver though we may.

My case, is Java; my examples, a number of collective performances that I witnessed in
Pare, a country town in the east-central part of the island, to which I returned in 1986, thirty-
five years after I first worked there. Embedded in different social contexts, connected with
different ideological positions, and running from the deeply traditional to the rather wildly
post-modern, they define most of the range (though, of course, nowhere near most of the
forms) of locally produced “aesthetic expression” as it now exists in rural Java. These per-
formances—some religious, some secular; some traditional, some improvisational; some
amateur, some at least semi-professional—form no sort of group, save in the eyes of the
foreign beholder. But, by taking them together, I hope to show that it is sociological matters
that account for the persistence of hierarchical distinctions among styles and genres and that
give those distinctions their cultural appeal. The disjunctions of art and those of society are,
here anyway, the same disjunctions. What is imaged on the stage is imagined in the streets.

2.

But first we must have some recent history. It is a history, convulsive and not entirely
pretty, rather well known in its general outlines, but, understandably, not much thought of
in terms of shifts in the forms of expressive discourse. In 1952-1954, when I was first in Pare,
the multi-party system—Sukarnoists, Communists, two sorts of Islamicists—was in full
swing, driven on by the extravagant symbology of radical nationalism, into which virtually
everything public, art included, was somehow drawn. The increasing polarization this pro-
duced (by 1960 the town was two-thirds Communist, its surrounding villages two-thirds
traditionalist Islam) as each ideological stream struggled for hegemony, culminated in the
bloodletting of 1965, which was particularly severe in Pare. The role of the army may have
been critical elsewhere, but in Pare the massacres were quite homemade, marked by a pecu-
liarly ritualistic air of solemn cruelty that still disturbs just about everyone who was there
and felt its depth.

Whatever the meaning of the 1965 massacre as an expressive event in itself (hardly the
same for everyone in any case), it led on to a major change in the way in which the various






