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A Notebook for the Culturally Blind* 
Carol Brinneman1 

Walking to a market in Africa, I joined an old lady on the path. She was wearing a headband of twine and 
a twig with one leaf stuck behind her ear. Thinking she looked cute, I complimented her on her attire. 
Instead of smiling, she angrily rebuked me for making fun of her. Her headdress was the sign of a new 
widow. 

As a translator learning a new culture, I sometimes groped through cultural darkness. Once, in my 
kitchen, when I raised a knife to hack a huge squash in half, my male house-helper screamed, “Ahh, a 
woman never cuts squash in front of a man!”  

Another time, an African friend and I visited a cemetery on a breezy, tree-covered knoll, and I admired 
the view. But my friend balked, calling it an evil place, adding “You Whites like building your homes on 
elevated, tree-filled lots just to show your power over the spirits!” These cultural gaffes of mine proved 
the African proverb true: The eye of the stranger sees nothing. 

Yes, we realize how blind we are when we set down roots in a promised land. As we begin to learn the 
language, we play with a few blocks of meaning and feel like babies babbling and cooing. At the same 
time we look with big, astonished eyes on a new way of life, but, as the proverb intimates, we see without 
understanding. The layered fabric of a culture needs study and, up to now, how could we cut it? We want 
to act courteously towards our new friends, and we also want to apply life, the kind they understand, to 
the translated Word. 

                                                      
* This article previously appeared in Beyond 2002, Vol. 30, No. 4, and is used with permission. 
1 Carol Brinneman and her husband Neal served with  the Lama project in Togo, where the translation has been published. 
Carol is presently a staff writer for the Jaars Beyond publication.  
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Experiences like these mentioned send us home puzzled, scratching notes on scraps of paper. The papers 
accumulate over the years like untitled photos stuffed into boxes. But how can we organize all this 
confusing information and retrieve it later?  

Now we have a tool to help: Fieldworks Data Notebook, a computer program developed by software 
development teams at the International Linguistic Center in Dallas and at JAARS. This program works 
like a little box of recipe cards. Each card holds some tidbit of information gleaned by the translator and 
is labeled with a category (ancestors, rocks, squash, taboos, death, trees, wind, cemeteries, etc.). An 
established set of anthropological categories eases the labeling task. Each card also notes the name of the 
observer, participants, place, type of event, date and time. If the information is sparse under any field, it 
will alert the translator to the need for more research. 

Translators catalogue customs and language expressions as they go to market, help in the fields, attend a 
funeral, or watch a rain dance. Like sleuths, they seek to define the group’s worldview and its 
implications for translation. How do the people perceive spirits? Are there good and bad ones? Do they 
have names? What do they look like? Where do they live? How do they affect people?  

The translator records all this information, not on literal cards, but in the computer. The information can 
be shuffled by setting a filter to narrow the data down to a topic for study, such as spirits.  

Think of Fieldworks as a cultural thesaurus. Situations and terminology can be examined and a hypothesis 
formed. Based on the well-organized information in the computer, we can hypothesize that people believe 
there are spirits who live in the rocks and trees. If new information on spirits continues to agree with this, 
a firm conclusion can be noted. 

Fieldworks. If only I had had this notebook thirty years ago! I wonder if a better name for it might be 
Fireworks! I am dazzled by the boom, hiss and explosion of God’s grace in technology. Thanks, Father, 
for these seemingly miraculous tools that help the culturally blind to see.■ 


