Dominic Boyer (Rice)

Portable Analytics, Traveling Theory, Theories of the Middle-Range

In these introductory remarks to our conversation, I suggest that the generative epistemic core of social-cultural anthropology is the remarkable polylogue that has developed between the diverse modalities of translocal reflection and representation that we know as “ethnography” and the no less diverse field of analytical commitments and attentions to human sociality we know as “social theory.”  Although this is perhaps more obviously the case in Anthropology A.C. (eg, “after culture”), it has largely been true since the consolidation of the discipline at the beginning of the 20th century.   But here we have something more or other in mind than a parochial exercise in disciplinary improvement.  The nexus of ethnography and social theory has, I would further argue, been crucial for the human sciences more generally (as one recognizes in sibling fields like cultural and historical sociology and science & technology studies).   It behooves us to explore the juncture(s) of ethnography and social theory in a more rigorous, self-reflective way as a matter of enhancing productive collaboration within the human sciences.  

The second part of my paper focuses on how we might further define and operationalize these junctures.  I discuss how concepts derived from one context of ethnography can be made analytically portable and available to transpose into other ethnographic contexts.   My case study of such “portable analytics” is a project on which I am currently working with Alexei Yurchak, a comparative analysis of late socialist and late capitalist aesthetics of parody.  The relevant concept here is Stiob, which is a Russian slang term for a particular late Soviet technique of parodic over identification, the method of which was to inhabit the form of authoritative discourse so perfectly that it was impossible to tell whether the imitative performance was ironic or sincere.   Stiob was particularly germane to late Soviet socialism because of the post-Stalinist party-state’s obsessional emphasis on the formal orthodoxy of its authoritative discourse.  The autocaricaturing work of the party-state enabled the performativity of Stiob in its most basic sense.  But, transported to the context of contemporary American political culture, Stiob also interestingly illuminates and relates a variety of recent instances of over identifying parody (for example, TV shows like The Daily Show and The Colbert Report, the activist “hoax” group The Yes Men, the “fake” newspaper The Onion, and so on), an analytical effect that has prompted us to explore how and why authoritative discourse in contemporary American political culture may be coming to enable a Stiob-like performativity of its own.

As in this case, portable analytics may begin with nothing more than a kind of arresting juxtaposition at the level of form.  But cultivated as conceptual experiments, they can become a vital procedure in anthropological knowledge-making, offering new analytical categories and fresh insights at the same time that they produce the kinds of lateral engagements between different field-sites and field-knowledge’s that are essential elements of anthropological conversation.  Yet, mindful of Said’s understanding of the profound historicity and contextuality of theoretical production and translation, portable analytics should not be expected to remain the same in their transition between ethnographic contexts.   They will instead prove conceptually mutable, taking on new contours and nuances as they adjust to their new analytical circumstances.  In this respect, portable analytics neither promise a new mode of universalist theory nor do they remain completely anchored to the empirics of their point of origin.  Instead, they circulate in Merton’s zone of “the middle-range.”  I view our conversation here as a recognition that such analytical work has always been an immensely important engine of anthropological knowledge and an art that deserves more rigorous attention.

Jim Faubion (Rice)

La Pensée anthropologique: A Polemic

In his dismissal of Jean-Paul Sartre's Critique of Dialectical Reason, Claude Lévi-Strauss pronounces of historical inquiry:

It consists wholly in its method, which experience proves to be indispensable for cataloguing the elements of any structure whatever, human or non-human, in its entirety. It is therefore far from being the case that the search for intelligibility comes to an end in history as though this were its terminus. Rather, it is history that serves as the point of departure in any quest for intelligibility. As we say of certain careers, history may lead to anything, provided you get out of it.

The same can and should be said of ethnography itself, especially at a disciplinary moment at which ethnography, however decorated each with its own conceptual glitter,  effectively functions as the be all and end all of sociocultural research, leaving nothing discernably anthropological in its wake. If it is capable of generating one or another concept, ethnography is not on its own capable of generating the programmatic. Without the latter it is not remotely capable what so high a rationalist as Lévi-Strauss would deem intelligibility itself. We would be unwise to return to high rationalism. We have no need of committing ourselves to the use of the same conceptual repertoire. We do, however, need to impose and sustain  the distinction between the particular and the programmatic in our research and to reinstate with it the distinction between ethnography and anthropology. I resort to my work toward an anthropology of ethics to illustrate one form that distinction might take and consider the benefits and the risks of making it and rendering it operative. I argue that sustaining the distinction between the ethnographic and the programmatic responsibly must always run the risk of falling into paradoxes of reflexivity. I argue that such a risk is not only worth taking but definitive of anthropology's analytical infinitude.

Kim Fortun (RPI)

Teaching Theory In/Of Ethnography

Theory stages ethnographic research, emerges from ethnographic data, and can be 

articulated through ethnographic description.  Theory can be read out of ethnographic texts, and in turn can be foreshadowed in the design of ethnographic projects.   A gaming sensibility, and respect for what structured play produces, are fundamental to the  production of new concepts and new theoretical ecologies.  This, at least, is what I tell my students and myself as we figure out our ethnographic projects.  Following Michael Fischer's conception of "figuring out" as a mode of cultural production reflective of changing contexts and exhausted explanations, I conceive of both the practice and teaching of ethnography as a process of figuring out that involves structured play between theory and world, prior knowledge, and sensitivity to what one does not yet know.  It is in the slippage between theory and world, I argue, that new insight emerges. Ethnography as practice and genre thus animates theory, keeping it moving, giving it what poet Amiri Baraka calls "verb value."

Andreas Glaeser (Chicago)

Though shalt theorize explicitly! Ethnography between narration and theoretization

Most practitioners of or in the tradition of the first and second Chicago schools of ethnography (in sociology) have studiously avoided explicit theoretical discourse in their work. Instead, they argue that ethnography should implicitly embody theory in narrative (or "description" as older representatives would have said). Three arguments in particular are levied against explicit theoretization, all closely related to each other: 1. Explicit theory is said to lead to an overobjectification of the field data and their presentation. 2 For the reader theoretical discourse gets in the way of understanding people on their own terms, in their own context. 3. Explicit theoretization violates the aesthetic conventions of ethnography as a book genre.

I have some sympathy for each of these arguments. However, I will argue that if we are serious about the social science as a reflexive practice (and most students of society in the hermeneutic tradition do agree on this point), then we should indeed formulate our theories explicitly. I will argue this point along the notion that there is a dialectical relationship between theory and narrative in the sense that theory operates as an (but not the only) effective emplotment device leading to the identification of relevant elements while offering strategies for their synthesis (I am following Ricoeur's conceptualization of narrative here). Where theory is not rendered explicit in the course of narration, recourse is typically taken to common places and thus to unreflected synthesizing strategies (here I am taking my cues from Aristotle's Poetics who precisely recommends recourse to common places for what we would call today "fiction"). Conversely, narrative offers a testing ground for theory, precisely to the degree that it produces data which constantly overflow the theoretical requirements for effective emplotment. What we have here are two parallel part-whole dynamics that can cross- fertilize each other. It is precisely in their tension that the right kind and the right degree of objectification can be thematized; within it notions of distance and proximity can be queried while allowing for a reflection on the strictures of genre.

Philip Grant (UC Irvine)

Ethnography is Theory: the Contemporary Practice of Ethnography

Ethnography is social theory, and needs to be treated as such: as one among many ways of contemplating the world. Developed largely by and traditionally located within anthropology, neither ethnography nor anthropology are reducible to one another. Both have been radically overhauled over the past generation, and anthropologists have been at the forefront of this rethinking and “refunctioning”. Ethnography should however be treated neither as the inevitable product of anthropological research, nor as the anthropological method par excellence. Rather anthropological rethinking of its knowledge practices has freed up ethnography as a form of theoretical writing in dialogue with other forms of social theory, upon which it can draw without worrying whether these are “anthropological” or not. Ethnography’s specificity is to be found in the way it draws on the practical mode of engaging with the world that is fieldwork, in its present collaborative guise. This means that ethnography—for which it is surely time to find a new name—has an acute sensitivity to the dialectical nexus of theory and practice and that this is among its major contributions to social theory. Ethnography should remain a vital part of anthropological equipment, but fieldwork should also lead to other forms of –graphs, while anthropology as the practice of the theorization of the contemporary needs to be open to theorizing in a variety of transdisciplinary modes that take it far away from its traditional identification with ethnography, whether of a kind informed by social theory or not.

Rebecca Lemov (Harvard)

The Ethnographic as a Data Field:  Evolving Methods in the History of Collecting

Intangibles

In order to investigate the current juncture of ethnography and social theory it

is useful to refer to key moments in the evolution of this relationship.  “Social theory and its practitioners have too often tended to treat ethnography as the provider of raw forms of data for theory’s ‘higher’ analytical labors”:  this has often been the case, but what about ethnography’s own long-term investment in its status as a repository of data?  Further, does being a provider of raw data preclude the subsequent or even simultaneous theoretization of such data?  Can data be quite literally theorized at the moment of its gathering?  The historical projects I am currently working on allow me to ask these questions in retrospect.

I have been tracking the history of data collecting in the human sciences around mid-twentieth century.  From around 1941 to 1962 marks a key moment of formation:  loosely, there is a shift - among certain innovators -- from the single-author golden-age model of ethnographic practice to a dawning collaborative “big anthropology” approach, composed of a series of ever-bigger experiments on designated test areas by American team-based, interdisciplinary social science.  My focus is on the history of several unimaginably big enterprises that dreamed of an even bigger scope for their ambitions.  They amassed “piles of data” on a scale and intensive level of observation never before attempted, pursuing the shared goal to amass “total” data sets.  This was inseparable from the theory of social life and human behavior that resulted, or was expected to result.  In particular, team workers from anthropology, sociology, medicine, experimental psychology, and diverse other fields including human geography, sought to render field-based observations as “human data,” comprised of the “raw” stuff of dreams, fleeting thoughts, unnamed impulses systematically and rigorously registered as workable data.

What does it mean to collect the subjective “life”?  What is the method proper to capture the otherwise elusive and inchoate elements of meaning-making in one place or another, as embodied by one person or another?  These were questions germane to the projects I have been studying; and they also bear on the human sciences today.  I don’t mean to either glorify or castigate these projects as cautionary tales of epistemological naivete.  Rather, looking at how social

scientists answered these questions via collaboration and methodological

innovation may be useful in illuminating new problems that emerge -- at a time

when data crunching, collaboration, and “interdisciplinarity” are once again buzz words of the human and social sciences.  I will discuss, in this regard, the “database of dreams” project sponsored by the National Research Council in the mid-to-late 1950s, and how it came about, as well as other projects that allowed it to exist and emerged from it.

George Marcus (UC Irvine)

Para-site Experiments in the  Pedagogy of Fieldwork: Amid Design, Collaboration, and Concept Work

Wholly sympathetic to the  nominalist sensibility for ethnography that Paul Rabinow  evokes briefly at the  end of  his  work, French DNA, I think that the  pursuit of a larger series  of  limited concepts "that makes something new happen in a field of knowledge," requires explicit  play or experiment with the  forms  and expected practices that define  the one  fundamental and virtuous  orthodoxy in which anthropology (and more broadly those  who identify with 'qualitative social science") invests: its professional culture of method.  Working within this culture itself, molelike, I have been modestly suggesting alternative forms.  Design, collaboration, and concept work are  perhaps the larger terms to examine  among the realms of theory, fieldwork, and ethnographic writing, but  for  now, the  para-site experiments in graduate training that  have begun to take shape at the  UCI Center  for Ethnography (for a description see http://www.socsci.uci.edu/~ethnog/) provide  a first  grounded effort at innovation in forms and practices.   I want to use our meeting at Rice as an opportunity to discuss this initiative.

Kaushik Sunder Rajan (UC Irvine)

Pedagogy and Translation as Two Sites for Ethnographic Conceptualization

In this paper, I wish to talk about two different things that I have been involved with, which may or may not speak to each other. 

The first is pedagogy. I am currently writing a paper for a volume on multi-sited ethnography coming out of the University of Sussex on “pedagogy as multi-sited ethnography”. The volume honors and reflects George’s 1995 piece on multi-sited ethnography, and in my paper, I use as my field site a class that George and I co-taught last year on Fieldwork Methods. I argue that multi-sited ethnography is neither a literalist methodology nor a program that sets out how to do things; but rather a conceptual topology. How the articulation of this conceptual topology gets taught in the classroom and on dissertation committees, by George or by my Ph.D. advisor Michael Fischer, then becomes very interesting for me to ponder as a site, in itself, for the conceptualization of ethnographic method – and, inversely, for thinking methodically and methodologically about conceptualization. I draw into this section of the paper how we have developed this class now into a two-quarter “research development” seminar, focusing on fieldwork in the first (George) and concept work in the second (me); and want to talk specifically about certain conversations around experimental systems that have been central to this class, and that have been brewing at Irvine over the past couple of years with friends like the Fortuns, Dominic, etc.  I want to think here about experimental systems as an ethnographic modality, and also about pedagogy as itself a potentially open-ended, unstable practice that could set this modality in motion in various (for me at least) hard to articulate ways. 

The second is translation – in the sense that biologists engaging in translational research use the term (which, in fact, is utterly indeterminate and polymorphic). I will talk about fieldwork I am doing in India following the establishment of its first translational research institutional cluster, which is a collaboration between the Government of India’s Department of Biotechnology (DBT) and MIT’s Health, Science and Technology (HST) program. I have, in the process of this research, been roped in as – I don’t quite know what. Note-taker? Archivist? Social science expert? I am currently in the process of organizing a para-site around translational research, which will happen at MIT but involve the Indians, and I wish to talk about the process of this fieldwork and the para-site development as a site for para-ethnography (and perhaps, as Dominic suggested to me, of para-theory).

I believe these two experiments – in pedagogy and translation – have more in common with one another in terms of the concerns of this workshop than might be evident. There are at least four registers at which I wish to think pedagogy and translation together: in terms of the coming together of ethnographic method and conceptual work; in terms of pushing the experimental systems heuristic into the heart of the work that both anthropologists and biologists do, in the lab / field as well as in terms of institutional development; in terms of projects and politics of interdisciplinarity; and, finally, in terms of the work of friendship. When I actually write the paper, I will hopefully figure out what I mean by all this.
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