To Associates, Friends, and Others (interested in the activities of the Center for Ethnography, at UCI),


I am circulating notice, belatedly, of an event held on Friday, May 18, in partnership with the UC Humanities Research Institute, in its genre of "Studio Sessions".  These events are by invitation, but this one was sufficiently successful and stimulating that we plan to do something further and more open in this terrain of discussion in the coming academic year. General Naveh canceled at the last minute, but the example of the IDF appropriations played a strong role in our discussions.

Comments and suggestions on future developments and projects on this topic are very welcome.
                                                                       
Cordially,  George Marcus




Studio Sessions
University of California Humanities Research Institute
and Center for Ethnography, UC Irvine

Militarizing Critical Theory:
Asymmetric Warfare and Culture

_________________________________________

In 1991, in a work of remarkable prescience, The Transformation of War, the
historian Martin  Van Creveld  claimed that wars in the future would be
waged  by interest groups like guerrillas and terrorists, motivated by
ideologically based loyalties. Conventional battles would be replaced by
skirmishes, bombings and massacres.  Weapons would become less, rather than
more, sophisticated. Here is  first sentence of his book: A ghost is
stalking the corridors of general staffs and defense departments all over
the developed worldthe fear of military impotence, even irrelevance

The waging of so-called "low-intensity"," asymmetrical wars has increasingly
marked the decade and a half since Van Crevelds prediction.  Military
response at the   level of strategic doctrine and tactics in recent times
has increasingly consulted and actively appropriated for  its own purposes
concepts and theories from the store of critical left-liberal theory.
Deleuze and Guatari, Virilio. Culture. The anthropology of Islam, alongside
if not in conversation or critical tension with urban warfare and the
Israeli Defense Forces. The war against terrorism. The globally extensive
U.S. security apparatus. New modes of regulation.

It is perhaps more than disconcerting that ideas which we have debated among
ourselves and considered our own, especially dealing with concepts of
culture, contingency, uncertaintyideas  that  have been shaped to critique
instrumental  reason, state hegemonies, capitals debilitating constraints,
and their effects, logics,  and  functions-- have  been readily appropriated
to refashion doctrines that design the means of applying systematic violence
in the conditions of  war  that Van Creveld anticipated.

We thought it would be interesting to structure a  Studio Session around
these trends. Initiated by the system-wide University of California
Humanities Research Institute (UCHRI) to address and critically engage
timely or pressing issues, this Studio Session is jointly sponsored by UCHRI
and UC Irvines Center for Ethnography.

The Studio will occur on Friday, May 18, from 2 to 5 pm, in UCHRIs
conference room, Administration Bldg 338, UC Irvine campus.

In particular, over the past year, we have been fascinated by a creeping
awareness of two arenas of the critical appropriations signaled above.
First, we were taken with a presentation by Eyal Weizman (Center for
Research Architecture, Goldsmiths College, University of London) on the
development  of recent doctrines of warfare developed within the Israeli
Defense Forces. These new instrumentalities of war rely heavily for their
concept and inspiration on poststructuralist thinkers, among several others.
We see these appropriations as a provocation for scholars in the humanities
to think freshly, within the  frame of intended and  unintended
complicities, about these legacies at the present juncture. This might
immediately suggest something like the  Heidegger and Paul de Man
controversies of the past, but we believe the stakes and issues are far
different and more difficult for left-liberal academics today.

Second, during this past year, we became increasingly aware of  the serious
interest that the  US military and its allies have taken in cultural
knowledge  of the populations among which they operate and the  
socially
rooted  character  of their often elusive enemies.  For example, the recent
New Yorker article by George Packer elaborates how anthropology is being
used by the U.S. military in Iraq and Afghanistan, a use increasingly
concretized by the appointment of General Petraeus to command US forces in
Iraq. For example, there is the signal attention to cultural sensitivity in
Gen.  Petraeuss revised manual on counterinsurgency, published before he
left to assume command in Iraq, and his hiring of anthropologist Col
Kilcullen as a senior advisor. Current doctrine seems to be significantly
different from how counterinsurgency doctrine, for instance, was formulated
in the 1960s to counter national liberation movements.   The open-ended,
interpretive character of cultural analysis, forged in contemporary
anthropology  seems to be respected, along with the occasional absorption of
renewed stereotyping portraits of people(s), reinvoking if not reinventing
the eighteenth century doctrine of national character.  What is more,
militaries seem now curiously open to listening to insights about how
modernity, history, and change  complicate any simplistic views of how
culture manifests itself  in behavior. It remains rather opaque, however,
as to how the range of ideas that are heard is being or might be used.

Accordingly we have invited a number of  contributors to debates about war,
critical theory, and violence.

Gen. Shimon Naveh, IDF, retired, and academic historian noted for his
textbook on the history of military strategy, has served as a major
architect of the doctrines discussed above. Brought to our notice by Eyal
Weizman, we have invited Dr. Naveh to participate in  the Studio.  For
background, we will make available Weizmans paper, "Walking Through Walls."

Professor David Westbrook of the Law School at SUNY, Buffalo He has a
longstanding interest in Islam, and a critical interest in law and the
conduct of war.  He has participated in conferences with Olivier Roy, and
recently presented a position paper to  NATO  staff in Brussels .  We will make
available the published version of this paper, "Strategic Consequences of
Radical Neofundamentalism," in advance of  the Studio.

In addition, we have invited three additional panelists, all of whom have
contributed variously and vigorously over the years to debates about
culture, regimes and institutions of violence and their
institutionalization.

Professor Rosalind Morris, Department of Anthropology, Columbia University,
has written a series of articles on Abu Ghraib
(http://www.columbia.edu/cu/anthropology/fac-bios/morris/faculty.html).

Professor  James Der Derian, Watson Institute for International Studies,
Brown University, has written extensively on war and critical theory (see
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/James_Der_Derian).

Professor Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, commentator, University Professor and
English and Comparative Literature, Columbia University, has written
extensively on postcoloniality, culture, and on cultures of violence (see
http://www.english.emory.edu/Bahri/Spivak.html)

Finally, discussions of war, international conflict, security, etc. occur
constantly in many venues  today, and shift their terms as events unfold.
We are of course interested in what can be accomplished in orchestrating
this particular collective conversation in this particular venue of the
UCHRI.    Especially provocative for us is the awareness of  having been
appropriated by an intellectually active military, with complicities that
have been insufficiently examined.  Besides the extraordinary intellectual
interest these phenomena generate, they are   also unsettling, evoking a
sense of violated boundaries and divisions in the way that our world, our
categories, perhaps what we take for granted,  even as we  are
self-conscious and sometimes hyper-critical, are appropriable, and so
readily if not easily redirected.  Poststructuralism, the interpretation of
cultures, the rhizomatic and machinic, all put to work in the pursuit of
smart killing, targeting for death,  and destruction. Beyond the useful
shock effect of this, what can we say about these  appropriations besides
the temptation to signify and express perhaps a visceral reaction of
denunciation and dismissalto quickly reestablish the boundaries.   
What, if any, legitimacy, from a critical perspective, is  there to such
appropriations?  But in any case, how to account for them?  In what way
might they contribute to rethinking our  usual non-instrumental and
antithetical traditions and contexts, however varied and unruly?

To address such issues critically, openly is the  challenge of this Studio
Session.

David Theo Goldberg,  Director  UCHRI        George E. Marcus, Director, Center for Ethnography,  UCI

