THEMATIC EMPHASES

Note:  We favor small events and conferences, coordinated visits and local participations that are also occasions for experiments with the conventional form of the seminar/conference presentation.  We would also like to encourage producing many events in the context of continuing themes or rubrics, which signal certain current problems and opportunities in producing ethnography (our stance might be that, rather than being a solidly established instrument or method of inquiry, its practices are always under development and challenge within the intellectual traditions in which it has achieved some authority).  While we encourage as much UCI participation as possible, I would like to encourage a UC system wide and networked 'belonging' to the Center beyond (this tone was set in the initial conference of the Center last year and in the growing contact list for it that we are trying to develop).

--  CRITIQUE IS OUT THERE: THE ETHNOGRAPHY OF  REFLEXIVE  KNOWLEDGE

These  events  explore the  problems and opportunities for ethnographic inquiry of  reflexively thinking about  the contemporary  knowledge  predicaments of the disciplines that have promoted ethnography (anthropology, sociology, various  interdisciplines) alongside those of  the subjects of ethnographic inquiry itself.  This emphasizes the affinities, identities, and common grounds from which 'data-producing' relationships are forged in the classic encounters across boundaries of difference and 'otherness' by which the doing of classic ethnography has been primarily imagined.  Our concern is with current ideologies of research in which much more is desired by way of intellectual and conceptual labor in the process of fieldwork; the analytic account or results of inquiry are embedded in its doing.  Far from leading to even more focused accounts of reflexivity and subjectivity in classic fieldwork encounters, this recognition and engagement with the reflexive subject and parallel problems of knowledge across topics and in various settings are as likely to lead to renewed concerns with the objects of ethnography, with objectification, and the difficult creation of the space/time of bounded inquiry.

In anthropology, these concerns have been most explicitly articulated in the effort to develop ethnography in the realms of science, technology, policy and expertise of various sorts, such as finance, law, medicine, and banking.  But  seen conceptually as the remaking of classic scenes of encounter that have defined ethnographic fieldwork, they have  more general implications for  most projects  of ethnography  that define themselves in the contemporary dominated by emergent conditions of some sort.  That is, they are as relevant to the study of the politics of survival and negotiation of refugee communities in relation to sovereignties of international humanitarian efforts, for instance, as they are to the study of labs, board rooms, and conferences.

What sorts of relationships generate data now?  What are the forms of data now?   What are the bounds of ethnography and fieldwork in such projects located at sites of reflexive knowledge making?   What becomes of critique? What distinctive forms of writing, reporting, and concepts might such projects generate?

We invite you to think with us about the range of events that we could organize around this theme.

-- THE ETHNOGRAPHY OF/AS COLLABORATION

Collaboration has long been valorized as a presumed virtue or good in a liberal culture of achievement amply rewarding the individual.  Here I do not have in mind merely the reinforcement of this longstanding collateral virtue or good.  Rather collaboration here stands for the various forms and norms of collective effort , new and old, that are reshaping  ways of knowing, and getting things done across  a diverse array of activities and  sites, the university being only one, but  a self-referential one for us.   New communication and information technologies are a driving force in this, but there are interesting ideological shifts going on at the heart of work arrangements, political alliances, social movements in many settings for which something as virtuous as collaboration stands.  We suggest that looking inside the contemporary forms of this liberal good, through ethnographic inquiry, will show us one of the most important current 'structural' aspects of neoliberalism, globalization, emergence, etc.  Ethnography has been particularly good at analyzing the ligaments of relationships of collectivity in the past, and is a good instrument for doing so now.

At the same time, ethnography itself, most often associated with the lone wolf investigator entering communities of others, is challenged by this culture of collaboration.  It is often no longer enough to arrive in a scene of fieldwork and improvise collaboration in the traditional, subnormative way. The scenes of fieldwork today only become defined by already being embedded in networks of relations that are easily glossed as 'collaborative.'  As such, ethnography does not have the explicit norms of method and practice to express its own present conditions.   Under this theme, we will thus want to also track efforts  at  redefining  the basic practices of ethnography  in the direction of organizing it in relation to norms  of collective and collaborative  research, as well as either resisting or conforming to the  ideological contemporary senses of collaboration  that represent the forms by  which activities of various sorts become  integrated into the  operations of bureaucracies.

The authority of the ethnographer is thus the authority of some collaborative.  How does the latter take shape?  Collaboratories or established collaborative relationships are cocoons after all for highly particularistic materials from ethnography, still associated with individual insight and effort. Collaborative norms give such ethnography purchase, confidence, and legitimate identity in a world for which collaboration is not just an eternal good but an evolving modality covering diverse emerging schemes and collective efforts of unclear boundaries.

Under such conditions, what of the traditional ethos, aesthetics, and distinctiveness of ethnography will remain?  So, here, we propose that we look both at ethnographic efforts to understand new arrangements in the ideological name of collaboration and at the changing conditions of ethnographic authority, identity and possibility moving in the same direction, apparently.


-- THE CENTER AS PARA-SITE IN ETHNOGRAPHIC RESEARCH PROJECTS

We  intend this as a mode of integrating  graduate  student research projects  into the purview of the Center , in the spirit of the  above continuing projects.  We invite graduate students engaged with ethnography at UCI and elsewhere to propose projects where the Center event can serve as a para-site within the design of specific research endeavors.  This theme signals an experiment with method that is directed to the situation of apprentice ethnographers, and in turn stands for the Center's interest in graduate  training and pedagogy as a strategic locus in which the  entire research paradigm of ethnography is being reformed :

The Center As Para-site in Ethnographic Research Projects:

While the design and conduct of ethnographic research in anthropology is still largely individualistic, especially in the way that research is presented in the academy, many projects depend on complex relationships of partnership and collaboration, at several sites, and not just those narrowly conceived of as fieldwork. The binary here and there-ness of fieldwork is preserved in anthropology departments, despite the reality of fieldwork as movement in complex, unpredictable spatial and temporal frames. This is especially the case where ethnographers work at sites of knowledge production with others, who are patrons, partners, and subjects of research at the same time.

In the absence of formal norms of method covering these de facto and intellectually substantive relations of partnership and collaboration in many contemporary projects of fieldwork, we would like to encourage, where feasible, events in the Center that would blur the boundaries between the field site and the academic conference or seminar room. Might the seminar, conference, or workshop under the auspices of a Center event or program also be an integral, designed part of the fieldwork?--a hybrid between a research report, or reflection on research, and ethnographic research itself, in which events would be attended by a mix of participants from the academic community and from the community or network defined by fieldwork projects.  We are terming this overlapping academic/fieldwork space in contemporary ethnographic projects a para-site.*  It creates the space outside conventional notions of the field in fieldwork to enact and further certain relations of research essential to the intellectual or conceptual work that goes on inside such projects. It might focus on developing those relationships, which in our experience have always informally existed in many fieldwork projects, whereby the ethnographers finds subjects with whom he or she can test and develop ideas (these subjects have not been the classic key informants as such, but the found and often uncredited mentors or muses who correct mistakes, give advice, and pass on interpretations as they emerge).

We would like to sponsor and design Center events, workshops, mini-conferences, seminars, meetings simply-- that would further this dimension of fieldwork.

How para-sites might be created within particular fieldwork projects, how they might function as events of the Center-- these are matters for experiment which we invite you to think about in relation to your own projects.

If you are planning or have already undertaken research projects for which the Center event as para-site might play a useful and interesting role, we would very much like to hear from you. Please submit informal proposals one or two pages -- in line with this theme. The initial proposals should be a sketch of your ideas about how the Center might participate in your fieldwork.   We hope to be able to fund one or two small events, a seminar, a workshop, a mini-conference over an academic year or two in connection with each selected ongoing research project. We would like the Center to support, if funding permits, three or four para-site experiments each year. Students whose projects are selected would be designated Associates of the Center.

  *The usage is inspired by the concept for the 8th volume of Late Editions, the fin de siecle series of annuals, edited by George E. Marcus through the 1990s: Para-Sites: A Casebook Against Cynical Reason, Late Editions 8, Cultural Studies for the End of the Century. University of Chicago Press, 2000.


For illustrative purposes, here is the informal proposal for a para-site event submitted by Jesse Cheng, advanced anthropology graduate student at UCI, who is in the midst of field research on Capital Mitigation (criminal defense advocates who argue against death sentences).  The event coming from this proposal, to be held on Saturday, November 4, is described under "Events" on this web-site. Please refer to the description of this event.

The Center As Para-site in Ethnographic Research Projects Workshop Proposal

                
Jesse Cheng

To the extent that successful field collaborations are founded on a sense of shared engagement-- the notion that anthropological ethnographer and collaborating informant are all in something together-- there is always something tenuous about the spirit of collaborative goodwill. It seems the relationship can break down in so many ways; for example, if you think I’m not doing enough to uphold my end of the bargain, or if you suspect I’ll bastardize the knowledge that you entrusted me with, or if you think I’ll leave you hanging once I have what I need, or if we both do everything that we promised and discover that our knowledges are irrelevant to each other. Whenever we experience a sharpened sense of just how irreconcilably unlike our agendas are--a difference that encompasses conflicts in knowledge’s uses, modes, forms, and manners of representation and distribution-- the conditions are set for breakdown. This concern has profoundly informed the evolving contours of my project. As I have put myself side by side with my collaborating informants, I have wondered how to go about reconfiguring this sense of “us anthropologists” and “you mitigation practitioners”, and the divide between “what we do” and “what they do”, what is same and what is different.

My engagement with works by George Marcus, Doug Holmes, Bert Westbrook, and Chris Kelty have attracted me to the notion of the “imaginary”-- an account of the contemporary, and possibilities for the sorts of counter-narratives that can respond to it-- as a posited point of convergence between various sorts of fugitive knowledges. What intrigues me is not the fact that anthropology and mitigation share the same imaginary (they do not), nor the fact that their respective sets of imaginaries may overlap in certain places (they might, but so what?), nor the notion that we imagine ourselves to have similarly-oriented imaginaries (we are joined by an idea about an idea?), nor the idea that the squishiness of unarticulated imaginaries allows us to get along because we assume that we are doing similarly good things (we are all too cynical for that). I’m interested in another convergence. On the one hand, some intellectually curious, reflexive practitioners of mitigation desire to have their imaginaries articulated; on the other, some anthropologists muse about how the discipline can generate its own knowledge by staging imaginaries, and their concomitant possibilities for fugitive knowledges, within an ethnographic frame. As I’ve continued thinking along these lines, I’ve envisioned a dissertation that takes the form of a critical co-articulation of mitigation’s imaginaries. I would make explicit mitigation’s knowledge practices as their implications fan out into a broader epistemological horizon, but I would also use anthropology’s critical edge to point out the limits of these knowledge practices along every step of the way. As such, the dissertation would stand as an artifact of anthropological knowledge-- an ethnographic staging of a kind that has never been done before (I think)-- but also as an artifact of the field, a deliberate polemic to elicit responses and set the conditions for further collaborations.

 With all this in mind, I outline here what a para-site activity would look like:

1)   I post on the CEP website (www.capitalethnographyproject.com) the article by Scharlette and my write-up in the Champion, as well as two video clips. This is footage from a case that Scharlette and I have been working on. I also post this on the site: 

The legal scholar David Westbrook argues that the capitalist world order operates according to a logic that ‘does not express many things important to being human.’ He holds ethnography out to be an ‘antidiscipline’, an academic sanctuary for fugitive knowledges that would resist the impoverished grammar of the globalized market. Death penalty mitigation-- the thickly contextual biography of a defendant’s life, offered to counteract a sentence of death-- comprises one such set of knowledges.

As a disciplinary refuge for wayward knowledges, can ethnography conspire with its fellow fugitives in subverting the dominant world order? ‘Methods of Humanization’ brings three leading capital defense advocates together with members of UCI’s Center for Ethnography in a discussion about possibilities for the co-articulation of fugitive knowledges. This event provides a forum of reflection in which engaged academics and advocates attempt to gauge the limits of ‘humanization’ as a workable imaginary in contemporary times.

2)   I open with introductions, describe the structure of our discussion.

3)   We show the video clips, and each of our interlocutors talk about them-- what led them to capture this particular footage, the kinds of questions it raises for their investigation, etc. Video should be good to capture the audience’s attention.

4)  Two of our anthropologists respond. Leo Chavez would be a good first responder (he’s done work on capital cases) and Susan Coutin a good follow-up. They give some initial reactions to the clips, how they would have responded to that data if they explicitly embraced the purposes of mitigation, and what our interlocutors comments reveal about the knowledge-generating practices of mitigation.

5   Open up the discussion to anthropologists/audience members to hear their reactions to the clips. I think our anthropologists will love the exercise of trying to think of the same footage in different ways. This should lead into a freewheeling exchange between all.

6)  Lunch

7) You (if you’re willing!) give some reflexive commentary on what happened in the morning, focusing on notions of method. I’ll give some reflexive commentary, focusing on humanization as an aspect of the mitigation imaginary.

8)  Open up the discussion to interlocutors and audience members.

9)  I give closing remarks.

Another possibility for the video clips would be to show footage of an interview that I conducted in the Ukraine. This might be a good way to go, because everyone can criticize me, and no one will feel threatened. In fact, to see what various folks approve/disapprove of in my line of questioning, and to what extent people agree or disagree about it, will be fascinating to discern the various knowledge practices at play.

If this all works out right, then the mitigation folks will see this as a useful commentary on the limits of their practice as they currently do it, as well as a good opportunity to see how anthropologists think. Anthropologists will be taken, I think, by this opportunity to rethink a longstanding foundational trope of our discipline (humanity) and to compare it with advocacys constitutions of what seems to be the same notion. And I, as dissertation writer, get to see a miniature staging of the co-articulated imaginary plus anthropological critique that I want to turn into my final work.

