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Thematic Section

New Directions in Experimental and Engaged Ethnography

Introduction

Dara Culhane Simon Fraser University

Anthropologica 53 (2011) 201-206

What's left to do, then, is to follow events, to engage
ethnographically with history unfolding in the present,
or to anticipate what is emerging.

—George Marcus 2008

25 January 2011 , .
1 set my cup of espresso down next to my computer, turn
off my phone, block out chunks of time on my calendar,

and push aside piles of books and papers to clear a space

on my desk. I've lost track of how far behind deadline I
am on the introduction for this thematic section on “New
Directions in Experimental and Engaged Ethnography”
that I've guest edited for Anthropologica. I glance at the

list of other deadlines passed and pending tacked onto

my bulletin board. I feel an all too familiar sense of sink-

ing, deep in my belly, and my heart races.

Panic and genuine enthusiasm for the task notwith-
standing, like millions of other people around the world
this week in early 2011, I cannot NOT interrupt my work
to check the news every hour or so.

On 20 January 2011“We Are All Khaled Said,” an
Egyptian Facebook group named in memory of an
activist beaten to death by police in Alexandria in June
2010, had issued a call for protesters to rally in opposi-
tion to the regime of President Hosni Mubarak.

Beginning today, 25 January, hundreds, and then

~ thousands, and then hundreds of thousands of Egyptians
- begin gathering in Tahrir Square in the centre of Cairo,

demanding that Mubarak resign. The government bans
demonstrations.

Egyptians—women, children and men — fill the
streets singing, dancing, marching, texting, talking on
cell phones, praying. The government blocks Internet
and mobile phone networks.

28 January 2011

Wael Ghomin, a Google marketing manager accused
of being an instigator behind the initial rallying call
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broadcast through Facebook, is arrested. He will be
detained for ten days.

A man in Tahrir Square tells a CNN reporter: “We
want work, food, education, medicine...to raise our fam-
ilies in peace. We want what all people all around the
world want. We are not terrorists. We are proud Egyp-
tians.” Mubarak orders fighter jets to fly over Cairo. His
supporters go on rampages attacking demonstrators.

31 January 2011

Mubarak announces that he will make a public appear-
ance tomorrow, 1 February. CIA Director, Leon Panetta,
tells the U.S. Congress that there is “a strong likelihood
Mubarak may step down.” News agencies and tweeters
report, “Panetta says Mubarak will step down.”

1 February 2011

Everyone, from the Egyptians in Tahrir Square to the
President of the United States, to the Prime Ministers of
Canada and the United Kingdom, to the leaders of the
European Union, to the millions of people like me glued
to television screens and online news programs around
the world, tunes in for Mubarak’s speech. Our shared
news sources tell us that we all expect him to resign.

He doesn’t. He refuses to step down as president,
promising only that he will not seek re-election. Shock
waves reverberate from the street corners through to the
Owval Office.

2-}, February 2011

The occupation of public spaces by people in Egypt con-
tinues. Demonstrators have set up security checkpoints,
first aid clinics, kitchens and makeshift homes: an alter-
native social world is emerging in Tahrir Square.
Women—some wearing headscarves and others not—
are among the leaders of this revolt. Some demonstra-
tors go on about other business while others kneel to pray
at appointed times. News cameras zoom in on Coptic
Christians and Muslims walking arm and arm, holding
~ crucifixes and copies of the Koran together in front of the
lenses.

5 February 2011

British Prime Minister Donald Cameron, echoing Ger-
man Chancellor Angela Merkel, declares, “multicul-
turalism has failed” in Britain. Islam is the difference
that can’t be assimilated. Like Merkel, Cameron threat-
ens to enforce regimes based on “shared values.” Neo-
Nazis take to the streets of England to celebrate his
announcement.

202 / Dara Culhane

6-7 February 2011

Barak Obama tells the media that Egyptians want
“democracy,” and he sympathizes with their aspirations.
Western leaders and media repeat Obama’s message over
and over again: traditional, non-Western dictatorship
was the problem; neoliberal Western democracy is the
answer. That the people in Tahrir Square are also calling
for “work, food, homes, education, medicine and peace”
is lost in the relentless rhetorical juxtaposition of “dic-
tatorship” and “democracy.” What if millions of unem-
ployed, hungry and homeless Westerners identify simi-
larities rather than differences between themselves and
the non-Westerners engaged in toppling their corrupt
governments?

8 February 2011

Wael Ghonim is released from custody. At the end of an
interview with the private Egyptian network, Dream TV,
he is shown images of the protesters killed by pro-
Mubarak forces. Ghonim bursts into tears. More people
go to Tahrir Square. Many tell reporters that watching
Ghonim’s interview moved them to join the protest.

10 February 2011

The Vancouver Sun announces a four part series on the
Chez Soi/At Home Study, a research project whose first
objective is to discover what the effect of homelessness is
on mental health, and second, to test two models for hous-
ing people with mental illness who are currently home-
less. The study was launched in October 2009 and will
terminate in March 2013. Funded by the Canadian fed-
eral government, the $110 million study is divided among
five cities. Vancouver’s share is $30 million and the
research here targets people who are diagnosed as men-
tally ill and are also designated “addicts.”

There are 500 participants: 200 are housed in apart-
ments and are directed to, but not provided directly with,
support services; 100 are housed in the Bosman Hotel
and given “wrap around services” that include medical
care, counselling, yoga, acupuncture, and sessions with
Aboriginal Elders. By conservative estimates, 500 per-
sons represent about 25% of the “officially homeless” pop-
ulation of the City of Vancouver. A control group of 200
are monitored by researchers but are not provided with
housing or services.

I have been hearing about the Chez Soi/At Home
Study since planning for it began at least three years
ago. The study is controversial and has raised a lot of
serious questions. Is the study’s key objective really a
significant research question or do we already know
enough to say with sufficient certainty that homeless-
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ness has negative effects on mental health? Would $110
million in public funds be better spent on housing and
health care than on research? Is withholding housing
and services from a “control group” really the only
valid research design legitimated by the academy? Is
this ethical research? Tuskegee and El Dorado are men-
tioned frequently in discussions about Chez Soi/At
Home.

11 February 2011

Mubarak resigns. Egyptians are jubilant. Celebrations
erupt everywhere. Doubtless much public, private, semi-
public and semi-private debate, intrigue, conflict and
strife has been taking place beyond the purview of inter-
national news agencies and Facebook exchanges, and
will continue. Predictions and speculations abound. Plots
thicken. What is cleay;, though, is that what has been must
come to an end. There are possibilities now for something
new to emerge.

I wean myself from the multiple news sources I've
been following, and catch up with reading the theses,
papers, notices about deadlines for course outlines and
book orders for the coming term, and various and sundry
emails. I discuss the Chez Soi/At Home Study with a
Sfriend who is a mental health advocate. “I agree with all
your criticisms,” she says. “It’s gross. But I'm trying to
get my clients into the Bosman. For the people that get in
there, it’s really a chance, you know?”

16 February 2011 }

Testifying before a Senate Intelligence Committee hear-
ing, CIA Director Leon Panetta admits that his “intel-
ligence sources” on developments in Egypt were news-
casts and the Internet. He wasn't able to predict when or
if Mubarak would resign, or what would happen next.
“There i3 a massive amount of data out there to follow—
600 million Facebook accounts, 190 million Twitter
accounts and 35,000 hours of YouTube videos.” The frus-
trated director of the world’s most powerful nation’s
intelligence agency, historically famous for engineer-
ing coup d’états, revolutions and counter-revolutions,
18 defensive.

Today’s Vancouver Sun article on the Chez Soi/At
Home Study proclaims that housing mentally ill people
saves taxpayers money. Journalist, Lori Culbert, quotes
Michael Kirby, Director of the Canadian Mental Health
Commission, who describes the study as “an amazing
situation in which the right thing to do in human terms
18 ‘also the most effective thing to do in economic

terms.”(Culbert 2011) Dr. Michael Krausz, University-

of British. Columbia Professor of Psychiatry and Co-
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Principal Investigator for Chez Soi/At Home, responds
to questions about whether withholding housing and
health services from a control group might be unethical.
“A control group was necessary at an academic level to
show the advantages of the interventions being offered to
the other participants. At a human level, it is very diffi-
cult not to be able to offer this group any help,” he says
(Culbert 2011). -
Culbert concludes:

And while the academic findings must wait until all
data are collected, experts are drawing preliminary
conclusions that probably won't surprise most people:
if you give the homeless a home and support services,
they will stand a better chance of stabilizing their men-
tal illness and addictions. [2011]

Researchers are confident, she reports, that the results
of the Chez Soi/At Home Study will provide governments
with the evidence they need to implement long-term
solutions.

18 February 2011

I write a critical response and send it to SFU Media
Relations for the weekly “Issues and Experts” column.
They decline to publish it. I should write an Op-Ed piece
or a letter to the editor setting out scholarly critiques of
the Chez Soi/At Home Study, given that the “window” of
public interest has been opened by the Vancouver Sun
series, but I have so many other deadlines and demands;
demands and deadlines. I tell myself I'll get back to it,
as soon as my desk is clear. Now, I have to prepare to
leave on a research trip to Ireland on 1 March. I still
haven't finished the Anthropologica introduction. Ethics?
Responsibility?

Wael Ghomin tells CBS news that he has no desire to
take on political leadership. “I trust 80 million Egyp-
tians,” he says, “the giant is awake now and no one is
going to put him to sleep again.”

6-8 March 2011

Despite both appearances and experiences of spon-
taneity that characterize the current uprisings in North
Africa and the Middle East, millions of people around
the world have been talking, writing, texting, face-
booking, singing, dancing, filming, painting, per-
Sforming, dreaming of at least the beginnings of such

‘great shifts—such giants awakening—for a long, long

time. No one knows exactly where this will lead, what
directions these movements will take, what repressions
and manipulations, coercions and co-optations will
insidiously and invidiously play out, alongside and in
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between radical change, revolutionary breakthroughs,
and yet to be imagined possibilities. But something has
shifted; whatever happens, nothing will ever be quite
the same again.

ow can anthropologists participate in this world we

live in? What contributions can we make? What are
our ethical responsibilities? Our political commitments?
Our professional obligations? The ties that bind the
authors in this thematic section are commitments to eth-
ical, experimental and engaged scholarship that pursues
these questions, and challenges separations between the
“economic level,” the “academic level” and the “human
level.”

The anthropologist most centrally associated with the
term “experimental ethnography” is George Marcus, co-
editor and co-author, respectively, of two texts that sought
to consolidate a radical break from the scientism that had
dominated much 20th-century anthropology (Clifford and
Marcus 1986; Marcus and Fischer 1986). For those who
followed Marcus et al., fieldwork was not a practice of
detached scientific observation, and relationships between
ethnographer and informant were not those between
active subject and passive object, but were dialogic
exchanges between collaborators. The production of
ethnographic monographs was therefore a communica-
tive process from which texts emerged that included at
least two voices and made use of literary and rhetorical
strategies to represent “partial truths.”

In his article “Two Decades After Writing Culture,”
Marecus (2007) writes that the “experimental moment”
has failed to realize its potential, not having moved beyond
individual anthropologists exploring diverse textual forms
of ethnographic writing. It is time now, he argues, that
experimentation move into the practice of fieldwork itself,
rather than only its representation.

However, as the contributers to Women Writing Cul-
ture pointed out to the contributors of Writing Culture,
interesting and provocative experiments in both fieldwork
and its representation are not “new;” but have in fact been
underway in the margins and fringes of anthropology, in
interdisciplinary collaborations, and in non-academic sites
for quite some time (Behar and Gordon 1995). The papers
in this thematic section take as foundational points of
departure feminist, queer, anti-colonial and activist cri-
tique, and the radical experimentations that have infused
the strategies of contemporary political movements. While
carrying forward an interest in literary and artistic forms
of expression and communication, we focus intensely on
ethnographic fieldwork, and the potential and perils of
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experimenting with articulating creative practices and
conventional ethnographic methods.

There is much interest in the implications of disman-
tling Cartesian mind-body dualism, deconstructing the
philosophical and political edifices built on binary oppo-
sitions between nature and culture, and the potentialities
opened up by paying close attention to embodiment and
affect in anthropology and throughout the arts, humani-
ties and social sciences these days. We are called on to
engage in critiques of secularism, to value indigenous epis-
temologies, to admit “spirit” into our analyses, and to
explore perspectivism in a project of constructing “world
anthropologies” (Ribeiro and Escobar 2006). How are we
to research these dimensions of human experience and
the political possibilities they present when our methods
and training remain, for the most part, “dead from the
neck down”? Magnat offers provocative possibilities for
the adaptation of Grotowskian physical theatre to ethnog-
raphy, pointing out potential alliances with indigenous
methodologies. She argues forcefully for academic recog-
nition of such interdisciplinary scholarship. Kazubowski-
Houston’s work draws on shared traditions in theatre
anthropology, and presents us with the persistent ethno-
graphic challenge and unanticipated consequences of put-
ting theory into practice. .

The papers here are centrally concerned, in diverse
ways, with questions of politics and ethics. At the heart of
these concerns are not the fears of legal liability that
overdetermine university ethics review boards, nor the
invidious censorship and regimes of knowledge control
they have come to stand for. Rather, the authors in this col-
lection address the questions that initially gave rise to
demands by, particularly, indigenous peoples, for codes
of research ethics that would protect the rights and
respect the integrity of research subjects and interrupt
exploitation. It is the political moralities of everyday and
extraordinary human relationships, necessarily embed-
ded in power relations and always specific to time and
place, that concern the authors.

How can we honour, in practice, both a commitment
to collaboration and to being led by participants and
demands to articulate hypotheses and set out predictable
outcomes for an Institutional Review Board? Given
inevitable contingencies and unpredictability how do we
answer a granting agency that asks for guarantees in
advance that our “findings” will provide “evidence” upon
which “policy” can be soundly based? Recognizing local
political and social inequalities and conflicts, how can we
work with the most marginalized and excluded members
and respond to “community”-controlled research com-
mittees demanding guarantees of research-generated
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“community” benefit? How do we do critical work in
relation to something like, say, the Chez Soi/At Home

Study that does not jeopardize the immediate support

for beneficiaries, given that the difference between a
roof over their heads even for a night might be the dif-
ference between life and death for one precious, indi-
vidual human being? There are no perfect answers, of
course. How do we continue to ask these questions and
not become paralyzed?

Is the critical reflexivity practised by the authors—
most admirably and courageously in this collection by
Kazubowski-Houston—a “grotesque expression of a lib-
‘eral moral conscience”? (Marcus 2008:12). Should our
work be dismissed with what seems to have become the

epithet of the day in some circles of anthropology: “moral- -

ism”? Will our commitments be read as individualistic,
“narcissistic navel-gazing”? I argue, rather, that what the
authors—myself included—are imperfectly struggling
towards is what Veena Das (2006) describes as ethical and
political “response-ability.”

It is towards this goal that we analyze our missteps,
misunderstandings, mistakes, failures and regrets in an
effort to make public, and therefore subject to challenge,
debate and change, that which every ethnographer expe-
riences and most discuss privately. We intentionally
transgress the still militantly patrolled border between
“corridor talk” and “journal publication.” We offer read-
ers examples of an “experimental” ethnography as
defined by Quetzil E. Castafieda (2006) that reflects the
etymology of the word “experiment” as “putting into
peril.” We take risks, in good faith, not knowing where
our work will lead, or what the consequences of publi-
cation will be, but hoping to create spaces for something
new to emerge. ‘ ‘

“Engaged anthropology”—the second term in our
title—has conventionally been associated with applied
anthropology that is conducted in the service of provid-

ing policy recommendations to governments, or sup-

porting organized social or political reform movements,
or providing programmatic advice to community devel-
opment organizations. The papers here, however, reflect
the more comprehensive vision of engagement articu-
lated by the editors of an October 2010 supplement of
Current Anthropology. Setha Low and Sally Engle
Merry (2010:S204) argue that “there are a number of
forms of engagement: (1) sharing and support, (2) teach-
ing and public education, (3) social critique, (4) collabo-
ration, (5) advocacy, and (6) activism.” The papers that

follow hope to contribute to these discussions on emerg- -

ing forms and conceptual reformulations of “publicly
engaged experimental anthropology.”

Anthropologica 53 (2011)

This thematic section emerged from a session at the
2009 CASCA conference in Vancouver. The presentations
addressed complicated, contradictory, contested engage-
ments that complicate, contradict and contest each other.
‘What was exciting about the session was the way the papers
ricocheted off each other, how sparks flew. Presenters
agreed with and supported each other sometimes on some
points, and challenged and debated each other on other
points. The discussions with audience members that fol-
lowed were lively; criticisms were challenging and at times
mereciless. It has been impossible to maintain the energy of
a face-to-face gathering of embodied beings through the
necessarily tendentious process of peer review and into a
textualized form for publication. You will not find here a
new synthesis, a neatly packaged programmatic formula for
a New, Improved, Purer Discipline of Anthropology. You
will read no triumphant progress narratives celebrating
movement from bad old days riddled with errors to seam-
lessly enlightened new days, no centre being forced to hold.
I hope, in your reading of the papers, you will imagine them
in conversation and sometimes in dispute with each other,
and yourself as a composer arranging when the four distinct
voices sing together, when they interrupt each other, and
when a solo performance is warranted.

I will conclude by borrowing some words from
Cristina Moretti who shares an excerpt from her field-
notes about her reflections on sending ethnographic work
out into the world, knowing it will necessarily get “lost.”
“The question here,” Moretti writes, “is not what we have
lost, but what we seek to find in its place.”
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Section thématique

Nouvelles orientations en ethnographie expérimentale et engagée

Introduction

Dara Culhane Simon Fraser University
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What's left to do, then, is to follow events, to engage
ethnographically with history unfolding in the present,
or to anticipate what is emerging.

—George Marcus 2008

[Ce qu'il reste 2 faire, alors, c’est de suivre les événe-
ments, de s’avancer dans un engagement ethno-
graphique avec Phistoire qui se déploie dans le présent,
ou d’anticiper ce qui est en émergence.]

25 janvier 2011

Je dépose ma tasse d’espresso a coté de mon ordinateur,
éteins mon téléphone, encercle des blocs de temps dans
mon agenda, et déplace des piles de livres et de documents
pour faire de la place sur mon bureau. J'ai perdu le compte

- de mon retard dans la rédaction de cette introduction @

la section thématique sur les « Nouvelles directions en eth-
nographie expérimentale et engagée », d titre de rédactrice
en chef invitée pour Anthropologica. Je jette un coup d'eeil
aux autres échéances passées et courantes épinglées sur
mon tableau. Je retrouve un sentiment de noyade trop
fomilier, au creux de mon ventre, et mon ceeur s'emballe.

Quoi qu’il en soit de la panique et de mon enthou-
siasme sincére pour la tache, comme des millions d’au-
tres personnes dans le monde en ce début de 2011, je NE
PEUX m’empécher d’interrompre mon travail d’heure
en heure pour suivre les nouvelles.

Le 20 janvier 2011, le groupe Facebook égyptien
« Nous sommes tous Khaled Said », nommé en ’honneur
d’un militant battu & mort par la police a Alexandrie en
Juin 2010, a lancé un appel a un rallye de protestation en
opposition au régime du président Hosni Moubarak.

A compter d’aujowrd’hui, 25 janvier, des centaines,
puis des milliers, puis des centaines de milliers d’Egyp-
tiens ont commencé a se rassembler sur la place Tahrir
au centre du Caire, réclamant la démission de Moubarak.
Le gouvernement interdit les manifestations.

Les Eqyptiens — femmes, enfants et hommes — emplis-
sent les rues et chantent, dansent, marchent, lancent des
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textos, parlent au cellulaire et prient. Le gouvernement
bloque linternet et les réseau de téléphone sans fil.

28 janvier 2011
Wael Ghomin, un directeur de marketing chez Google,

accusé d’étre un instigateur derriére le premier appel au

rallye lancé sur Facebook, est arrété. Il sera détenu dix
jours.

Un homme sur la place Tahrir dit a un reporter de
CNN : « Nous voulons travailler, manger, étre éduqués,
étre soignés... élever nos familles en paix. Nous voulons
ce que veulent tous les humains sur la terre. Nous ne
sommes pas des terroristes. Nous sommes de fiers Egyp-
tiens ». Moubarak fait survoler Le Caire par des chas-
seurs-bombardiers. Ses partisans se déchainent contre
les manifestants.

31 janvier 2011

Moubarak annonce qu’il va faire une apparition publique
le lendemain, 16" février. Le directeur de la CIA, Leon
Panetta, annonce au Congrés américain « qu’il existe
une forte probabilité que Moubarak démissionne ». Les
agences de presse et les chroniqueurs Twitter repren-
nent : « Panetta dit que Moubarak va démissionner ».

1¢r février 2011
Tout le monde, des Egyptiens de la place Tahrir au pré-
sident des E‘tats-Um's, aux premiers ministres du
Canada et du Royaume-Uni, aux chefs de I'Union euro-
péenne, aux millions de personnes comme moi collées a
leurs écrans de télévision et aux informations sur Inter-
net, tout le monde attend le discours de Moubarak. Nos
sources de nowvelles révelent que nous attendons a ce
qu’tl abdique.

Il me le fait pas. Il refuse de quitter la présidence, et pro-
met seulement qu’il ne se représentera pas aux élections.
Londe de choc se propage de la rue jusqu’'au Bureau Ovale.

2-4 février 2011

Loccupation populaire des espaces publics se poursuit
en Egypte. Les manifestants ont mis sur pied des postes
de controle de sécurité, des cliniques de premiers soins,
des cuisines et des abris de fortune : un univers social
alternatif émerge place Tahrir. Les femmes — certaines
portant le foulard et d’autres pas — sont o la téte de cette
révolte. Certains manifestants vaquent a leurs affaires
tandis que d’autres s’agenouillent pour la priére aux
heures prévues. Les caméras de reportage cadrent des
chrétiens coptes et des musulmans marchant bras dessus
bras dessous, portant ensemble des crucifix et des Corans
devant les objectifs. ‘
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5 février 2011

Le premier ministre britannique Donald Cameron, fai-
sant écho a la chanceliére allemande Angela Merkel,
déclare que « le multiculturalisme est un échec » en
Grande-Bretagne. Lislam est la différence qui ne peut
étre assimilée. Comme Merkel, Cameron menace d’im-
poser des codes fondés sur « des valeurs partagées ». Les
néonaztis anglais descendent dans la rue pour célébrer
cette annonce.

6-7 février 2011

Barak Obama déclare aux médias que les Egyptiens veu-
lent « la démocratie » et qu’il partage leurs aspirations.
Les médias et les chefs des pays occidentaux répétent le
message d’'Obama & qui mieux mieux : le probléme, c’était
une dictature traditionnelle non occidentale; la solution,
c’est une démocratie néolibérale occidentale. La reven-
dication des Egyptiens de la place Tahrir pour « du tra-
vail, de la nourriture, du logement, de Uéducation, des
soins et la paix » est perdue dans Uintarissable juxtapo-
sition rhélorique entre « démocratie » et « dictature ».
Que se passerait-il si des millions d’Occidentaux cho-
meurs, affameés et sans-logis identifiaient des ressem-
blances plutdt que des différences entre eux et les non-
occidentaux engagés a faire tomber leurs gouvernements
corrompus?

8 février 2011

Wael Ghonim est relaché de sa garde o vue. A la fin d’une
entrevue a la chaine privée égyptienne Dream TV, on lui
montre des images de manifestants tués par les forces
pro-Moubarak. Ghonim éclate en sanglots. Davantage
de gens descendent vers la place Tahrir. Plusieurs d’en-
tre eux disent aux reporters qu’ils ont été touchés par
Uentrevue de Ghonim et que c’est pour cela qu’ils parti-
cipent aux manifestations.

10 février 2011

Le Vancouver Sun annonce une série de quatre articles
sur U'étude Chez Soi/At Home, un projet de recherche dont
Uobjectif est d’'explorer les effets de Uitinérance sur la santé
mentale, et en second liew, de mettre & Uessai deux modéles
d’hébergement pour des personnes souffrant de maladie
mentale et qui sont actuellement itinérantes. Létude a été
lamcée en octobre 2009 et sera complétée en mars 2013.
Financée par le gouvernement fédéral canadien, U'étude
de 110 millions de dollars est répartie dans cing villes
canadiennes. La part de Vancouver est de 30 M$ et la
recherche est ciblée ici sur les itinérants portant un diag-
nostic de maladie mentale et qui sont aussi désignés
comme souffrant de toxicomanie ou de dépendance.
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Létude porte sur 500 participants : 200 d’entre eusx
sont logés dans des appartements et sont référés a des
services de soutien, mais sans que ceux-ci leur soient
Sfournis de maniére directe; 100 d’entre eux sont logés &
U'hotel Bosman et regoivent des « services intégrés » qui
comprennent des soins médicaux, de la psychothérapie,
du yoga, de Uacupuncture et des rencontres avec des ainés
autochtones. Selon une estimation prudente, 500 per-
somnes représentent environ 25 % de la population « offi-
ciellement itinérante » de Vancouver. Un groupe témoin
de 200 personnes est observé par les chercheurs mais ne
regoit par d’hébergement ou de services.

J’entends parler de l'étude Chez Soi/At Home depuis
le début de sa planification il y a au moins trois ans.
Létude est controversée et a soulevé nombre de questions
sérieuses. Est-ce que Uobjectif-clé de U'étude est réellement
un objet de recherche significatif ou en savons-nous déja
assez pour affirmer avec certitude que litinérance a des
effets négatifs sur la santé mentale? Est-ce que 110 M$ de
Sfonds publics ne seraient pas mieux investis dans du
logement et des soins de santé plutét que dans de la
recherche? Est-ce que le fait de priver un « groupe-
témoin » d’hébergement et de services est la seule moda-
lité valide de conception d’une recherche légitimée par
la science? Est-ce la de la recherche éthique? Tuskegee
et El Dorado sont fréquemment mentionnés dans les dis-
cussions qui entourent Chez Soi/At Home.

11 février 2011

Moubarak abdique. Les Eqyptiens éclatent de joie et célé-
brent partout. Il ne fait pas de doute que beaucoup de
débats, de conflits, de querelles, de jeux de coulisses,
publics et semi-publics, privés et semi-privés ont eu lieu
loin du regard des agences de presse internationales et
des forums Facebook, et que cela se poursuivra. Les spé-
culations et les prédictions foisonnent. Les enjeux se com-
plexifient. Ce qui est clair toutefois, c’est qu’on doit voir
la fin de ce qui a existé. La possibilité existe enfin de lais-
ser émerger quelque chose de nouveau.

Je me sévre des multiples sources de nouvelles auzx-
quelles je m’abreuvais et commence mon rattrapage dons
la lecture des theses, des articles, des avis relatifs a des
dates de tombée pour des sommaires de cours et des com-
mandes de livres pour la session & venir, et divers cour-
riels. Je discute de l’étude Chez Soi/At Home avec une
amie intervenante en santé mentale. « Je suis d’accord
avec toutes tes critiques, dit-elle. C’est choquant. Mais
J’essaie de placer mes clients au. Bosman. Pour les gens
qui sont choisis ld, c’est vraiment une chance, tu sais? »
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16 février 2011

Témoignant devant un Comité du Sénat sur le rensei-
gnement, le directeur de la CIA Leon Panetta reconnait
que ses « sources d’information » sur la situation en
Egypte étaient les communiqués d’agence et U'Internet. Il
était incapable de prévoir quand ou si Moubarak abdi-
querait, ou ce qui se produirait par la suite. « La quan-
tité de données a suivre est gigantesque — 600 millions
de comptes Facebook, 190 millions de comptes Twitter et
35 000 hewres de vidéo sur YouTube ». Le directewr frus-
tré de Uagence de renseignement de la nation la plus puis-
sante du monde, historiquement fameuse pour avoir
orchestré des coups d'état, des révolutions et contre-révo-
lutions, est sur la défensive.

Larticle du Vancouver Sun d’aujourd’hui sur Uétude
Chez Soi/At Home affirme que de loger les personnes
souffrant de maladie mentale économise l'argent des
contribuables. La journaliste Lori Culbert cite Michael
Kirby, directeur de la Commission canadienne de la santé
mentale, qui décrit l'étude comme « une situation éton-
nante ou le geste correct & poser en termes humains est
ausst la solution la plus efficace en termes économiques ».
(Culbert 2011). Le Dr Michael Krausz, professeur de psy-
chiatrie & 'Université de Colombie-Britannique et cher-
cheur principal associé de Chez Soi/At Home répond aux
questions de savoir st le fait de ne pas fournir des services
de logement et de santé a un groupe témoin peut s’avérer
contraire a Uéthique. « Un groupe témoin était néces-
saire au plan académique pour démontrer les avantages
des interventions offertes aux autres participants. Au
plan humain, il est trés difficile d’étre incapable d’offrir
une aide quelconque a ce groupe » dit-il. (Culbert 2011)

Culbert conclut :

Et alors que les résultats académiques devront atten-
dre que toutes les données soient recueillies, les experts
esquissent des conclusions préliminaires qui ne sur-
prendront pas grand monde : si vous fournissez aux
itinérants un logis et des services de soutien, leurs
chances de stabiliser leur maladie mentale et leurs
dépendances seront meilleures. [2011]

Les chercheurs sont confiants, constate-t-elle, que les
résultats de l'étude Chez Soi/At Home fourniront aux
gouvernements les éléments de preuve dont ils ont besoin
pour mettre en ceuvre des solutions a long terme.

18 février 2011

J’écris une réponse critique et je l'envoie aux Relations
média de 'Université Simon Fraser pour lewr rubrique
hebdomadaire « Issues and Experts ». Ils choisissent de
ne pas la publier. Je devrais écrire une opinion en page
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éditoriale ou une lettre au journal énumérant les cri-
tiques académiques de l'étude Chez Soi/At Home, étant
donné que cette « fenétre » d’intérét public a été ouverte
par la série du Vancouver Sun, mais j'ai tellement d’au-
tres échéances et demandes; demandes et dates de tombée.
Je me dis que jy reviendrai aussitot que j'aurai nettoyé
mon bureau. Maintenant, il faut que je prépare mon
départ pour un voyage de recherche en Irlande le 167
mars. Je n'ai toujours pas fini 'introduction pour
Anthropologica. Ethique? Responsabilité?

Wael Gomin dit a des reporters de CBS qu’il ne désire
pas s’engager dans le leadership politique. « Je fais
confiance & 80 millions d’Egyptiens, dit-il, le géant est
maintenant réveillé et personne ne va le rendormir ».

6-8 mars 2011

En dépit des apparences et des expériences de sponta-
néité qui caractérisent les soulévements actuels en
Afrique du Nord et au Moyen-Orient, des millions de
personnes autour du monde ont parlé, écrit, texté, face-
booké, chanté, dansé, filmé, peint, performé, révé o au
moins le commencement de changements ausst impor-
tants — de tels géants qui se réveillent — depuis trés trés
longtemps. Personne ne sait exactement on cela nous
ménera, quelles directions prendront ces mouvements,
quelles répressions et manipulations, coercitions et coop-
tations brouilleront les cartes de maniére insidieuse ou
odieuse, au beau milieu et simultanément avec des chan-
gements radicaux, des avancées révolutionnaires et des
possibilités encore a imaginer. Mais le vent a tourné;
quot qu'il arrive, rien ne sera plus jamais pareil.

omment les anthropologues peuvent-ils participer au

monde dans lequel nous vivons? Quelles contribu-
tions pouvons-nous faire? Quelles sont nos responsabili-
tés éthiques? Nos engagements politiques? Nos obliga-
tions professionnelles? Les liens qui relient les auteurs
de la présente section thématique sont des engagements
4 I'égard de missions académiques éthiques, expérimen-
tales et engagées qui auscultent ces enjeux et remettent
en question les clivages entre « le niveau économique »,
« le niveau académique » et « le niveau humain ».

Lanthropologue le plus directement associé avec le

terme « anthropologie expérimentale » est George Mar- -

cus, respectivement coéditeur et coauteur de deux textes
qui cherchérent & consolider une rupture radicale avec le
scientisme qui a dominé la majeure partie de ’anthropo-
logie du 20 siecle (Clifford et Marcus 1986; Marcus et
Fischer 1986). Pour ceux qui ont suivi Marcus et ses col-
légues, le travail de terrain n’était pas une pratique d’ob-
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servation scientifique détachée, tandis que les relations
entre ethnographe et informateur n’étaient pas celles

~ entre un sujet actif et un objet passif, mais consistaient en

échanges dialogiques entre collaborateurs. La production

~ de monographies ethnographiques devenait en consé-

quence un processus de communication dont émergeaient
des textes qui incluaient au moins deux voix et qui fai-
saient usage de stratégies littéraires et rhétoriques pour
représenter des « vérités partielles ».

Dans son article « Two Decades After Writing Cul-
ture », Marcus (2007) écrit que « le moment expérimen-
tal » n’a pas réussi a réaliser son potentiel, n’ayant pas
dépassé celui d’anthropologues individuels explorant
diverses formes textuelles d’écriture ethnographique. Il
est maintenant temps, plaide-t-il, que Pexpérimentation se
déplace vers la pratique méme du travail de terrain, au lieu
de se confiner 4 sa seule représentation.

Toutefois, comme les collaboratrices de Women Wri-
ting Culture ont fait remarquer aux collaborateurs de
Writing Culture, des expériences intéressantes et dignes
d’attention, aussi bien en matiére de recherche terrain
que dans sa représentation, ne sont pas « nouvelles » mais
sont bel et bien en cours depuis un certain temps dans les
marges et en périphérie de ’anthropologie, dans les col-
laborations interdisciplinaires et dans des contextes non
académiques (Behar et Gordon 1995). Les articles de cette
section thématique se fondent sur une critique féministe,
homosexuelle, anticolonialiste et militante, et sur 'expé-
rimentation radicale qui a perfusé les stratégies des mou-
vements politiques contemporains. Tout en mettant de
Pavant un intérét dans les formes artistiques et littéraires
d’expression et de communication, nous faisons intensé-
ment le foyer sur le travail de terrain ethnographique, et
sur le potentiel et les risques de 'expérimentation dans
P'articulation des pratiques de création et des méthodes
ethnographiques conventionnelles.

On s’intéresse beaucoup aux rejaillissements du
démanteélement du dualisme cartésien corps-esprit, de la
déconstruction des édifices philosophiques et politiques
fondés sur 'opposition binaire entre nature et culture, et
aux potentialités ouvertes en accordant une attention spé-
ciale a I'incarnation et & I'affect en anthropologie et dans
I'ensemble des arts et des sciences humaines et sociales
aujourd’hui (Behar et Gordon 1995). Nous sommes appe-
1és a nous engager dans des critiques du sécularisme, a
valoriser les épistémologies indigénes, 4 admettre
« 'ame » dans nos analyses et & explorer le perspecti-
visme dans le projet de construction des « anthropologies
du monde » (Ribeiro et Escobar 2006). Comment nous y
prendrons-nous pour mener des recherches sur ces dimen-
sions de 'expérience humaine et sur les possibilités poli-
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tiques qu’elles présentent quand nos méthodes et forma-
tions demeurent, en bonne partie, « mortes du cou
jusqu’en bas »? Magnat présente des possibilités stimu-
lantes pour I'adaptation du théitre physique de Gro-
toswski 4 'ethnographie, en soulignant des associations
possibles avec les méthodologies indigénes. Elle propose
un puissant argumentaire pour que l'institution acadé-
mique reconnaisse de telles quétes interdisciplinaires. Le
travail de Kazubowski-Houston s’inspire de traditions
partagées en anthropologie du théatre et nous présente
les défis ethnographiques persistants et les conséquences
imprévues du passage de la théorie a la pratique.

Les articles ici rassemblés ont une préoccupation cen-
trale, diversement exprimée, pour des enjeux de politique
et d’éthique. Au cceur de ces préoccupations on trouve,
non pas la peur des responsabilités civiles qui surdéter-
mine les comités d’examen éthique des universités, non
plus que les régimes de censure hargneuse et d’embriga-
dement du savoir qu'ils en sont venus & représenter. Les
auteurs du présent recueil répondent plutét aux ques-

tions qui ont initialement été 4 I'origine de revendications,

en particulier de la part de peuples autochtones, pour des
codes d’éthique de recherche qui protégeraient leurs
droits, respecteraient I'intégrité des sujets de recherche
et mettraient fin 4 leur exploitation. Lies auteurs sont
préoccupés des moeurs et moralités politiques des rela-
tions humaines quotidiennes aussi bien qu’extraordinaires,
nécessairement enchissées dans des rapports de pouvoir
et toujours spécifiques a des lieux et moments.
Comment pouvons-nous honorer, en pratique, un
engagement 4 la collaboration et 4 nous laisser mener par

les participants en méme temps que les exigences des’

comités d’examen institutionnels pour que nous articu-
lions des hypothéses et établissions des résultats prévi-
sibles. Compte tenu des imprévus et de 'imprédictibilité
incontournables, que pouvons-nous répondre 4 une agence
de financement qui demande & I'avance des garanties que
nos « résultats » produiront des « évidences » qui fourni-
ront une assise saine a la formulation de « politiques »?
Lorsque nous reconnaissons les inégalités et conflits
sociaux et politiques locaux, comment pouvons-nous tra-
vailler avec les membres les plus exclus et marginalisés et
rendre des comptes a des comités de recherche contrd-
1és « par la communauté » exigeant des garanties de résul-
tats de recherche générateurs de bénéfices pour la com-
munauté? Comment produisons-nous un travail critique
en rapport avec un objet comme, disons, ’étude Chez
Soi/At Home sans compromettre le soutien immédiat pour
les bénéficiaires, quand la présence d’un toit au-dessus

de leur téte ne serait-ce que pour une seule nuit peut faire -

la différence entre la vie et 1a mort pour un irremplacable
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étre humain? Il n’existe pas de réponse parfaite, évidem-
ment. Comment continuer & poser ces questions sans s’en
trouver paralysé?

Est-ce que la réflexivité critique pratiquée par les .
auteurs - et de maniére spécialement courageuse et admi-
rable dans cette collection par Kazubowski-Houston —
constitue une « expression grotesque d’une conscience
morale libérale »? (Marcus 2008:12). Est-ce que notre tra-
vail devrait étre rejeté avec ce qui semble étre devenu
I'épithéte du jour dans certains cercles anthropologiques :
«moraliste »? Est-ce que nos engagements vont étre per-
cus comme « du nombrilisme narcissique »? Je prétends
plutot que les auteurs — moi y compris — luttent impar-
faitement pour atteindre ce que Veena Das (2006) décrit
comme une « capacité de réponse » (response-ability)
éthique-et politique.

C’est en fonction de cet objectif que nous analysons
nos faux pas, nos malentendus, nos erreurs, nos échecs
et nos regrets, dans un effort pour rendre public, et donc
sujet 4 contestation, débat et changement, ce que chaque
ethnographe expérimente et ce que la plupart d’entre eux
discutent privément. Nous transgressons intentionnelle-
ment la frontiére toujours gardée militairement entre «la
conversation de couloir » et « la publication dans une
revue ». Nous offrons aux lecteurs des exemples d’une
ethnographie « expérimentale » telle que définie par Quet-
zil E. Castaneda (2006) qui reflete I'étymologie du mot
« expérience » au sens de « mise en péril ». « Nous pre-

‘nons des risques, en toute bonne foi, en ne sachant pas

olt va mener notre travail ou quelles seront les consé-
quences de la publication, mais dans I'espoir de créer de
Pespace pour laisser émerger quelque chose de nouveau.

« Danthropologie engagée » — le second terme de
notre titre — a été conventionnellement associée a 'an-
thropologie appliquée, c.-3-d. menée aux fins de fournir
des recommandations de politiques aux gouvernements,
ou de soutenir des mouvements organisés de réforme
sociale ou politique, ou d’offrir des conseils d’orientation
a des organismes de développement communautaire. Les
articles réunis ici, toutefois, refletent la vision plus large
de 'engagement articulée par les éditeurs d’un supplé-
ment & Current Anthropology en octobre 2010. Setha Low
et Sally Engle Merry (2010:S204) développent 'idée « qu’il
existe diverses formes d’engagement : (1) le partage et
le soutien, (2) 'enseignement et 'éducation publique, (3) la
critique sociale, (4) la collaboration, (5) 'action revendi-
catrice et (6) le militantisme ». Les articles qui suivent
espérent contribuer aux discussions courantes sur les
formes émergentes et les reformulations conceptuelles
de « 'anthropologie expérimentale engagée sur la scéne
publique ».
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Cette section thématique a vu le jour 4 la suite d’une
session a la conférence de la CASCA 2009 & Vancouver.
Les présentations portaient sur des engagements com-
pliqués, contradictoires, contestés, qui se compliquaient,
se contredisaient et se contestaient les uns les autres.
Mais la session avait ceci d’excitant que les communica-
tions ricochaient I'une sur l'autre, soulevant des gerbes
d’étincelles. Les conférenciers tombaient d’accord et se
soutenaient mutuellement sur certains points, puis se
défiaient et débattaient sur d’autres points. Les discus-
sions avee I'auditoire qui suivaient les présentations
étaient animées; les critiques étaient acérées et a 'occa-
sion impitoyables. Il a été impossible de soutenir I'’éner-
gie d’une rencontre face a face d’étres incarnés au tra-
vers du processus nécessairement orienté d’une évaluation
par les pairs et d’une publication imprimée. Vous ne trou-
verez pas ici une nouvelle synthése, une formule pro-
grammatique soigneusement emballée d’'une Discipline
Anthropologique, Nouvelle, Améliorée et Plus pure. Vous
ne lirez pas de récit sur des progrés triomphants célé-
brant le passage des mauvais jours d’antan confits dans
Perreur & des jours nouveaux et sans défaut sous les
Lumiéres, sans que quelqu’un ait 4 tenir le fort. J’espere
que lorsque vous lirez ces communications, vous les ima-
ginerez en conversation et parfois en affrontement les
unes avec les autres, avec vous-méme comme composi-
teur harmonisant les quatre voix distinctes dans un chant
commun, et qui s’interrompent tour a tour quand une per-
formance solo est justifiée.

Je conclurai en empruntant quelques mots & Cristina
Moretti qui partage un extrait de ses notes de terrain sur
ses réflexions & propos du fait de lancer son travail eth-
nographique dans le monde, sachant qu’il sera nécessai-
rement « perdu ». « La question ici » écrit Moretti « n’est
pas ce que nous avons perdu, mais ce que nous cherchons
a trouver a sa place ».
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Conducting Embodied Research at the Intersection of
Performance Studies, Experimental Ethnography and

Indigenous Methodologies

Virginie Magnat University of British Columbia

Abstract: Grounding embodied research in Indigenous method-
ologies as well as feminist, sensory and experimental ethnog-
raphy, I propose an alternative performance-based approach
modelled on the creative work of women from different cultures
and generations who collaborated with influential theatre inno-
vator Jerzy Grotowski. I infer from my experimental fieldwork
and embodied research on the work of these artists that posi-
tionality, relationality, relevance, respect, and reciprocity are
critical to articulating experiential ways of cognition beyond the
limitations imposed by dominant conceptions of knowledge.
Having foregrounded the Indigenous and environmentalist eri-
tique of performance-based methodologies derived from the
work of Augusto Boal and Paulo Freire, I suggest that alterna-
tive approaches which allow for the interrelation of creativity,
agency, embodiment and spirituality can help promote more
diverse and inclusive perspectives.

Keywords: -embodiment, performance, indigenous method-
ologies, Grotowski

Résumé: Mon approche performative de la recherche incarnée
intégre les principes des méthodologies indigénes ainsi que de
I'ethnographie féministe, sensorielle et expérimentale, et prend
pour modele le travail créatif de femmes de générations et de
cultures diverses qui ont collaboré avec Jerzy Grotowski, un
des plus importants praticiens du théatre expérimental. Mon
travail de terrain, fondé sur un processus.de recherche qui passe
par le corps, démontre que ce sont la positionnalité, la rela-
tionnalité, la pertinence, le respect et la réciprocité qui per-
mettent de définir certains modes de cognition expérientielle
situés au-dela des limites imposées par les conceptions domi-
nantes de la connaissance. Ayant examiné la critique indigéne
et écologiste des méthodologies performatives dérivées du tra-
vail d’Augusto Boal et, de Paulo Freire, je suggére qu'une
démarche qui valorise I'interaction de la créativité, ’agence
humaine, I'expérience vécue et la spiritualité, peut favoriser
desperspectives de recherche plus sensibles a la diversité et
Pinclusivité.

Mots-clés: Incarnation, performance, méthodologies indigénes,
Grotowski
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Embodied Research

mbodiment, lived experience and intersubjectivity

are key to experimental approaches articulated at
the intersection of performance and ethnography. Yet the
slippery nature of the territories which this research pro-
poses to investigate has often contributed to undermining
its academic credibility. Since embodied experience eludes
and possibly exceeds cognitive eontrol, accounting for its
destabilizing function within the research process poten-
tially endangers dominant conceptions of knowledge upon
which the legitimacy of academic discourses so erucially
depends.

Within the discipline of anthropology, alternative
ethnographic models that account for the lived experience
of researchers and research participants have arguably
been most compellingly articulated by indigenous and fem-
inist ethnographers. Lassiter notes that American Indian
scholars were among the first to produce a radical critique
of ethnographic fieldwork and to “call for models that more
assertively attend to community concerns, models that
would finally put to rest the lingering reverberations of
anthropology’s colonial past” (2005:6). Lassiter further
remarks that feminist scholars, writing “as women whose
knowledge is situated vis-a-vis their male counterparts”
are already positioned as Other (2005:59). Indigenous and
feminist anthropologists therefore raise related episte-
mological and methodological questions about ethno-
graphic authority and the politics of representation because
they share similar concerns about the ways in which con-
ventional methodologies enable researchers positioned
within the academy to authoritatively speak for the Other
(Lassiter 2005:56, 59). Positioning oneself from within the
community they are studying and accounting for their own
embodied participation in the culture of that community
has led indigenous and feminist researchers to develop
alternative research methodologies which foreground
embodiment, lived experience and intersubjectivity, and
which privilege collaboration and reciprocity.
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‘While feminist ethnographers are committed to cre-
ating “more humane and dialogic accounts that would
more fully and more collaboratively represent the diver-
sity of women’s experience” (Lassiter 2005:56), for indige-
nous ethnographers, consultation with community mem-
bers is meant to ensure that the research they are
conducting is mutually beneficial. In both cases, lived
experience. and accountability are linked and the
researcher bears a moral responsibility to the commu-
nity. When reflecting on his ethnography of Kiowa songs,

Lassiter acknowledges that what mattered most to the

Kiowa community was the power his interpretation would
have in “defining [this community] to the outside—and
to future generations of Kiowas for that matter.” The
questions that emerged from the research process were
therefore about “who has control and who has the last
“word” (2005:11). Indeed, what is ultimately relevant to
the Kiowa people is the power of the songs, for it is the
embodied experience of singing these songs which sus-
tains the cultural continuity of the Kiowa community.

“Meetings with Remarkable Women/Tu es la fille de
quelqu’un,” the SSHRC-funded research project! I am
currently conducting with women artists whose experi-
ential approaches to performance vitally depend on em-
bodiment, similarly hinges upon questions of accounta-
bility, relevance, and reciprocity. Indeed, for these women
from different cultures and generations, who often work
with ancient traditional songs, it is the power of per-
formance, transmitted through their teaching and per-
forming, which gives meaning to their creative work as
members of a transnational community of artists who
share a direct connection to Jerzy Grotowski’s ground-
breaking performance research.

The significance of the cross-cultural research con-
ducted by the Polish director was recognized through his
appointment, in 1997, to the Chair of Theatre Anthropol-
ogy of the College de France in Paris.2 His legacy was
later acknowledged by UNESCO on the tenth anniver-
sary of his death through the designation of 2009 as the
“Year of Grotowski.” Although many theatre historians
rank Grotowski, along with Stanislavski and Brecht, as
one of the most influential 20th-century theatre innova-
tors, there is a relative paucity of scholarly texts investi-
gating all but the early stages of Grotowski’s lifelong
research.? Grotowski’s approach is therefore often
reduced to that early phase of his work due to lack of
knowledge about the rarely documented, post-theatrical
phases of the research that he conducted from the 1970s
to the late 1990s.

In The Grotowski Sourcebook (Schechner and Wol-
ford 1997), performance studies theorist Richard Schech-
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ner points to the small number of women among Gro-
towski’s main representatives and their virtual absence
among his official inheritors. Although not gender-spe-
cifie, the particularly strenuous physical training emblem-
atic of Grotowski’s approach, as well as the central posi-
tion occupied by Grotowski’s male collaborators in most
of his theatrical and post-theatrical experiments, have led
historians and scholars to overlook the presence of women
in Grotowski’s work. The main goal of my project is to
redress this imbalance by foregrounding the experience,
contribution and perspective of women, and to provide
access to their creative and teaching approaches in order
to promote a more inclusive and diverse understanding
of Grotowski’s enduring legacy. Indeed, as evidenced by
books, articles and interviews in Polish that have yet to be
translated into other languages, as well as unpublished
archival sources, personal testimonies and on-going trans-
mission processes, it is clear that several generations of
women from different cultures and traditions actively par-
ticipated in all phases of Grotowski’s practical research,
and continue to play a pivotal role in today’s Grotowski
diaspora.

My own performance training is rooted in the trans-
mission processes I am investigating in this project: I
worked in Paris with Caroline Boué and Bertrand Quo-
niam, who were students of Ludwik Flaszen and Zygmunt
Molik, two founding members of Grotowski’s Laboratory
Theatre. I went on to work directly with Molik, the voice
specialist of the company, and with Rena Mirecka, also a
founding member and the only woman to have performed
in all Laboratory Theatre productions. Several other
encounters with women belonging to the Grotowski dias-
pora eventually led me to conceive of this project.

Cree scholar Shawn Wilson suggests that, from an
indigenous perspective, research is ceremony because it
is about making connections and strengthening them, a
process which takes “a lot of work, dedication and time”
(2008:89-90). “Meetings with Remarkable Women/Tu es la
fille de quelqu’un” crucially depends on establishing and
sustaining the types of relationships which Wilson con-
siders to be necessary conditions for conducting research.
Informed by some of the key questions raised by indige-
nous and feminist researchers, this project examines the
artistic journeys of women whose work has been signifi-
cantly informed by their collaboration with Grotowski.

When reflecting on why, in my early 20s, after hav-
ing studied acting in France for several years, I became
interested in pursuing Grotowski-based training, I think
I was searching for a performance practice that could pro-
vide women with creative agency beyond the limitations
placed upon them by the conventions of psychological
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realism. Feminist theorists have serutinized the assump-
tions underlying such conventions, contending that real-
ist theatre naturalizes the normative gender roles it repro-
duces on stage. Indeed, performers working in realist
theatre are often type-cast in accordance with the gen-
der roles society expects them to play. By taking on these
roles, performers become complicit with the naturalization
process at work in realist theatre, while at the same time
being deeply shaped by these representations.

By focusing on women artists who do not readily align
themselves or identify with post-structuralist feminist
theory, however, my project confronts what Lassiter
describes as “the gap between academically-positioned
and community-positioned narratives,” grounded in con-
cerns about the politics of representation, that is to say,
“about who has the right to represent whom and for what
purposes, and about whose discourse will be privileged in
the ethnographic text” (2005:4). Addressing such concerns
entails calling into question the legitimacy of theoretical
claims that make use of artistic practice to demonstrate
the validity of an argument underpinned by a particular
analytical framework. .

While extremely empowering for women scholars, the
feminist critique of essentialist representations of gen-
der is itself a construction informed by a particular way
of positioning oneself, which contains its own limitations.
It seems impossible, for instance, to argue against bio-
logical determinism while simultaneously being engaged
in forms of practice-based research that foreground
embodied experience and generate alternative concep-
tions of what constitutes knowledge. Yet the women
involved in this project have developed their own per-
spective on their positionality as artists, and they
staunchly resist any kind of categorization which might
limit, constrain or stultify what they envision as the human
creative potential. In my articulation of the project’s objec-
tives, it was therefore imperative to leave the term woman
open-ended so as not te impose a pre-determined theo-
retical lens through which to view and interpret their
work.

Furthermore, that which may be referred to as the

“spiritual” dimension of Grotowski-based artistic research
eludes the grasp of post-structuralist theoretical approaches
to performance, and I have found in indigenous research
methodologies alternative theoretical frameworks that
are inclusive of spirituality. Such inclusivity is especially
critical to the analysis of Grotowski’s post-theatrical work.
Indeed, after having garnered international acclaim as
the Laboratory Theatre’s artistic director, Grotowski

made the controversial decision, in 1969, to abandon the- -

atre productions altogether in order to focus on practical

Anmthropologica 53 (2011)

research that ranged from one-time participatory exper-
iments conducted in unusual indoor and outdoor settings,
to the long-term practical investigation of ritual per-
formance processes. From then on, Grotowski’s research
became increasingly focused on traditional cultural prac-
tices although he was very careful not to speak directly of
the spiritual aspect of his work so as not to encourage
reductive generalizations based on a Eurocentric under-
standing of what may constitute spirituality. However,
reconnecting with one’s cultural ancestry was key to his
approach, especially in his practical investigation of
ancient traditional songs. He states:

As one says in a French expression, “Tu es le fils de
quelqu’un” [You are someone’s son]. You are not a
vagabond, you come from somewhere, from some coun-
try, from some place, from some landscape...Because
he who began to sing the first words was someone’s
son, from somewhere, from some place, so, if you re-find
this, you are someone’s son. [If you don’t,] you are cut
off, sterile, barren. [Grotowski 1997¢c: 304]

Although this statement seems to focus solely on sons
and can appear to privilege the masculine gender, it is
clear in the notes to the transcriptions and translations of
his public talks, always given in French, that Grotowski
was well aware of gender-based linguistic shortcomings
and that he did not intend his discourse to apply exclu-
sively to males. The subtitle of my project, “Tu es la fille
de quelqu’un,” nevertheless reclaims and reconfigures
what is essentially a folk-saying in my native culture, rais-
ing questions about lineage, artistic and otherwise, and
about what it might mean to be someone’s daughter.

Hawaiian scholar Manulani Aluli Meyer also links
identity, lineage and place when she writes: “You came
from a place. You grew in a place and you had a relation-
ship with that place...Land is more than just a physical
place...It is the key that turns the doors inward to reflect
on how space shapes us” (2008:219). Meyer goes on to cite
the Hawaiian elder Halemakua: “at one time, we all came
from a place familiar with our evolution and storied with
our experiences. At one time, we all had a rhythmic under-
standing of time and potent experiences of harmony in
space.” Meyer specifies that Halemakua believed it was
possible to reconnect with this knowing in order to “engen-
der, again, acts of care, compassion, and the right rela-
tionship with land, sky, water, and ocean - vital for these
modern times” (2008:231).

Moreover, Meyer poses questions which I find par-
ticularly pertinent to my own research process. She
asks, “will your research bring forth solutions that
strengthen relationships with others or will it damage
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future collaborations?” She replies that “knowledge that
does not heal, bring together, challenge, surprise,
encourage, or expand our awareness is not part of the
consciousness this world needs now. This is the function
we as indigenous people posit.” She therefore makes a
direct appeal to researchers to “see your work as a
taonga (sacred object) for your family, your community,
your people,” and suggests that “your relationship to
your research topic is your own. It springs from a life-
time of distinctness and uniqueness only you have his-
tory with” (2008:219-220). She insists that researchers
should acknowledge that “objectivity is a subjective idea
that cannot possibly describe the all of our experience,”
and urges them to “expand [their] repertoire of writers
and thinkers” in order to overcome “the limitations of
predictable research methodologies.” Finally, she chal-
lenges researchers to have the maturity to seek “what

most scholars refuse to admit exists: spirit” (Meyer

2008: 226, 228).

Having to admit the existence of “spirit” is precisely
what Lassiter was confronted with when conducting
research on Kiowa songs. Kiowa people’s lived experi-
ence of these songs is that of an encounter with daw, which
he states translates into “power, or more precisely spirit.”
For Kiowa people, “spirit is the deepest encounter with the
song,” and in the course of his research, Lassiter came to
understand that Kiowa people were “very conscious of
how academics theorize this talk about song within their
own academically positioned narratives, effectively dis-
missing or explaining spirit away in their texts.” This led
him to reflect upon his positionality and question his own
disbelief. He writes:

‘We may suggest, for example, that spirit doesn’t exist
as an empirical reality—that it exists because Kiowas
believe it exists, that it is a product of culture. And
because culture is very real, spirit is very real. Yet for
[Kiowa people], spirit is not a concept. It is a very real
and tangible thing. An encounter with daw informs
belief; not vice versa. We academics take a leap of faith—
or one of disbelief...when we argue otherwise. And when
we argue from our position of disbelief, however con-
structed, we argue from a political position of power,
privileging our own voice in our literature. [2005:7-8]

Valuing the lived experience of others in spite of one’s
personal convictions becomes an ethical imperative in this
case, especially since the very purpose of the research is
to investigate the power of Kiowa songs.

In her discussion of “spirit,” Meyer warns her read-
ers not to confuse the category of spirit with religion,
since Hawaiian elders speak of spirit with regard to intel-
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ngnce (2008:218). Describing spirit as that which gives
“a structure of rigour” to research, she specifies that it
is about

moving towards usefulness, moving towards meaning
and beauty. It is the contemplation part of your work
that brings you to insight, steadiness, and intercon-
nection...In research, it is answers you will remember
in your dreams...It is understanding an unexpected
experience that will heighten the clarity of your find-
ings. [2008:229]

She is therefore pointing to an experiential way of knowl-
edge and infers from “the specificity of knowing her
ancient self” the notion that “knowing is bound to how
we develop a relationship with it,” which leads her to posit
that “knowing is embodied and in union with cognition,”
and to conclude that “genwuine knowledge must be expe-
rienced directly” (2008:224). This is also a fundamental
aspect of Grotowski’s approach which his collaborators
continue to uphold in their own creative research and in
their teaching. Yet it is precisely what makes the investi-
gation of their work particularly challenging for theatre
and performance scholars.

Within theatre and performance studies, the prac-
tice-theory divide which separates performance scholars
from performance practitioners is described by Con-
quergood (2002) as an “apartheid of knowledges” and
attributed by Jackson (2004) to an insidious “division of
labour” privileging those who think over those who do.
Dance studies scholars have perhaps most effectively
unsettled this hierarchical configuration by foreground-
ing the cultural specificity of mind-body dualism. Bar-
bour thus remarks that “affected by dominant Western
culture’s denial and repression of the body, and of expe-
rience as a source of knowledge, lived movement experi-
ence has only recently been studied academically”
(2005:35). Within the field of theatre and performance
studies, somatophobia casts a shadow of suspicion over
the hybrid status of the artist-scholar and contributes to
undermining practice-based research endeavours that
require the building of relationships based on trust,
respect, and reciprocity with artists outside the academy.

In the case of this project, it is important to note that
Grotowski’s own critical stance toward the production of
abstract intellectual constructs that replace (and dis-
place) performance practice as such, was constantly bal-
anced, in Grotowski’s analysis of his own work, with the
exacting demand for rigour and consistency that char-
acterized his life-long practice-based research. Gro-
towski’s perspicacity on these matters helps to explain
why his collaborators may seem so acutely aware of the
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potential for academic approaches to colonize practice in
order to fit pre-established theoretical frameworks. Many
of Grotowski’s collaborators have similarly dedicated their
life to sophisticated ways of conducting research through
practice. Not only are these artists convinced that academic
interpretations cannot convey the kind of embodied knowl-
edge that is gained through “doing,” but they are also weary
of researchers who go to the other extreme by mystifying
artistic practice to liberate it from theory’s grasp.

Artists in the Grotowski diaspora therefore tend to
mistrust most academic research endeavours, especially
those supported by a large amount of university fund-
ing—a seemingly sure sign that there must be a hidden
agenda. And in fact, there always is, since the academy
sets the criteria for successful research—such as dis-
semination by means of peer-reviewed academic publica-
tions addressed primarily to an academic audience—
thereby excluding most practitioners from the debate
even when claiming to support process-oriented and prac-
tice-based projects grounded in the notion of perform-
ance as research.

Wilson speaks of a similar disjunction between West-
ern and indigenous scholars:

As part of their white privilege, there is no require-
ment for [dominant-system academics] to be able to
see other ways of being and doing, or even to recog-
nize that they exist. Oftentimes, then, ideas coming
from a different worldview are outside their entire
mindset and way of thinking. The ability to bridge this
gap becomes important in order to ease the tension
that it creates. [2008:44]

Because of the complex negotiations in which I am
engaged due to my positionality within this particular
project, I have witnessed and experienced tensions not
unlike those described by Wilson as I straddle two worlds
that often seem irreconcilable. '

Positionality and Productive
Disorientation -

I'was born and raised in a French working class family, but
left France when, at the age of 15, I received a full schol-
arship to study at Lester B. Pearson College, a United
World College located on Vancouver Island, Canada.
Returning to France after spending three years in North
America, I pursued performance training rooted in the
work of Grotowski. I was then offered funding to pursue
doctoral studies in theatre at the University of Califor-
nia, where I later held a Postdoctoral Faculty Fellowship
in Anthropology. I went on to teach performance practice
and theory at an English-speaking Canadian university,
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and am currently directing a cross-cultural research proj-
ect funded by the Canadian government.

I am therefore always positioned as conducting
research “abroad,” whether I am in Canada, the United
States, Poland, or even France, since “abroad” has para-
doxically become what I now call “home.” Due to my
hybrid identity as an international performance practi-
tioner and scholar, I am almost always simultaneously an
insider and an outsider engaged in research processes
where the distinction between practiee and theory remains

* ambiguous to say the least. This balancing act at the cross-

roads of disciplinary and professional affiliations consti-
tutes my experience of “precarious equilibrium,” a phrase
used by Grotowski and his collaborator Eugenio Barba -
to describe the organic tensions and oppositions culti-
vated in performance training to alter the balance of the
performer’s body-mind, thereby also altering the per-
former’s perception or awareness of her relationship to
herself, others and the world-at-large.

It is this particular positionality that has led me to
become interested in the implications, for performance
studies, of the critique of dominant Euro-American mod-
els produced by indigenous researchers. Indeed, this cri-
tique calls for the legitimization, in the academy, of embod-
ied knowledge as a counter-hegemonic mode of inquiry
and performance is foregrounded as fundamental to a
number of indigenous cultures. While indigenous research
approaches are designed by and for indigenous scholars
and activists working within their communities, they raise
questions that are more pertinent to my experience as a
researcher, theatre practitioner and educator than the
questions formulated by those whom Wilson (2008) iden-
tifies as “dominant system academics.”

According to some of the key research criteria out-
lined by Wilson (2008), Aboriginal people themselves
must approve the research methods and researchers
must be willing and able to engage in a “deep listening
and hearing with more than the ears” in order to develop
a “reflective, non-judgmental consideration of what is
being seen and heard” along with “an awareness and con-
nection between logic of mind and the feelings of the
heart.” Researchers thus bear the “responsibility to act
with fidelity in relationship to what has been heard,
observed, and learnt.” Wilson does not preclude the pos-
sibility that non-indigenous researchers might also ben-
efit from following these principles, since he states: “so
much the better if dominant universities and researchers
adopt them as well” (2008:59). Such principles are par-
ticularly well suited to the embodied, participatory prac-
tice-based research I am conducting since the latter

- hinges upon a type of lived experience which also requires
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a “deep listening” engaging the whole being, that is to
say body, mind, and heart, as well as a suspension of judg-
ment which can be understood as a form of “fidelity” to the
embodied knowledge accessed through this experience.

Wilson’s choice to equate research and ceremony
emphasizes practice and efficacy, thereby grounding
research in a form of doing. Participating in a ceremony
entails carrying out a series of actions which, if performed
competently and in accordance with traditional knowl-
edge, can activate, sustain and revitalize relationships to
others, the entire community and the natural world. There
are striking parallels between this conception of cere-
mony, the research process in which I am engaged, and
Grotowski’s approach to artistic research, in which the
performer is often referred to as a “doer.” Furthermore,
the transmission processes connecting one generation to
the next in the Grotowski intercultural diaspora hinge
upon the kind of artisanal competence and bodily know-
how that guarantees efficacy within traditional ritual prac-
tices. Ironically, it is precisely the embodied dimension of
Grotowski’s cross-cultural research on aesthetic and rit-
ual performance processes which tends to be dismissed by
theatre scholars and critics for being suspiciously “eso-
teric” or even dangerously “mystical.”

Such a propensity to discount embodiment is cogently
countered by Danish anthropologist Kirsten Hastrup,
who provides an analysis of human agency which anchors
the latter in the living body. Hastrup discusses the con-
nection between performance processes and the ethnog-
rapher’s fieldwork experience, derives from her encounter
with theatre the insight that “most cultural knowledge is
stored in action rather than words,” and specifies that
such embodied knowledge is transmitted through psy-
chophysical involvement in cultural processes (1995:82).
Situating flesh and blood human agents within a corporeal
field “with which every individual is inextricably linked
by way of the physical, sensing and moving body”
(1995:95), she infers from this embodied condition that
“the point from which we experience the world is in con-
stant motion...there is no seeing the world from above”
(95). Interestingly, Hastrup’s perspective on embodied
agency is significantly informed by her collaboration with
Eugenio Barba, the Italian theatre director who was

deeply influenced by his three-year apprenticeship with -

Grotowski and went on to found the International School
of Theatre Anthropology. ' '

Barba infers from his cross-cultural investigation of
embodied knowledge transmitted transgenerationally by
performance practitioners, that the principles governing
a wide range of world performance traditions hinge upon
the interconnectedness of body and mind, in stark con-
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trast with the Cartesian mind-body dualism. He there-
fore suggests that what he names “thinking-in-motion”
can provide an alternative to the type of thinking which
is discursive and resorts to language, or “thinking-in-con-
cepts.” He contrasts “thinking-in-motion” with “thinking-
in-concepts” by specifying that the former is linked to
what he describes as “creative thought...which proceeds
by leaps, by means of sudden disorientation which obliges
it to reorganize itself in new ways” (1995:88). Building on
Barba’s perspective, Hastrup defines such disorientation
as simultaneously inherent to our embodied condition and
resulting from our psychophysical engagement in the
unpredictable fluctuations of forever emergent cultural
processes. :

In the social sciences, however, disorientation is still
often dismissed as lack of control, and being taken by sur-
prise is not something that is necessarily valued and
acknowledged as productive, even though, as argued by
Pink (2009), it is an unavoidable aspect of fieldwork expe-
rience. Pink warns that when ethnographers open them-
selves up to the new world in which they find themselves
immersed during fieldwork, they may experience an acute
sense of disorientation, and contends that, no matter how
prepared they may be, “researchers’ own sensory expe-
rience will most likely still surprise them, sometimes giv-
ing them access to a new form of knowing” (2009:45). It
is precisely this new form of knowing that comes through
disorientation which I would like to foreground here, inas-
much as this kind of lived experience, which, according
to Pink, can be simultaneously jolting and revelatory,
relates to performance training as conceived by Barba
and Grotowski.

Engaging the entire organism in the research process
is also critical to the notion of “sensuous scholarship”
developed by Paul Stoller (1997), who suggests that the
ethnographer should become an apprentice to those they
are studying. Challenging the mind-body dualism which
he argues still pervades Euro-American research para-
digms, he suggests that anthropologists who are search-
ing for ways of accounting for embodiment must “eject
the conceit of control in which mind and body, self and
other are considered separate.” The embodied research
process he envisions values a “mixing of head and heart”
and demands an involvement in that process which I posit
is akin to performance training, namely, an “opening of
one’s being to the world—a welcoming,” or an “embod-
ied hospitality” which Stoller argues is “the secret of the
great scholars, painters, poets and filmmakers whose
images and words resensualize us” (1997:xvii-xviii).

Furthering Stoller’s contribution to sensory ethnog-
raphy, Pink contends that the latter is about “learning to
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know as others know through embodied practice,” which
entails participating” in their worlds, on the terms of their
embodied understandings” (2009:70-72). Pink relates the

notion of “ethnography as a participatory practice” to con-

ceptions of “learning as embodied, emplaced, sensorial
and empathetic, rather than oceurring simply through a
mix of participation and observation.” She infers that such
participatory practice hinges upon a multisensorial, atten-
tive engagement in which “visual observation is not nec-
essarily privileged” (2009:65).

Drawing from this alternative conception of ethno-
graphic fieldwork, I would argue that the very notion of
intimate immersion which is associated with fieldwork
experience calls into question the assumption that, in
order for research to be reliable, the researcher’s mind
and body must function separately. In light of Stoller’s
and Pink’s suggested epistemological readjustments, it
therefore becomes necessary to recalibrate methodolo-
gies in order to enable researchers to fully engage the
dynamics of human interactions. I am therefore suggest-
ing that what Pink refers to as the “jolt” of fieldwork expe-
rience constitutes precisely one of the most promising
characteristics of embodied research.

Learning from Indigenods Perspectives

My training as a performer is rooted in the teachings of
Grotowski’s collaborators and I therefore bring to the
“performance turn” in the social sciences an alternative
conception of performance practice and theory. Indeed,
Augusto Boal’s Theatre of the Oppressed model is often
presented as the “default” approach to performance, and
Norman K. Denzin and Yvonna S. Lincoln, who advocate
an approach to critical pedagogy informed by indigenous
perspectives, state that “the performative and the polit-
ical intersect on the terrain of a praxis-based ethics...a
space of post-colonial, indigenous participatory theatre, a
form of critical pedagogical theatre that draws its inspi-
rations from Boal’s major works” (2008:7).

The privileging of Boal by proponents of critical ped-
agogy can, of course, be attributed to their explicit alle-
giance to Paulo Freire, since Boal’s Theatre of the Op-
pressed is grounded in Freire’s pedagogy of the oppressed

as well as in Brecht’s Marxist approach to theatre. Allain-

‘notes that “Brecht wanted the spectators to rationalize
their emotional responses and to evaluate the stage action
objectively in order to ascertain the social foundation of
the characters’ motivations and their own reactions to
these” (2006:30). Boal, inspired by Freire, envisions a post-
Brechtian theatre in which the separation between audi-
ence members and actors dissolves, and where the “spect-
actor” can intervene and change the course of events
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presented by the Theatre of the Oppressed, the latter
being envisioned by Boal as “a rehearsal of revolution”
(1996:97).

In her examination of competing scholarly assess-
ments of Boal’s approach, Nicholson remarks that “de-
pending on how you look at his work, Augusto Boal is
either an inspirational and revolutionary practitioner or
a Romantic idealist” (2005:15). She contrasts the per-
spectives of Schechner and Taussig with the former iden-
tifying Boal as a postmodernist who refuses to offer solu-
tions to social problems, and the latter indicting Boal for
being a traditional humanist who “believes that human
nature has the power to transcend cultural differences.”
Nicholson goes on to suggest that it is Boal’s relationship
to the work of Freire which is most relevant to “those with
an interest in applying Boal’s theatrical strategies to ped-
agogical encounters” (2005:116-117).

Recent critical reassessments of the Marxist-inflected
emancipatory discourses underpinning Boal’s relation-
ship to the work of Freire demonstrate that the seem-
ingly unilateral integration of the Boalian performance
paradigm by social scientists is far from unproblematic,
especially from an indigenous perspective. For example,
Driskill (2008) articulates a critique of the Theatre of the
Oppressed methodology within the context of indigenous
communities based on seven years of experience as an
activist. While acknowledging that the Theatre of the
Oppressed model benefits from “the radical and trans-
formational possibilities in Freire,” Driskill contends that
“it also inherits a missionary history and approach in
which Freire’s work is implicated.” Highlighting the alpha-
betic literacy projects which were key to Freire’s activism,

~ Driskill states that “while certainly alphabetic literacy is

often an important survival skill for the oppressed, the
teaching of literacy is also deeply implicated in colonial
and missionary projects.” In light of the violent history of
residential schools that severed Aboriginal children from
their families and uprooted them from their ancestral cul-
ture and native land, Driskill contends that “it makes
sense for Native People to be critically wary of Freireian
work,” and adds: “many of the concepts that Freire asserts
in regards to pedagogical approaches—community-spe-
cific models that differ from the “banking model” of edu-
cation, for instance—are already present in many of our
traditional pedagogies” (2008:158-159).

This critique is furthered by Bowers and Apffel-Mar-
glin (2005), who state that, according to Third World
activists who tested the pedagogy of the oppressed in
their work with specific communities, Freire’s approach
is “based on Western assumptions that undermine indige-
nous knowledge systems.” Bowers and Apffel-Marglin
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suggest that the emancipatory vision pertaining to such
an approach is grounded in “the same assumptions that
underlie the planetary citizenship envisioned by the
neoliberals promoting the Western model of global devel-
opment” (2005:vii-viii), and Bowers later contends that it
is urgent to acknowledge that Freire’s emancipatory dis-
course is “based on earlier metaphorical constructions
that did not take into account the fact that the fate of
humans is dependent on the viability of natural systems”
and that the preservation of biodiversity and “the recov-
ery of the environment and community” are dependent on
a nuanced understanding of the function and value of tra-
ditions (2005:140-143).

Questioning Freire’s conviction that the individual can
and should be freed by critical thinking from the weight
of tradition, Bowers (2005) argues that such view is con-
sonant with conceptions of self-determination that
emerged out of the Industrial Revolution in Europe. He
infers that this kind of individualism isolates members of
a society by replacing “wisdom refined over generations
of collective experience” with consumer-oriented culture
and new technologies upon which everyone becomes
increasingly dependent (2005:140-141). Bowers contrasts
intergenerational knowledge, which is community-based,
with the technology-driven hyperconsumerism that pro-
motes a “world monoculture based on the more environ-
mentally destructive characteristics of the Western mind-
set” (2005:145-147). Having specified that he intends
neither to romanticize traditional knowledge nor to dis-
count critical inquiry, he provides the example of an indige-
nous community in British Columbia whose elders “spent
two years discussing how the adoption of computers would
change the basic fabrie of their community,” suggesting
that while they were engaged in critical reflection, the
latter was practiced “within a knowledge system that
highlighted traditions of moral reciprocity within the com-
munity—with ‘community’ being understood as includ-
ing other living systems of their bioregion” (2005:189).

Finally, Grande’s analysis of the anthropocentric
dimension of Marxism posits that, while “the quest for
indigenous sovereignty [is] tied to issues of land, Western
constructions of democracy are tied to issues of property”
(2008:243). She points out that what is at stake for revo-
lutionary theorists is the egalitarian distribution of eco-
nomic power and exchange, and asks: “How does the ‘egal-
itarian distribution’ of colonized lands constitute greater
Justice for indigenous people?” (2008:243). Grande fur-
ther remarks that although Marx was a critic of capital-
ism, he shared many of its deep cultural assumptions,
such as a secular faith in progress and modernity, and the
belief that traditional knowledge, connection to one’s
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ancestral land, and spirituality based on one’s relation-
ship to the natural world, were to be dismissed as the
worthless relics of a pre-modern era. Moreover, while
Marx emphasized human agency by invoking the power
of human beings to change their social conditions, an anti-
deterministic view which has greatly contributed to the
development of revolutionary movements and struggles
for self-determination among oppressed and colonized
peoples, Grande concurs with Bowers’ critique of Freire
by stating that Marxism “reinscribes the colonialist logic
that conscripts ‘nature’ to the service of human society”
(2008:248).

While it is undeniable that Boal’s approach has been
as influential in political theatre practice as Freire’s has
been in radical critical pedagogy, the absence of a discus-

- sion of alternative conceptions of performance and the

singling out of Boal’s approach by critical theorists results
in making it a default position which serves as the sole
model of critical pedagogical theatre. I was fortunate to
meet Boal during a brief but engaging “Theatre of
Images” workshop held at the University of Southern
California in 2003, yet my training as a performer is Gro-
towski-based, and while I am certainly not advocating
Grotowski’s approach as the only alternative to Boal, I
am suggesting that it may open up different possibilities
for embodied research. Indeed, conversely to the Euro-
pean artists who were his contemporaries, Grotowski chal-
lenged the very notion of avant-garde by stating:

I do not think that my work in the theatre may be
described as a new method. It can be called a method, -
but it is a very narrow term. Neither do I believe that
it is something new. That kind of exploration most often
took place outside the theatre, though inside some the-
atres as well. What I have in mind is a way of life and
cognition. It is a very old way. How it is articulated
depends on period and society. [...] In this regard I feel
much closer to [the painter of the Trois Freéres cave]
than to artists who think that they create the avant-
garde of the new theatre. [1980:118-119]

By positing that his research is linked to an old way of
cognition that can be traced back to ancient cave paintings,

_Grotowski thereby rejects the notion of linear progress,

the separation of art and life, and the conflation of cre-

~ ativity with originality, thereby disowning the identity of

an avant-garde artist.

Grotowski envisioned artistic practice as a struggle
against all forms of limitations—those imposed by out-
side circumstances and those that one imposes upon one-
self. In his 1985 talk, “Tu es le fils de quelqu’un” (You Are
Someone’s Son), Grotowski stated:
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1 don’t work in order to lay out some treatise, but rather
to extend that island of freedom that I carry...I must
solve the problem of liberty and tyranny in practical
ways—that means that my activity must leave behind
traces, examples of liberty...This life that you are liv-
ing, is it enough?...No, such life is not sufficient. So one
does something, one proposes something, one accom-
plishes something which is the response to this defi-
ciency...Art is deeply rebellious. [It] pushes back the
limits imposed by society or, in tyrannical systems,
imposed by power.” [1997¢:295]

Such a conception of art may be attributed in part to the
oppressive political and social circumstances of Gro-
towski’s Poland and to his witnessing of the destruction
and suffering perpetrated by Nazism and Stalinism.4 The-
atre can therefore be said to have represented for Gro-
towski a field of practical investigation in which the per-
formative was envisioned as a privileged, intimate area
of human experience within which life might manifest
itself at its fullest, in sharp contrast with a social reality
tightly controlled through propaganda, censorship and
repression.

In this context, the performer’s embodied experience
becomes “a matter of doing,” as in the performance of rit-
ual actions: “Ritual is performance, an accomplished
aetion, an act” (1997b:36). Grotowski stresses that such
actions are efficacious and deeply affect those who wit-
ness them, so that the performer becomes “a pontifex”
or “a maker of bridges...between the witness and some-
thing” (1997b:37). Moreover, the notion of “meeting”
recurs throughout Grotowski’s theatrical and post-the-
atrical research, and is associated with an alternative type
of agency emerging from the ability to let go of the will to
control; it arises from the action of entering a space in
which one cannot choose not to respond to the other, yet
which is not a space for confrontation, for one neither
refuses nor imposes oneself. In this type of meeting, “it is
as if one spoke with one’s self: you are, so I am. And alse:
I am being born so that you are born, so that you be-
come. And also: do not be afraid, I am going with you”
(1997a:119). While the notion of meeting is ever-present
in Grotowski’s approach, it is especially pivotal to the
Paratheatrical and Theatre of Sources periods during
which Grotowski’s research became increasingly focused
on sources of embodied knowledge that might recon-
nect human beings to their community, the natural world
and their ancestral past.

The interconnection of traditional wisdom and con-
temporary cultural practice is also pivotal to indigenous
conceptions of knowledge, according to which the pur-
pose of research is “not the production of new knowledge
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per se” (Denzin and Lincoln 2008:14), but the develop-
ment of pedagogical, artistic, political and ethical per-
spectives guided by indigenous principles and informed
by the conviction that “the central tensions in the world
today go beyond the crises in capitalism and neoliberal-
ism’s version of democracy” (Denzin and Lincoln 2008:13).
For, according to Native Canadian, Hawaiian, Maori, and
American Indian pedagogy, “the central crisis is spiri-
tual, ‘rooted in the increasingly virulent relationship
between human beings and the rest of nature.” In re-
sponse to this crisis, indigenous activists propose a
“respectful performance pedagogy [that] works to con-

- struct a vision of the person, ecology and environment

that is compatible” with indigenous worldviews (Denzin
and Lincoln 2008:13).

The spiritual dimension of cultural practices that have
existed around the world for thousands of years is some-
thing which, when not simply dismissed as a form of false
consciousness, is left entirely unexamined by the type of
Marxist-inflected emancipatory discourses that inform

- Brecht’s and Boal’s perspectives. In contrast, because

Grotowski’s perspective acknowledges the value of tra-
ditional embodied knowledge, it does not preclude such a
dimension, and the women whose creative work I have
been investigating often anchor their artistic research in
performance practices that can provide accessto embod-
ied experiences of spirituality. -

Becoming Someone’s Daughter: Embodied
Research in Action

The main practice-based component of my research proj-
ect involved organizing a month-long Laboratory of Cre-
ative Research that took place in Poland from 7 July to
5 August 2009 hosted by the Grotowski Institute for “2009,
Year of Grotowski” (UNESCO). This Laboratory included
five work sessions led by Rena Mirecka (Poland), Iben
Nagel Rasmussen (Denmark), Katharina Seyferth (Ger-
many), Ang Gey Pin (Singapore) and Dora Arreola (Mex-
ico), a three-day theatre festival featuring the current
creative work of these artists, as well as two days of meet-
ings with other key women artists from the Grotowski
diaspora such as Maja Komorowska and Ewa Benesz
(Poland), Elizabeth Albahaca (Venezuela) and Marianne

“Arhne (Sweden). These events took place at two histori-

cal sites: the performance space in Wroclaw where the
Laboratory Theatre rehearsed and performed landmark
productions such as The Constant Prince, Akropolis, and
Apocalypsis cum Figuris, and the workspace located in
the forest of Brzezinka, about an hour and a half away
from Wroclaw, where Grotowski conducted his post-the-
atrical research.
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Taking part in this laboratory entailed “lending one’s
body to the world” (Stoller 1997), so that conducting
research may become a form of apprenticeship through
which one learns from others (Pink 2009) rather than study
them. The intensive daily physical training, led by artists
having themselves invested many years of their lives in a
process of “self-cultivation,” as defined by 15th-century
Japanese Noh master Zeami, or what Stanislavski, and
Grotowski after him, called “the work on oneself,” turned
this apprenticeship into an experiential approach to
research hinging upon the direct transmission of embod-
ied knowledge. In the summer of 2010, I continued to
develop this research process as I travelled to Italy, Poland
and France to meet individually with the artists, partici-
pate in workshops, and lead a group meeting hosted by
Ewa Benesz at her home in Sardinia. I was accompanied
by videographer Celeste Taliani, a member of the pro-
ject’s documentation team, who filmed and photographed
these encounters.

The collaborative documentation process I developed
is designed to provide participating artists with the oppor-
tunity to work closely with professional photographers
and videographers to produce high quality documenta-
tion which can then be used by the artists for their on-
going research, personal archives, and the promotion of
their work independently of this project. This material is
also key to the book manuscript and companion docu-
mentary films which will constitute the main research
outputs. Such a collaborative approach to documentation
ensures that the artists remain in control of the modes of
production and the representational strategies through-
out the creation of audiovisual material, from the choice
of medium (photos or video) to the selection and editing
of that material. Indeed, respectful representation is crit-
ical if this process is to be mutually beneficial.

Providing access to the creative practice of these
women is an important outcome. Feminists conducting phe-
nomenological research in dance studies argue that while
phenomenological inquiry, as conceived by Heidegger and
Merleau-Ponty, challenges the Cartesian body-mind divi-
sion by positing the living body as the centre of human
experience, a generic male body remains the implicit ref-
erence point, leaving out individualized lived experience
of male and female bodies. In response to the shortcom-
ings of early phenomenology, Barbour argues that it is
crucial to account for what she identifies as “women’s
lived movement experiences” through the development
of specific methodologies and alternative ways of writing.

Barbour thus envisions an approach in which “the
researcher’s voice, theoretical discussion and quotes from
the dancers all mingle together in the research publica-
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tion,” and writing is complemented with “visual phe-
nomenology’ combining a CD-Rom or video of dancing
with text and voice-over” (2005:39), thereby allowing read-
ers “the novel experience of positioning themselves within
the richness of the lived experience” (2005:43).

In Grotwoski-based approaches, “organicity” is con-
ceived as a fundamental dimension of lived experience.
Relationship to nature is central to the teachings of Rena
Mirecka, a Polish woman in her mid-70s who may be con-
sidered as the elder of the group of artists whose creative
work I am investigating. After 25 years of collaboration
with Grotowski as a founding member of his Laboratory
Theatre, Mirecka went on to develop her own parathe-
atrical research. This research is informed by Hinduism
and Native American spirituality, and situates human
beings in relation to “Mother Earth,” “Father Sky” and
the four cardinal directions (North, South, East, West),
which are themselves linked to the four elements (air,
water, fire, earth), as well as the four colours white, red,
yellow and black. While Mirecka’s interest in ritual per-
formance practices is wide-ranging, her familiarity with
North American indigenous cultures is informed by two
important experiences: her work with Floyd Favel, a Cree
performer, director and writer who took part in the last
phase of Grotowski’s practical research, known as Art as
Vehicle; and, her encounter with a Native American
woman who invited Mirecka to take part in an initiation
ceremony. )

Mirecka’s teaching relies on seemingly very simple
principles that are put into practice in her work: it is in giv-
ing that we receive; focusing only on the mind creates an
imbalance because it leaves out other dimensions of exis-
tence which the mind alone cannot apprehend; every sin-
gle detail must be attended to as-precisely as possible,
yet there must be joy and sorrow because that is part of
life, and doing things mechanically or technically is not
alive. When speaking about physical and vocal training,
she explains that experiencing the organic connection
between movement and sound is like stepping lightly into
a canoe—only after developing a friendship with the water
can we navigate the river. She also states that the partic-
ipants’ journey requires great commitment, the ability to
let go of fear, shame, and will, in order to accept oneself
and others as we are.

Having worked with Mirecka in various natural sites,
from the verdant campus grounds of the University of
Kent in Canterbury to the Sardinian wilderness, and from
the city of Montreal to the forest of Brzezinka, I recall
images of people dressed in white, singing or dancing
around a tree bedecked with the multicolored oriflammes
they crafted by hand; I revisit a subtle and inexorable
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movement pivoting around the axis of the spine and
enabling the gaze to encompass the surrounding land-
scape in its entirety—including the scrawny and hirsute
Sardinian cows slowly gathering around us with a dis-
gruntled look of disbelief; I can hear the calming tempo
of a ceremonial drum punctuating a slow walk in which
each participant is connected to others by long strings of
white, red, yellow and black wool, and I can perceive in the
background the violent honking of drivers infuriated by

the sight of these white silhouettes filing past their halted .

cars in slow motion.

Relationship to nature is also central to the teachings
of Katharina Seyferth, who participated in Grotowski’s
post-theatrical research as a core member of the group
which was based in the forest of Brzezinka, an hour and
a half away from the city of Wroclaw. In addition to stu-
dio work, Seyferth invited us to explore the forest on our
own to discover a particular place with which to build a
relation by developing a site-specific action that would
eventually be shared with others. She also led us on long
walks through the forest at night: in a long line we all fol-
lowed in her brisk footstep, relying on our awakened sen-
sory perception and the alertness of our bodies to avoid
ditches, puddles and stinging nettles, at times running in
her stride through the darkness, at times lying down on

the soft, cool earth to contemplate the sky enfolded by -

the trees 'shooting towards the stars and to listen to the
light and changing rhythm of invisible raindrops flicker-
ing on the leaves that sheltered our faces.

~ Mirecka and Seyferth both use elements of yoga when
teaching physical training, and both speak about the train-
ing as a preparation for a journey into “the unknown”:
precise and rigorous physical work provides a structure
taking the doer farther and deeper each time, beyond per-

ceived limitations. During this training, it is crucial to take -

time to delve into the organicity and flow of the body in
movement, for Mirecka and Seyferth stress that personal
associations only emerge from a total commitment of the
body to deep work. This is the necessary condition for
something unexpected to take place—which becomes a
point of entry into the unknown. Finally, Mirecka and
Seyferth both make clear that although the training is
physically demanding, the point is not to be exhausted
but to find an organic way of working that energizes the
body, which can only happen when going beyond tired-
ness and discovering another quality of energy. This is
how one finds “the life” that turns mere exercises into
creative exploration.

Seyferth noted during her work session that simplic-
ity should ensue from the work, so that the training is a
preparation enabling something to emerge by itself:
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unknown, surprising, alive, unpredictable. She also
stressed that judging or being judged during the work
must be avoided, as well as talking about the work after-
wards, because the workspace must remain a space in
which one feels free to explore. Similar principles link the
respective approaches of the other work leaders involved
in this research project, with the most central element
being what Grotowski himself termed “organicity.”

During the Collége de France lectures, Grotowski
defined “organicity” by stating that it referred to the exis-
tence of the genuine living process which characterized
an “expression not elaborated in advance” (1997-98). Gro-
towski provided the example of the movement of trees
swaying in the wind, or the ebb and flow of the ocean on
the shore. He remarked that the expressiveness that could
be perceived in nature by the viewer appeared without
the purpose of illustrating, representing or expressing
anything. Without the presence of the viewer, these nat-
ural phenomena kept occurring and recurring, unnoticed.

Grotowski remarked that organicity in and of itself
was not necessarily a guarantee of creativity, and stated
that a truly creative organic process was always connected
to the flux of personal associations. He explained that the
notion of personal associations was, in a way, “very down
to earth: one does something...and one has an associa-
tion” (1997-98). He then placed his right elbow on the table
he was sitting at, resting his head inside the fold of his
right arm, with his right hand on his left shoulder, close
to his neck. He indicated that because this action was not
quotidian, it resulted in a series of personal associations
which would not have taken place if he had been holding
himself in a more conventional way. He specified that asso-
ciations could be linked to something that had happened
to us in the past, or something that could have happened,
or that we think should have happened: “something rooted -
in the personal life, for example a longing never nurtured”
(1997-98). '

Organicity and personal associations are also key to
vocal training and the singing of traditional songs, which
often have a central place in the teaching of the women
involved in this project. Working with these artists has
thus led me to reconnect with traditional songs-in the
ancient Occitan language, which my maternal grandmother
spoke with her sisters, brothers, parents and grandpar-
ents. It has also fueled my interest in the creative research
of women in the Grotowski diaspora, and has compelled
me to try to understand what motivated many of them to
dedicate much of their lives to this research.

For Ang Gey Pin, a woman who works with ancient
Chinese traditional songs, singing requires receiving and
following the song with the whole body, neither ahead of
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nor behind the leader, trusting that “the song is a map.”
It is about having the courage to dive in: the structure is
there, yet a freedom must be found. This is similar to
working with a text through building a precise line of
organic physical actions (physical score), which is both
the source and the channel of a river of images, sensa-
tions, and memories (associations) born from the inter-
play of actions and words. Just as acting, in this kind of
approach, is not about reciting a text but about letting the
text speak through the psychophysical score, singing is
not about reproducing a melody but about embodying the
song’s structure and letting the song sing you. To borrow
Ang’s words, “it’s about singing with the heart and ask-
ing for something, as if searching for the secret life of the
song.”

According to Grotowski, what keeps a song alive is
the particular vibratory quality linked to the precision of
the song’s structure, so that it is necessary to search for
the vocal and physical score inscribed within each partic-
ular song. When a competent performer actively and
attentively embodies a traditional song, it can become a
vehicle that reconnects them to those who first sang this
song. Grotowski thus believed that ancestral embodied
knowledge was encoded in traditional songs, and that the
power of these songs hinged upon the embodied experi-
ence of singing them. Trusting that the body can remem-
ber how to sing these songs can therefore become a way
of reclaiming cultural continuity.

Driskill might be referring to a similar process when
writing about learning to sing a Cherokee lullaby:

As someone who did not grow up speaking my language
or any traditional songs and who is currently in the
process of reclaiming those traditions—as are many
Native people in North America—the process of
relearning this lullaby was and is integral to my own
decolonial process. The performance context provided
me an opportunity to relearn and perform a traditional
song, a major act in intergenerational healing and cul-
tural continuance. As I sang this lullaby during re-
hearsals and performance, I imagined my ancestors
witnessing from the corners of the theatre, helping me
in the healing and often painful work of suture.
[2008:164]

The relationship between performance, embodiment and
cultural continuance evoked here by Driskill points to a
creative agency which is intimately linked to lived expe-
rience and yet which is not limited to or defined by a sin-
gle individual perspective.’

‘When Grotowski spoke about “la lignée organique au
théatre et dans le rituel,” the title of his Collége de France
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lectures, he established a link between aesthetic and rit-
ual performance processes, suggesting that theatre and
ritual were related because of the live process they had in
common and that may be described as a transformation
of energy generating a different quality of perception—
Grotowski employed the English term “awareness”
(1995:125). Favel defines this type of process as linking
theatre, tradition and ritual:

Theatre and ritual traditions share the same charac-
teristics: narrative, action, and the use of a specialized
or sacred space. But theatre comes from across the Big
Water and our traditions originate here. Both of these
mediums have different objectives and goals. Where
these two mediums connect is at the spiritual level. In
the moment of performance, higher self is activated,
and it is at this higher plane that theatre and tradition
are connected and related. [2009:33]

Among the women from different cultures and generations
who have been in direct contact with Grotowski’s work,
those involved in “Meetings with Remarkable Women/Tu
es la fille de quelqu’un” have developed approaches which,
while extremely diverse, are often situated at the inter-
section of theatre, tradition and ritual. Consequently, their
work does not fit in any single category available in Gro-
towski’s terminology, whether it be art as presentation,
para-theatre, theatre of sources or art as vehicle. The
spiritual dimension to which Favel refers is present in the
traditions from which these artists draw, and the height-
ened awareness evoked by Grotowski also seems key to
their teaching.

Might such a conception of performance process pro-
vide women with an alternative form of embodied agency
otherwise unavailable to them in more conventional forms
of theatre practice and in the normative gender roles that
society expects them to play in real life? Can physically-
based training focused on organicity and associations lead
women performers to undertake their own journeys into
the unknown? If this process-oriented approach can enable
women to explore “what could have happened, what should
have happened,” and what is rooted in their personal lives
and linked to “a longing never nurtured” (Grotowski 1997-
98) how might women claim the power of performance and
transmit it to others in order to change lives?

Because the training in each work session during the
month-long Laboratory of Creative Research required
engaging one’s whole being—body, mind and heart—it
became impossible to distinguish between being, doing,
sensing, feeling, imagining, remembering, thinking and
understanding. In this type of embodied experience, dif-
ferent layers of consciousness seem to be activated simul-

Anthropologica 53 (2011)



taneously without cancelling each other out. The percep-
tion of self and other merges with the experience of time
and space, which expand beyond everyday notions of dura-
tion and location. Everything in the world seems inter-
connected, and everyone seems to exist in relation to every-
thing. There is no difference between inner and outer,
impulse and action, movement and repose. Boundaries dis-
solve to let life flow through with a rush of fresh associa-
tions in its wake. Years elapse in the blink of an eye. Ten-
der traces of sensations and images linger longingly in the
depths of the flesh, with the body-memory? as sole record-
ing technology—a sedimentation process occurs and an
archeology of experience becomes possible.

~ Although I employed a team of professional photog-
raphers and videographers to document these meetings,
it is impossible to capture on film personal associations
that endow physical actions with organicity, or to record
the kind of silence and stillness from which the vibratory
qualities of movement and voice emerge, filling the space
with energy and life. Moreover, while the pages of the
participants’ journals overflow with words struggling to
convey what can be learned from lived experience, they
can only provide a partial perspective of how such an expe-
rience might transform us.

Yet, I would posit that intense immersion in embod-
ied research creates the type of fieldwork experience
which Pink describes as a “learning to know as others
know through embodied practice” (2009:70) or a multi-
sensorial engagement which results in a sense of pro-
ductive disorientation combining the loss of control, mix-
ing of head and heart, and opening to the world evoked by
Stoller (1997). Participating in embodied research is there-
fore a form of apprenticeship, which, as suggested by Wil-
son (2008), entails listening with more than the ears, see-
ing with more than the eyes, and understanding with the
heart as well as the mind. In the research I have been
conducting, this embodied awareness implies a different
notion of creative agency, rooted in the very principles of
the training itself, and transmitted through the teaching
of that training. The intrinsic value of this form of embod-
ied knowledge, which must be.experienced through doing,
might very well reside in the process of searching.
“Searching for what?” one may ask.

While it is still too early to draw conclusions, it is clear
that Grotowski is commonly remembered by his collabo-
rators as someone who entrusted them with doing the
impossible. In his “Reply to Stanislavski,” Grotowski
(1980) suggests that one can only respond to the perils of
life by tapping into the sources of life, and that this is only
possible if one finds the direction leading to these sources.
When assigning impossible tasks to his collaborators, the

Anthropologica 53 (2011)

Polish director must have been curious about what they
would discover in the process of searching. While invit-
ing people to do the impossible may appear unduly
demanding, it may also be interpreted as challenging them
to find their own way.

Through my on-going apprenticeship, which began
in my early 20s, I have learnt that acquiring such knowl-
edge requires not only discipline and perseverance, but
audacity as well. It might involve searching within oneself
for potentialities that had remained unexplored, hence
unknown; letting go of the desire to acquire the skills and
techniques usually associated with artistic know-how; and,
confronting one’s perceived limitations and shortcomings
in order to allow oneself to live life more fully.

This searching may enable one to experience the here
and now in a new light, even if only momentarily, and the
embodied memory of this lived experience may become
an oasis and a landmark, sustaining one’s journey by giv-
ing it direction and meaning. For, in the end, creative
research may very well be about learning to remain open
to possibilities, to embrace surprises, challenges, and
transformations. If envisioned as an experiential way of
cognition, embodied research might even become a way
of life. Perhaps this is what Meyer has in mind when
pointing us to answers remembered in our dreams
(2008:229), while Wilson reminds us: “if research does-
n’t change you as a person, then you haven’t done it right”
(2008:135).

Virginie Magnat, Faculty of Creative and Critical Studies,
University of British Columbia Okanagan, 3333 University
Way, Kelowna, British Columbia, V1V 1V7, Canada. E-mail:
virginie.magnat@ubc.ca.

Notes

1 This research project is funded by a SSHRC Standard

Research Grant and a SSHRC Research/Creation in Fine
- Arts Grant. ;

2 Grotowski held a series of public lectures in various the-
atres throughout the French capital (24 March; 2, 16 and
23 June; 6, 13 and 20 October 1997; 12 and 26 January 1998).
The title of these lectures was “La Lignée Organique au
Théétre et dans le Rituel” (The Organic Line in Theatre
and in Ritual). Each four-hour session was comprised of
two parts. During the first part, the founder of the Polish
Laboratory Theatre spoke of his on-going research; he also
presented and commented on documentary and archival
film excerpts specifically selected for each session. The sec-
ond part was entirely devoted to creating a dialogue with the
audience through questions and answers. I attended each
of these lectures and have documented them in the Polish
theatre journal Didaskalia.

3 Theatre scholars tend to focus exclusively on the theatre of
productions period (1959 to 1969) addressed in the seminal
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book Towards a Poor Theatre (Grotowski 1968), which is
the best-known primary source available in English.

4 See Findlay (1997) for a discussion of Grotowski’s work as
an anti-Stalinist youth activist and founding member of the
Political Center of the Academic Left (1997:178). In a state-
ment published in 1957 in Gazeta Krakowska, Grotowski,
who was then 24 years old, declared:

We want an organization that will teach people to
think politically, to understand their interests, to fight
for bread and democracy and for justice and truth in
everyday life. We must fight for people to live like
humans and be masters of their fate...We must fight
for people to speak their minds without fear of being
harassed. [Findlay 1997:182] ‘
Two years later, Grotowski founded the theatre company
that was later to become the Laboratory Theatre. Findlay
suggests that the official statements made by Grotowski in
the 1960s and 1970s about the allegedly apolitical nature of
his work may be retrospectively interpreted as ingenious
smoke screens dissimulating the group’s intense engage-
ment in the political life of the country.

5 In“Reply to Stanislavski,” a talk given in 1969 at the Brook-
Iyn Academy, Grotowski states that performance is about
mobilizing one’s body-memory (corps-mémoire) or body-
in-life (corps-vie), which simultaneously encompasses one’s
experience and one’s potential, one’s past and one’s future.
Grotowski defines personal associations as actions that cling
to one’s life, to one’s experience, to one’s potential, beyond
the “re-living” of past events which have come to charac-
terize approaches to psychological realism. He also specifies
that the performer’s moment-to-moment experience always
occurs in the presence of someone or something, so that
performing is never the repetition of a “real life”-type of
response that already occurred in the past, but constitutes
the performer’s actual response to what is happening here
and now, and it is precisely the unpredictability of this
organic process which keeps the performer’s work alive
(Grotowski 1980:118-119).
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“Don’t Tell Me How to Dance!”: Negotiating
Collaboration, Empowerment and Politicization
in the Ethnographic Theatre Project “Hope”

Magdalena Kazubowski-Houston Wilfrid Laurier University

Abstract: This article contributes to the experimental ethnog-
raphy literature by providing a critique of ethnographic col-
laboration, empowerment and politicization. Focusing on my
ethnographic theatre project “Hope”—developed in collabora-
tion with Roma women and local actors in Poland in 2003—I
discuss the power struggles over representation that defined
my project and that arose from our multifarious understand-
ings of theatre as an art form, differences in what the project
meant to us and in what we hoped to accomplish through it. I
reveal the problematic moral, ethical and political decisions I
had to make that forced me to rethink both my methodology
and my role as ethnographer.

Keywords: performance-centred research, collaboration, politi-
cization, Roma, ethics, improvisation ’

Résumé : Cet article est une contribution 4 la littérature en
ethnographie expérimentale qui présente une critique de la col-
laboration, de la revendication de pouvoir et de la politisation eth-
nographiques. A partir de mon projet de théétre ethnographique
« Hope » — élaboré avec des femmes Roms et des comédiens
locaux en Pologne en 2008 - je discute des luttes de pouvoir en
matiére de représentation qui ont défini mon projet et qui décou-
laient de la multiplicité des compréhensions du théitre en tant
que forme d’art, et des différences dans ce que le projet signi-
fiait pour nous par rapport a ce que nous espérions accomplir &
travers lui. Je révele les complexes décisions morales, éthiques
et politiques que j’ai dfi prendre qui m’ont forcée & redéfinir et
ma méthodologie et mon rdle en tant qu’ethnographe.

Mots-clés : recherche fondée sur la performance, collabora-
tion, politisation, Roma, éthique, improvisation
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Introduction

his article discusses my ethnographic theatre proj-

ect “Hope” conducted in the city of Elblag, Poland in
2002-2003. The project was develdped in collaboration
with research participants—five Roma! women from
Elblag and six young actors from Elblag’s Cultural Cen-
tre for International Cooperation where I worked as an
artistic director and acting instructor. My husband
Shawn—also an actor in the production—was my co-inves-
tigator in the project. As methodologies of research, I
employed participant observation of the Roma women’s
lives, unstructured and semi-structured interviews, and
a performance-centred ethnography in which I used the-
atre as a form of ethnographic participant observation,
and analyzed it as a product that emerged out of the
research process.

The Roma women I worked with belonged to the
Roma group called “Polska Rroma” that originally arrived

. in Poland in the 16th century (Bartosz 1994:73). They set-

tled in Elblag after the communist government banned
itinerant Roma caravans in 1968. All the women in Elblag
were members of the same community, as many of them
had lived in the city for most of their adult lives and, for
some, Elblag was their natal home. The actors, who
ranged in age from 14 to 19, were enrolled in both my act-
ing and theatre-culture courses at the Centre. They had
participated in my two earlier ethnographic theatre pro-
ductions staged at the Cultural Centre that studied racism
and gender inequality in Poland.

Through this ethnographic theatre project, I origi-
nally set out to study and document violence in the lives
of Roma women. I had hoped that the wemen would act
in the production, but they declined, worried about the
potential repercussions from performing for an audience
in a country where racism against Roma was widespread; .
they were also concerned about a possible backlash from
their own community. Instead, they decided to participate
in the project as playwrights, directors, dramaturgs and
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designers, and agreed that actors from the Cultural Cen-
tre would do the acting. On many occasions, however, the
women joined the actors in improvising in rehearsals, and
at times, even improvised on their own.

I knew that violence against Roma was ever-present
in Poland, as I had heard about, and personally witnessed,
acts of discrimination against them in my country since the
collapse of state socialism. The Roma women themselves
also spoke about various forms of violence in their lives
during my pilot research in 2001. However, when I began
my doctoral research in 2002, there had been no ethno-
graphic studies conducted with Roma in Poland, only in
other eastern and western European countries (Arias
2002; Okely 1983; Stewart 1997). There had also been no
published collaborative ethnographies conducted prima-
rily with Roma women. By collaborative ethnography I
mean research that engages its participants directly in
the planning and decision-making processes and thus,
seeks to destabilize power differentials between ethnog-
rapher and research participants (Chataway 1997; Robert-
son and Culhane 2005; Yeich 1996). Influenced by the per-
formative approaches to research of Conquergood (1991,
1993, 1998, 2002), Fabian (1990), Madison (2005) and
Mienczakowski (2000), I believed that the inherently col-
lective nature of theatre held the promise of a more col-
laborative, empowering and politicizing ethnography with
the potential to encourage social critique.

Working in theatre was not new to me. Shawn and I
brought to the project over a decade of experience as the-
atre artists. I hold an MFA in Interdisciplinary Direct-
ing from Simon Fraser University and Shawn and I have
trained in the non-realist, physical and image-based
methodologies of Polish avant-garde theatre artists Jerzy
‘Grotowski, Tadeusz Kantor and Jozef Szajna.

However, the relations of power in the field that
defined oui mutual interactions in the studio complicated
my plans and my commitment to collaborative, empow-
ering and politicizing research. The key factor was the
power struggles over representation that arose from our
multifarious understandings of theatre as an art form,
and differences in what the project meant to us and in
what we hoped to accomplish through it. For the Roma
women, theatre was a form of staged soap opera defined
by the portrayal of domestic life, melodrama and realist
modes of representation; conversely, the actors and I were
committed to the non-realist and metaphoric theatre aes-
thetic of the Polish 20th-century avant-garde. The Roma
women wanted the performance to be a celebration of
“traditional”2 Roma culture; the actors and I saw such
representations as exoticizing and apolitical. Naively, I
had not expected that such power struggles would be a
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major issue in my project. Certainly anthropologists
acknowledge that while collaborative research aims to
overcome power imbalances, those based in class, eth-
nicity or race, gender, age and sexuality cannot be entirely
overcome and can complicate ethnographer-participant
relations (Chataway 1997; Fabian 1990; Reid and Vianna
2001). However, power struggles among research partic-
ipants and with the ethnographer are not extensively
examined in anthropological literature using concrete
real-life examples. As Waters observes, “frank discus-
sions of the reality of the research experience are much
rarer than the sanitized discussions of ‘research meth-
ods’ (2001:347). Huisman also recognizes that “much
qualitative research continues to be presented in a way
that does not acknowledge the struggles and dilemmas
behind the work” (2008:374). Only recently have some
researchers begun exposing the power struggles within
the ethnographic process itself (Henry 2003; Huisman
2008; Pratt and Kirby 2003; Szeman 2005); yet even in
these more recent accounts, frank examples of the
exploitations of power in which ethnographers often per-
sonally partake are uncommon. My project—which sought
to combine theatre and anthropology—also presented
some unique challenges by virtue of its interdisciplinarity.
In the world of theatre with which I was very familiar,
power struggles between and among playwrights, direc-
tors, actors, and designers are commonplace (see Nouryeh
2001; Zelenak 2003), but these players often share some
common background and work together toward a com-
mon goal. This was net the case in my project. The Roma
women had no theatre background and were drawn to the
project for various—and not always compatible—reasons.
Also, my own complex roles in the project (ethnographer,
instructor, artistic director) contributed to the in-rehearsal
power struggles in ways that were difficult to anticipate.
Finally, the unpredictability and the improvisational char-
acter of fieldwork (Cerwonka and Malkki 2007) that forces
us to perpetually respond to the shifting and changing
contexts around us made it difficult for me to foresee, and
thus prepare for, the constant shifting of power, compet-
ing personal and professional agendas, and indeed my
own inability to stay above the power games that threat-
ened to derail the theatre production.

This paper offers an original contribution to the
growing body of experimental ethnography literature

_ by providing a critique of ethnographic collaboration,

empowerment and politicization in the context of my
ethnographic theatre project conducted with Roma
women in Poland. I expose, in candid terms, the ways in
which conflicts over representation between Roma
women, the actors and me, forced me to make difficult
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ethical and moral decisions and rethink both perform-
ance-ethnography as a methodology of research and my
role as ethnographer.

Theoretical and Methodological
Underpinnings

My work finds an affinity with the performance-centred
ethnography literature that examines theatre as both
ethnographic research methodology and representation
(Conquergood 1991, 1993, 1998, 2002; Denzin 2003; Fabian
1990; Madison 2005; Mienczakowski 1992, 1994, 1995,
2000, 2001; Pratt and Kirby 2003; Schechner 1985; Turner
1982). The project “Hope” used theatre performance as
a mode of ethnographic participant observation, where I
addressed my research questions by collaboratively cre-
ating a theatre performance with the participants. How-
ever, my fieldwork also involved the study of the per-
formance itself, as I documented and analyzed the
performance as a form of representation, and participant
and audience responses to “Hope.”

Upon commencing my research with Polish Roma
women, I was particularly fascinated by the collaborative,
empowering and politicizing potential of theatre as a mode
of participant observation. I believed that by involving
the ethnographer as a “co-performer” who speaks to and
with, and not about and for, the research participants
(Fabian 1990:7, 43), one could provide a more equitable
and empowering form of inquiry. I adopted a collaborative
approach to research because it appeared to be most
suited to my-work with such marginalized people as the
Roma. '

My understanding of politicization and empowerment
was also inspired by Bertolt Brecht’s (1964) “epic the-
atre” and Jim Mienczakowski’s “emancipatory drama”
(2000). Brecht’s (1964) epic theatre sought to engage audi-
ence members in social critique and action by adopting
various strategies of defamiliarization (A-effect)—actors
stepping in and out of character, playing more than one
character, offering commentary on the play’s action and
using symbolic props—which were to portray events on
stage from unusual perspectives in order to resensitize
the audience to violence and injustice that had become
pedestrian. v

Brecht, an ardent Marxist, has been criticized for his
didacticism (Becker 2010:160-162, 165; Gibson 2002;
Lennox 1978); oversimplicafication of reality (Case 1983;
Lennox 1978; Ruprecht 2010:39); paternalism (Lennox
1978:94); and underestimation of the audience’s critical
faculties (Silcox 2010). While conscious of these criticisms
and, consequently, the potential risks of employing Brecht-
ian politicization in ethnographic research, I was never-
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theless fascinated by, and wanted to adopt in my research,
Brecht’s notion of A-effect as a strategy for cultural cri-
tique. Thus, my idea of politicization can be seen as bear-
ing an affinity with a school of visual anthropology that
negotiates “the anthropological” with “the aesthetic
expressive” in order to problematize the boundary be-
tween fact and fiction, involve _tlie viewer in a social cri-
tique of dominant worldviews and, subsequently, chal-
lenge the authority of the ethnographer by repudiating
any claims of authenticity (Edwards 1997:55, 59, 69).

Moreover, I felt that physical theatre would offer an
embodied and “sensuous scholarship” (Stoller 1997)
wherein Roma women could articulate those experiences
of violence that might otherwise be too ineffable, taboo,
painful or embarrassing to be related directly in spoken
narratives (Farnell 1999; Stoller 1997). However, while -
Brecht saw empathy as an obstacle to rational thought, I
was convinced that it was indispensable in encouraging
social critique, particularly in an ethnographic theatre
project dealing with violence. Here I aligned myself with
Mienczakowski who sees the emancipatory and empow-
ering potential of “ethno-dramas” in the empathy they
invoke in audiences and research participants (2000:135).
I was aware that while the discourse of empowerment has
been integral in collaborative and participatory research
concerned with social justice and activism, it has also been
seen as problematic due to its “hidden paternalism”
(Sanger 1994:200); its naive optimism about transgress-
ing power differentials in researcher—participant rela-
tions and the possibility of achieving “common under-
standing” between the researcher and the participants
(Lennie 1999:103, 104). However, in my view, empower-
ment through empathy was not about doing “something...
‘to’ or ‘for’ someone” (Lather, 1991:4), but about provid-
ing an “input of local knowledge,” and an occasion that
would encourage the ethnographer, research participants
and audience members to critically engage their emotions
and sensations in rethinking of oppressive conditions and
their alternatives (Lennie 1999:109).

I decided to study the situation of Roma minorities
because as a native of Poland, I had often witnessed, heard
and read about the racial stereotyping and verbal and
physical abuse of the Roma, their exclusion from public
spaces and discrimination in both the workplace and pub-
lic services. Such instances of violence against Roma in
Poland have been documented by various organizations,
including the European Roma Rights Centre (2002) and
Amnesty International (2004) as well as discussed by var-
ious Polish and Western scholars (Puckett 2005; Ringold
2000; Sobotka 2001; Stewart 1997). I decided to study vio-
lence specifically as experienced by Roma women because
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I believed they were marginalized on the basis of their
race, ethnicity and gender within Polish society, and sub-
ordinated by Roma gender norms (Arias 2002; Stewart
1997). And, there was virtually no ethnographically based
research that explored the current situation of Roma
women in Poland. Elblag was my first choice as a research
site, as I was born and lived there prior to immigrating to
Canada in 1992; and, it is where I witnessed countless
instances of discrimination, prejudice and violence against
Roma.

The six actors who participated in the project were,
like me, all white ethnic Poles of middle-to-upper class
backgrounds. Agnieszka (19) was a student of Polish
Philology at Gdansk University. Sisters Grazyna (18) and
Olga (16) were both attending Lyceum in Elblag; Grazyna
planned to study at the University of Poznan after her
maturity? and university entrance exams in the spring.
Gosia (18) and Derek (18) were also preparing for these
exams. The youngest, Maria (14), was in her first year of
Lyceum. All students had little or no prior training as
actors; all were taking courses at the Centre in the hopes
of eventually becoming theatre professionals. They had
also worked with Shawn and me on two previous ethno-
graphic plays that explored racism and gender inequal-
ity in Poland. Committed to politically conscious art,
they felt that the new project could expose and critique
the violence experienced by Roma in Poland; however,
they also saw the project as an opportunity to further
develop their acting skills, and to gain exposure in
Elblag’s theatre community.

While I was the actors’ instructor, they neither filled
out course evaluations, as this was not required by the
Cultural Centre, nor were they remunerated for their
participation in the project; I also did not assign them
grades. I obtained the students’ informed consent to par-
ticipate in the project as performers and research par-
ticipants with the understanding that they could with-
draw from the project at any time.

My search for Roma participants was arduous and
lengthy. I travelled across Poland to look for a Roma com-
munity willing to participate in my project because when
I initially met a group of Elblag’s Roma women telling
fortunes in a city park during my pilot research in 2001,
they expressed little interest in my project. They consid-
ered themselves to be “fortune-tellers...[and] not artistic
Gypsies” (Field notes 2001). However, when my attempts
at recruiting research participants from other cities
turned out to be fruitless, I was compelled to approach
the Roma women in Elblag again. Initially they were still
uninterested in my artistic undertaking, but after a month
of hanging out with them in a city park and discussing
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our children, our lives and the latest gossip, the women
slowly warmed up to me, and eventually agreed to par-
ticipate. They saw the project as an opportunity to earn
some extra income (I offered to pay each woman an hon-
orarium of forty zloty ($15 CDN) per three-hour
rehearsal), a means of telling the larger public about the
struggles of the Roma in Poland, and of generating help
from Elblag’s citizenry.

Although I worked closely for over a year with most
of Elblag’s Roma women, five women—Randia, Zefiryna,
Ana, Basia and Ewa—ended up participating in the proj-
ect as playwrights, directors, dramaturges, choreogra-
phers and designers. Some Roma women did not want to
participate, while others were unable to due to familial
obligations or community infighting. My five main par-
ticipants also excluded a few women from the project, as
they considered them to be “[un]reliable sources of infor-
mation” (Field notes 2002). Randia (55) was a widow who
lived with her daughter Zefiryna (25), her son-in-law and
their nine-year-old daughter. She suffered from heart dis-
ease and diabetes, and lived off a meagre government dis-
ability pension. Randia’s daughter Zefiryna and her fam-
ily did not have stable sources of income: they were unable
to find employment and were not eligible for welfare.
While Zefiryna occasionally did some petty trading, her

husband was unemployed, and it was Randia’s pension

and small earnings from fortune telling that sustained
the entire family. Ana (38) lived with her mentally ill
mother, her husband, her two young children (under 10)
and an adult son (20). Ana’s husband traded electronics
and cars while she tried to earn some money through
petty trading and fortune telling. She suffered from
chronic health problems after she had developed a blood
clot in her lungs following the birth of her youngest son.
She also experienced anxiety and panic attacks. Ewa (32)
was Randia’s older daughter. She lived with her husband
and three children (under 13). Ewa received a disability
pension for severe epilepsy and anxiety attacks and her
husband sold cars. Basia (43) lived with her husband, her
son (15) and her nephew (17) in a small apartment. She
and her husband were unemployed, but she engaged in
petty trading, and was also receiving foster support
monies for her orphaned nephew.

The performance “Hope” was developed through par-
ticipant observation, interviews, prerehearsal sessions
(focus groups) and rehearsals. While the collaborative
development of theatre performance was always the main
goal of my work, I conducted participant observation and
interviews to establish rapport with the Roma women, to
learn about their lives in everyday contexts and to gen-
erate research material in case the women decided not to
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work on a theatre project. However, I also thought that the
material generated through participant observation and
interviews could be used in the development of a theatre
performance if the women agreed to participate.

My participant observation—which spanned a year,
and occurred before, during and after the development
of the theatre performance—involved visiting the women
and their families daily, helping them with their chores,
accompanying them to doctor and welfare office appoint-
ments, travelling out of town for fortune telling and trad-
ing, and attending special occasions (christenings and
feast days). In taped interviews, which were both unstruc-
tured and semi-structured, I asked the women about the
difficulties they were encountering at the time. I also
recorded the women’s life stories and life histories. In the
context of my research, the life histories had a more biog-
raphical framework, while the life stories were less time-
bound. In the interviews, life histories and life stories, the
women predominantly spoke about their personal prob-
lems in terms of violence. The meanings the women
attached to violence varied according to what was going
on in their lives at the time and where we were in the
research process. However, for the Roma women, vio-
lence encompassed poverty, harassment, discrimination,
Roma tradition, domestic violence and poor health.

The women defined poverty as the inability to afford
the basie necessities of life, such as food, shelter and med-
ications, and attributed it to widespread unemployment in
Poland, prejudice in the work force, the Roma’s lack of
education, and their incapacity to fortune-tell or trade

due to Poles’ “general hostility toward the Gypsies” (Field -

notes 2002). They also claimed the physical and verbal
violence and harassment they experienced from non-
Roma had worsened since the collapse of state socialism
and prevented them from fortune-telling and trading.
Furthermore, they believed they suffered from diserim-
ination in both public and private sectors, such as in gov-
ernment offices, schools, hospitals, medical offices and

housing rental agencies. Roma tradition was also a sig-

nificant burden in their lives because, they argued, it
restricted their lives and was responsible for the violence
they suffered at home. The women identified the custom
of marrying off girls at a young age as a particularly
oppressive aspect of their tradition that was an obstacle
to Roma girls’ access to education. As well, they com-
plained that the commonly held belief among the Roma
that “a Roma man can do everything, and a Roma woman
nothing” allowed the men to abuse their wives physi-
cally and emotionally, commit adultery and abstain from
house chores, childcare and finances. Finally, the women
were despondent over their state of health: many suf-
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fered from depression, “nervous attacks,” heart disease,
diabetes, high blood pressure, schizophrenia and suici-
dal tendencies. '

Yet, while the women often spoke about violence in
their lives, they also discussed—especially in their infor-
mal conversations—various strategies they used to cope
with everyday hardships, as well as their hopes for the
future. Their coping strategies included the use of seda-
tives and passive acceptance of abuse, reciprocating the
abuse to which they were subjected, establishing a line
of credit with the local grocer or pawning personal items
to alleviate the effects of poverty. When visiting their
homes and accompanying them on errands, I also noticed
that their lives transgressed the violence paradigm of
both their stories and my research interests. They women
invested a lot of effort, and took great pride in, caring for
their children, cooking, cleaning, shopping, fortune-telling
and trading. They rushed out from their homes early in
the morning to secure the best spot for fortune-telling,
stood in long queues to purchase discounted cuts of meat
as a surprise for the evening meal, or renovated their flat
on their own “so it looks more like a home for Christmas”
(Field notes 2003). Moreover, the women at times talked
about the future in hopeful terms. They told me about
their efforts to save money and make contacts abroad so
they could one day leave Poland. I quickly becameé aware
that, coming from the West, I was a symbol of hope for
them. Some of the women hoped I would help them immi-
grate to Canada and often competed with one another for
my attention.

Initially, the women were slightly apprehensive about
working with Polish actors, but when I assured them that
the actors were committed to critiquing racism, the
women no longer seemed worried. Our pre-rehearsal ses-
sions, which spanned two months, took the form of focus
groups (informal, unstructured or semi-structured group
interviews). We met three times weekly, for three hours
each session. The women requested that no male actors
be present until rehearsals, as they felt uncomfortable

- about discussing their personal lives in front of men. In

pre-rehearsal sessions, like in the interviews, I asked the
women about various challenges in their daily lives, and
they again spoke about poverty, harassment, discrimina-
tion, Roma tradition, domestic abuse and poor health, as
well as their coping strategies and hopes for the future.
The next stage of the process involved rehearsals,
which took place thrice weekly, three hours per session,
for five weeks. Here we developed a theatre performance
in response to the same questions the women had
addressed in the pre-rehearsal sessions—their everyday
problems and fears. Through improvisations and group
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negotiations we created the basic storyline of the per-
formance; the play’s key images, individual scenes and
plot sequence; the psychological, emotional and physical
profiles of the characters; blocking and choreography;
“the spoken text; and the design. o

Often the actors would improvise scenes and the
Roma women would offer suggestions, but on many occa-
sions, the women joined the actors in improvising or even
improvised alone. They especially liked to dance and to
teach the actors the steps to traditional Roma dances.
Collective writing usually involved the women dictating a
scene’s spoken text and the actors and I offering sugges-
tions with an eye to theatrical expediency. A typical
rehearsal would commence with a warm-up session for
the actors, and subsequently, the Roma women and the
actors would improvise the spoken and physical texts of
the play. To conclude our session, we would rehearse and
polish the newly improvised material.

The final version of the performance, publicly pre-
sented on 31 May and 1 June 20034 in Elblag’s Cultural
Centre, told the story of a 13-year-old Roma girl, whose
name, Nadzieja, translates from Polish to English as kope.
Throughout the play, Nadzieja recounts her memories of
domestic and racial violence until she slips into schizo-
phrenic delusions wherein she befriends and transforms
into a dog. Her journey ends in a psychiatric ward, where,
with the help of her canine companion, she overdoses.

Shawn and I did not record audience demographics,
but based on our observations and the ticket reservation
list, we can approximate that the audience (roughly100)
was mainly composed of the participants’ families, friends
and acquaintances, with a few people from the general
public. We managed to record in our field notes various
informal audience responses immediately after, and in the
weeks following, the performance. I analyzed data arising
from rehearsal video recordings, transcripts of the
rehearsal and pre-rehearsal sessions and field notes.

Soap Opera or Art: Whose Vision Is This?

My commitment to collaborative, empowering and politi-
cizing ethnography was complicated in the project “Hope”
by the power relations in the field. One of the key factors
was the power struggle over representation that arose in
rehearsals and resulted from our multifarious under-
standings of theatre as an art form. The atmosphere in
rehearsals was often tense and fraught with bickering
and verbal abuse on the part of the actors and the Roma
women. I doubted my own understanding of collabora-
tive ethnography, with the looming fear that opening night
would come and the project would implode. A significant
source of tension in rehearsals essentially came down to
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what can be seen as a conflict between mass culture and
art. The Roma women’s conceptualizations of theatre
appeared to be influenced by soap operas. The women
were very fond of serials, particularly American and
Brazilian, and Randia once made a comment that work-
ing on the play was “just like doing a soap opera” (Tran-
seript, Rehearsal 2003).

As a genre of popular fiction—often regarded a wo-
men’s genre—the soap opera is characterized by an
emphasis on the melodramatic and the use of realism and
cultural verisimilitude. The soap opera’s melodramatic
sensibility is evident in its focus on everyday domestic life
and family relationships, protracted scenes, a narrative of
repetition and similarity, and a predilection for talk over
action (Hall 1997:344, 352, 371; Lacey 2000:37-40, 220-
223). Its commitment to realism is manifest in its pro-
clivity to depict people, events and objects as they appear
in the real world (Hall 1997:360; Shohat and Stam
1994:179), often by adopting Konstantin Stanislavski’s®
psychological realism as an acting style (Gledhill 1992:114,
118; Longhurst 1987).6 Additionally, time in soap operas
reflects real-time, as “the same number of days pass
between the episodes for both the audience and charac-
ters” (Lacey 2000:40). The soap opera also employs cul-
tural verisimilitude’™ —a representational strategy that
refers the viewer to what is accepted as “real”: a culture’s
norms, mores and common sense knowledge (Neale
1981:36-41).

The Roma women wanted to create the play drawing
from the conventions of soap operas in both content and
form. The storyline they developed had melodramatic char-
acteristics evident in its focus on the everyday, ordinary
lives of Nadzieja and her family: the domestic realm where
female characters prepared meals, men read newspapers
and personal relationships unfolded (Transcript, Rehearsal
2003). The spoken and physical texts the women created
also tended to be melodramatic: Nadzieja’s physical and
emotional life was portrayed through themes of domestic

_ violence, infidelity and jealousy, all mainstays of soap opera.

The women’s preferred modes of representation were real-
ism and cultural verisimilitude. They tried to represent
the fictional world of the performarnce in a way that they
recognized as their own, and that referred the audience
to the norms, mores and common sense of Roma social
realities. For example, the women located the play’s cen-
tral actions at the table because, as it was evident from
their interviews and life stories, the kitchen table was for
them an integral cultural space of daily gatherings, where
men discussed business while the women prepared the
food, sat to rest, eat and exchange gossip, and where fam-
ilies and friends gathered to celebrate extra-daily events,
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such as christenings, weddings or holiday gatherings. Fur-
thermore, the women'’s penchant to have the characters
engage in extended discussions at the table as they them-
selves do in their daily lives mirrored the predilection in
soap operas to talk rather than act. Their commitment to
realism as a mode of theatrical representation was also
obvious in their insistence that the actors, as with many
soap operas, adopt psychological realism as their acting
style.8 As in Stanislavski’s realist approach to acting, the
women wanted the actors to render faithfully in minutiae
everyday interactions and conversations.®

This attempt by the Roma women to create a theatre
performance employing the conventions of soap opera
alarmed the actors from the outset, as they largely

despised this aesthetic. To them, it represented every-

thing that was wrong with mass culture and women’s
entertainment. In Polish intellectual circles, both terms
carry negative connotations: mass culture is considered to
be inferior, and created by popular, rather than true,
artists; women’s entertainment is viewed as intellectually
mediocre and apolitical fluff (Durczak 1999; Filipowicz
1995; Mazierska 2001). For the actors—who considered
themselves to be intellectuals, artists and feminists, it was
important to avoid the stigma of being associated with
mass culture art or women'’s entertainment. Thus, they
clung to the abstract, non-realist, metaphoric, visual and
physical forms and conventions of the Polish 20th-cen-
tury avant-garde (i.e., Grotowski, Kantor and Szajna).
While it might seem surprising that the actors had already
assumed the identities of intellectuals and feminists at
such a young age, most of them came from families of
Poland’s intelligentsia and, thus, had inherited “high-
brow” aesthetic dispositions that were later reinforced in
the university-preparatory lyceums which they attended
(Bourdieu 1984:1, 6, 56). _

Naturally then, they also avoided realism on stage
because they considered it artistically inferior. While they
appeared genuinely committed to ethnographic work, as
amateur actors seeking to establish themselves profes-
sionally in Elblag’s theatre community, they wanted to
showecase their talent in the best light possible. “I hope
my friends won’t show up... they’ll see that [Olga’s acting]
and will walk out immediately...who wouldn’t?...I would!,”
Olga fretted (Field notes 2003). They were especially con-
cerned about the audience’s response to “Hope” because
of the fiasco of our earlier production of “Horses and
Angels” at a national theatre competition. Despite our
efforts to create a work of high calibre, the performance
failed to win recognition from the jury. When rumours
spread around the Centreé that the performance was
snubbed because the jury believed it expressed “radical,
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unsupported, feminist sentiments” (Field notes 2003), the
actors were heartbroken. Some of them thought they
needed to “prove themselves” as artists to local audiences
through the project “Hope”. This was evident in the words
of advice Derek shared with his fellow actors: “We better
show people we can act... so they don’t think the jury was
right [about their verdict]” (Field notes 2003).

Natural then was the actors’ resistance to engaging
in what they perceived as popular art. They openly scoffed
at, ignored, attempted to sabotage, or blatantly refused
the Roma women’s suggestions and requests. For exam-
ple, they mocked the melodrama implicit in the texts the
women developed by acting in a hyper-melodramatic
style—exaggerating their gestures and movements, and
incorporating caricatures of pathos in their voices. I often
intervened by asking the actors to stop their behaviour, by
diverting their attention, or by talking to them outside of
rehearsals; however, my interventions usually had negli-
gible effects: “It is hard not to laugh [at the Roma women]
when one is blabbing the same things over and over
again,” quipped Olga. I think that my interventions fell on
deaf ears because the actors, to a certain extent, held me
accountable for the ill fortune of “Horses and Angels,”
which soured our mutual relations. Grazyna reproached
me one day: “Maybe if we had been more attuned to what
the jury expected, we would’ve won!” (Field notes 2003).
Here “we” was clearly pointed at me as the director of
the project. I believe the actors expected me to compen-
sate them for the disappointment of “Horses and Angels”
by demonstrating my alliance with them in “Hope.”

- The actors’ overt resistance to the Roma women’s
conceptions of theatre led to steadily increasing conflicts
and tensions between the two groups. The Roma women
responded to the mockery and sabotage by asserting their
authority as directors of the project, setting impossibly
high performance standards for the actors, and then
mocking, criticizing, and at times insulting them. For
example, Randia would often remark, “they’ll never
learn!” when the actors tried to learn a new Roma dance
or song. Any questions or suggestions the actors offered
about improving their dancing, the women would
brusquely ‘counter, “don’t tell me how to dance!” (Field
notes 2003). And when they were teaching Derek the steps
of a Roma dance, they went so far as to scorn him as
“crooked-legged,” “stiff stick” and “mentally slow” (Tran-
script, Rehearsal 2003).

“But It Would’ve Been So Much Fun!”:
Celebrating Tradition or Fighting Injustice?

Conflicts over representation that played out in rehearsals
not only arose from our divergent understandings of theatre
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as an art form, but also from the differences in what the
project meant to us and in what we hoped to accomplish
through it. While in the pre-rehearsal sessions the women
spoke of the performance as an opportunity to tell the
larger public about the hardships the Roma suffer in
Poland and to generate help from Elblag’s community, in
rehearsals they were preoccupied with creating a per-
formance that would celebrate and share their “tradi-
tional” cultural practices with the Gadje!” actors and audi-
ences. “We could have a large table set up, covered with
a white table cloth, and lots of food on it, so they see that
the Roma really know how to play!” suggested Ana dur-
ing one rehearsal (Transcript, Rehearsal 2003). The
women wanted the performance to be replete with a tra-
ditionally extravagant Roma wedding feast, music and
dancing. For the Roma women, such “traditional” cultural
practises were also about having fun, as they enjoyed both
dancing and singing. The actors, who saw the project as
professional development, a way of gaining public expo-
sure in Elblag’s theatre community, and a political forum
wherein to critique racism, resisted the Roma women’s
notion of the performance as a celebration of “traditional”
Roma culture. While for them the project was also about
having fun, as they were passionate about theatre, having
fun for them meant doing “serious artistic work” of an
avant-garde aesthetic (Field notes 2003). Thus the actors
objected to the women’s scrupulously realistic celebra-
tion of Roma culture because they found it both theatri-
cally uninteresting and politically denuded. “We have to
be careful about how we say things...how we represent
them [the Roma]” said Grazyna after one of our re-
hearsals, “we want the performance to speak against
racism and not to perpetuate Roma stereotypes” (Field
notes 2003).

Also committed to creating an ethnographic-artistic
undertaking with a political agenda, I was uneasy about
what I perceived as exoticizing representations of Roma
culture, because I did not want “Hope” to perpetuate
stereotypes of the Roma as a mysterious, carefree and
pristine “other,” or mask the unequal relations of power
that defined the Roma’s and Gadje’s interactions in
Poland, as well as our own relations in the rehearsal stu-
dio. Hence, for me, the women’s understanding of the per-
formance as a celebration of Roma “tradition” lacked a
politics of culture and power, which I thought was essen-
tial in a country where, to borrow Razack’s words,
“minorities are invited to keep their culture but enjoy no
greater access to power and resources” (1994:898). Thus,
one day I suggested that we incorporate Brecht’s idea of
having the actors step out of character in order to pro-
vide commentary on the performance’s action, and to
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expose it as a constructed event, and not a true rendering
of Roma life. My intention was not to obfuscate the Roma
women’s soap opera aesthetic, but rather, to problema-
tize the representations of Roma culture and “tradition”
in the play.

Yet, I have to admit that I also felt guilty about dis-
appointing my actors with “Horses and Angels” and, thus,
hoped to compensate them with a more rewarding end
result this time around. Furthermore, it would be mis-
leading of me to deny that the artist in me was also, to
some extent, concerned about creating a theatrically com-
pelling event that would validate the actors’ and my rep-
utations as theatre artists. Ultimately, we were all preoc-
cupied with our reputations, as the Roma women
dismissed my idea of including Brechtian techniques in
the performance out of a concern that this would only
“confuse the audience,” “compromise the beauty of the
performance,” and make “people think that either the
actors don’t know how to act, or that the Roma are ‘not all
there [mentally] “ (Field notes 2003). The actors in turn
criticized the women’s obstinacy, and argued that “polit-
ically, nothing will ever change for the Roma if all they
show to the audience is how many hens they can eat at a
wedding table” (Olga, Field notes 2003).

The tensions in rehearsals increased significantly, and
I found myself implicated in what Loizos identified as the
anthropologist’s “Faustian contract”—the unspoken con-
tract of reciprocity that binds us to our research partici-
pants, and expects us to compensate them for their par-
ticipation in the study (1994:14). My Faustian contract
with my research participants required that I be the Roma
women’s and the actors’ accomplice in sabotaging each
other’s work. Randia made it clear when she asserted:
“When we sometimes disagree, Magda, you’ve got to keep
our side, won’t you?...because you know what we want
and you’re our friend.” “Tell them [the actors] that you
are an anthropologist, you know what you’re doing...and
it’s your play” (Field notes 2003)—Ana counselled me
after a rehearsal in which the actors had bickered about
costumes. Similarly, the actors urged me to “wake-up and
acknowledge [my] responsibilities as director [because]
if we leave the performance entirely to the Roma women,
the audience will leave [the theatre] bored to death” (Field
notes 2003). Thus, the Roma women often invoked my
role as their friend or anthropologist to convince me to
stand behind their artistic vision, while the actors appealed
more to my role as a theatre director. So, slipping on
Faust’s shoes, I was trying not to give away too much of
my soul to either side. I had become a juggler of power in
my attempts to balance both the Roma women’s and the
actors’ needs, and ultimately, my own need to hold the
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production together. Eventually, however, when the power
struggles in the rehearsals threatened to entirely derail
the project, I yielded to the actors’ demands and con-
vinced the Roma women not to make the wedding feast a
significant part of the story, but instead, to foreground
arduous, rather than celebratory, moments in the char-
acters’ lives. The women eventually acquiesced to my sug-
gestions and we presented Nadzieja’s wedding, dance, as
well as several other scenes, in a stylised slow-motion to
highlight the fragmentation of her schizophrenic psyche.
Consequently, the performance that was publicly pre-
sented at the Cultural Centre was a melange of “avant-
garde” and “soap opera.” The performance’s amalgam
aesthetic was very well received by the Roma women, the
actors and the audience; however, the audience members
to whom Shawn and I had spoken primarily saw the play
as a representation of Roma folklore and culture, and not
as a critique of racism and violence. While I attribute this
response to the specific context of Poland where discussing
racism might have been seen as politically perilous given
the country’s recent attempts at counteracting global
media representations of Polish pogroms of Jews under
state socialism; nevertheless, the limits of stylization as a
politicizing strategy are evident here.!!

It is also important to acknowledge that although the
Roma women appreciated and agreed to incorporate styl-
ization into the performance, in some ways it was a hol-

low victory: I believe it had a detrimental effect on the .

relations between them and the actors, and was, in part,
responsible for the unattainable standards of perfection
the women demanded of the actors in rehearsals. One
night, after watching a run-through of the performance,
Randia confronted me: “You have to look truth straight in
the eye, Magda...a big Roma wedding would’ve been so
much fun!” (Field notes 2003).

Looking Truth Straight in the Eye

The power struggles that arose in rehearsals speak of the
challenges of my specific project “Hope”; however, they
are also, to a certain extent, indicative of the conflicts that
can characterize community-academia performance
research. In such partnerships, conflicts are not uncom-
mon, and only recently have they become a central theme
in experimental ethnography literature (Edmondson 2005;
Pratt and Kirby 2003; Szeman 2005). Such conflicts often
oscillate around questions of what should be represented,
and how it should be represented. These are framed by
concerns over content, aesthetics, target audience, or the
research project’s goals (Pratt and Kirby 2003). For exam-
ple, the use of a realist versus non-realist aesthetic can
become a central point of contention between academics
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and community collaborators (Edmondson 2005; Pratt
and Kirby 2003). Western academics can at times privilege
a non-realist aesthetic, especially in representations of
violence, oppression and suffering, because they are trou-
bled by realism’s colonial and imperialist legacy, its prob-
lematic claims to objectivity and truth (Edmondson
2005:463), its penchant for sentimentality through the
identification of the actor with the character (Pratt and
Kirby 2003:22), and the proclivity of its linear narrative to
“flatten contradiction and systemize chaos” (Taussig
1986:132). Consequently, academics may favour anti-real-
ist modes of representation, including Brechtian strategies
of alienation (Edmondson 2005:22; Pratt and Kirby
2003:22; Taussig 1986:144); Bakhtin’s grotesque (Pratt
and Kirby 2003:23); dada and surrealism (Feldman and
Laub 1992); clowning (Pratt and Kirby 2003:28); and some
circus techniques, such as acrobatics and juggling
(Edmondson 2005:466). Conversely, according to Edmond-
son (2005), community collaborators may want to embrace

- realism as a mode of representation because, in their

struggles for justice, they want their stories to be taken
seriously as “fact,” not “fiction;” and to invoke audience
empathy and identification. They also may find the use
of a realist narrative—*“with its promise of restoration,”
closure, and ability to render the incomprehensibility of
violence comprehensible—imperative to safely relate sto-
ries of violence and trauma. Accustomed to realist modes
of representation as a result of globalizing forces, research
participants may also resist non-realist strategies prop-
agated by academics as another version of Western dom-
inance and paternalism (Edmondson 2005:464-468). Such
conflicts between community and academic collaborators
can be understood in terms of what Bourdieu (1984)
defined as symbolic struggles for “distinction,” namely,
for instituting and authorizing one’s own aesthetic tastes
over those of others. For Bourdieu, such struggles are

- often expressed as “intolerance (‘sick-making’)” of other

tastes—one of the most important dividing points between
classes. This intolerance, Bourdieu argued, is exemplified
in the resistance of the working-class spectators to the
intellectual elites’ subversions of traditional modes of the-
atrical expression (e.g., Brecht'’s A-effect; Bourdieu 1984:
4-5, 56).

Similar conflicts—resulting from different under-
standings of what should be represented in the per-
formance, and how to represent it—also defined my proj-
ect “Hope”. While I commenced my research committed
to protect and advance the rights of my research par-
ticipants, in retrospect, I see that I neglected to con-
sider sufficiently what such rights meant from their per-
spectives. Although the Roma women’s conception of the

“Don’t Tell Me How to Dance!” / 237



performance as a celebration of their culture might have
been, in part, problematie, as it advanced the notion of
culture “whereby culture is taken to mean values, beliefs,
knowledge, and customs that exist in a timeless and
unchangeable vacuum outside of patriarchy, racism, impe-
rialism, and colonialism” (Razack 1994:896), I now recog-
nise that it was unfair to dismiss the women’s represen-
tation of their culture merely as an identification with
hegemonic forces that perpetuated their oppression
(Gramsei 1971). In fact, the Roma women’s understand-
ing of the performance as a celebration of their culture
might have been more “messy” and contradictory than I
had imagined. It might have been simultaneously hege-
monic and counter-hegemonic, perpetuating some of the
more innocuous Roma stereotypes (mysterious, pristine,
musical), while at the same time destabilizing some neg-
ative ones (lazy or passive victim). Furthermore, the
women’s desire to turn the performance into a celebration
of Roma culture may have been an astute political move,
a way of asserting their right to publicly celebrate their
ways of life, after over five decades of the socialist state’s
enforced assimilatory policies (Ringold 2000). Ana, after
all, wanted the performance to display an extravagant
Roma wedding feast, so “they [the non-Roma audience]
can see that the Roma really know how to play!” (Tran-
seript, Rehearsal 2003). Clifford argues that while in
postindustrial contexts, displays of cultural heritage have
been often viewed as “a form of depoliticized, commodi-
fied nostalgia—ersatz tradition,” this ignores the fact that
“tradition” often plays a crucial role in people’s struggles
for political and cultural freedom (2004:6, 9). Thus, dis-
playing and celebrating their cultural practices within the
play could have been for the Roma women a politicizing
strategy of asserting their identity, survival and self-deter-
mination. The Roma women could have been acutely
aware that in a world where racism is ubiquitous, the only
recognition their work might get is in showcasing the “tra-
ditional” aspects of their culture. In one of our pre-
rehearsal sessions, Ewa asserted, “when there’s a Roma
concert...people come to the city just to see the Roma
dance and sing...but then when the concert is over, and the
Roma aren’t on the stage anymore, then they call...they
call those same Roma thieves and criminals” (Transcript,
Pre-Rehearsal 2003). The women’s preference for real-
ism as a mode of representation might have been a means
of legitimizing their representations of “traditional” Roma
culture—a “public form of truth-claiming” (Feldman
1992:60). It was evident the women feared that non-real-
ism would compromise the seriousness of their repre-
sentations when they argued that Brechtian illusion-
breaking strategies might negatively reflect on them and
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the actors. Finally, what I also neglected to take into
account—sadly, given the project’s commitment to sen-
suous and embodied scholarship—was that the women'’s
celebration of their culture via “traditional” Roma dance
might have also been about the joy of dancing, a more
embodied and sensuous experience that could have been
empowering for the Roma women, albeit not in easily
rationalizable terms. :

Ironically, when my project sought to facilitate a
ground upon which the Roma women could articulate their
claims for justice by persuading them to foreground the
arduous and background the celebratory, and to incorpo-
rate stylization as a representational strategy, I denied
their right to speak for themselves. Naturally, my project
was complicated by the fact that the Roma women and
the actors—who had largely incompatible goals and agen-
das—were my research participants, and as an anthro-
pologist, I was equally accountable to both groups. Fur-
thermore, I also held the roles of theatre instructor and
artistic director at the Cultural Centre; and while I gen-
erally wanted to privilege the artistic vision of the Roma
women, as they were marginalized members of society,
at the same time, I also felt obligated to support the actors’
artistic ambitions. Certainly, I could have left my employ-
ment with the Cultural Centre and, instead, worked with
a community of artists with no professional aspirations;
but given my limited research funds as a graduate stu-

_ dent, I needed the Cultural Centre’s production support

to realize my project. Consequently; I tried to juggle power
in rehearsals in ways that were cognizant of both the
Roma women’s and the actors’ concerns, and the per-
formance of “Hope”—a melange of “avant-garde” and
“soap opera”—was the end-product of that. Yet, given the
Roma women’s marginalized status, this aesthetic stew
needs to be seen as a compromise made “under Western
duress” (Edmondson 2005:466). Such a “compromise” was
possible because I believed, in my commitment to abstract
notions of collaboration, empowerment and politicization,
that a performance-centred research that combines “the
anthropological” with “the aesthetic expressive” would
facilitate a critical and equitable research methodology.
Instead, in ignoring the Roma women’s own expressed
needs, my project proved to be an unwittingly paternal-
istic enterprise wherein I assumed I knew what was best
for them.

At the time of conducting my research, however, I did
not see my decision to introduce stylization into the per-
formance, and to foreground the hardships of Roma life
as paternalistic or disempowering for the women. I was
motivated by a desire to appease the actors and prevent
the project from imploding, all the while believing that I
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was acting in the women’s best interests. While I knew
that focusing on Roma hardships risked perpetuating
stereotypes of the Roma as passive victims, I saw it as a
lesser evil in a country that systematically refuses to
acknowledge and address violence suffered by Roma. To
me, foregrounding the arduous aspects of Roma life con-
stituted a more politically astute strategy. After all, the
Roma women themselves argued in the pre-rehearsal ses-
sions that in Poland no one was interested in Roma prob-
lems, only in their culture.

At the same time, however, I cannot say that my deci-
sion to compromise the Roma women’s vision of the per-
formance was entirely calculated. At the outset of my
research, I would have never imagined that I could impose
my own aesthetic upon the Roma women; but in retro-
spect, I recognize that fieldwork happens to us on a more
experiential level. The ethnographer is not “a fly on the
wall,” who can observe from a distance and easily ration-
alize his or her research experience on the spot (Cerwonka
and Malkki 2007:174), because fieldwork throws us amidst
unpredictable relations of power and competing agendas,
where we frequently have to make difficult moral and eth-
ical decisions with little, if any, time for reflection. Some-
times, the unfamiliarity, uncertainty and intensity of the
ethnographic whirlpool can lead us to make decisions and
act in ways surprising to us in hindsight. This is what, in
part, happened during this project. While as an anthro-
pologist I was aware that expressions of cultural heritage
can play an important role in marginalized people’s polit-
ical struggles (an issue discussed even in introductory
anthropology textbooks), in rehearsals I had failed to rec-

ognize the women'’s desire to celebrate their cultural prac-

tices as a means of asserting Roma identity and survival.
‘Weighed down by the chains of my Faustian ¢ontract, I
perceived the women’s attempts at displaying their Roma
“tradition” in the performance primarily as a counter to
the actors’ arrogance in rehearsals and, consequently, I
made decisions I later regretted.

In fact, I see now that the intensity of fieldwork expe-
rience made all of us respond differently in different
research situations. While in the pre-rehearsal sessions,
I assured the Roma women that I was committed to
advancing their rights, in rehearsals I refused them such

rights. Likewise, the actors expressed their devotion to

social justice research in the pre-rehearsal sessions, but
in rehearsals they stonewalled the Roma women’s artis-
tic vision. In the pre-rehearsal sessions the Roma argued
they wanted the performance to speak out against the
violence in their lives, but in rehearsals they were preoc-
cupied with developing a performance that would cele-
brate their “tradition.” Lassiter aptly summarizes this
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inconsistent nature of fieldwork when he notes that initial

‘agreements between anthropologists and research par-

ticipants “often shift in new contexts where the power of
original discussions becomes compromised by other factors
beyond our direct control and beyond our vision of what the
project can and will become” (2005:96). For example, it is
possible that in the pre-rehearsal sessions the women
wanted the performance to focus on violence in their lives,
because in this early research stage, they adopted my—
and the actors’—goals for the project in order to secure
their relationship with us (Lindlof 1995:177). Yet when the
contexts had shifted in rehearsals, the women’s objectives
also appeared to follow suit. Perhaps by the time we com-
menced the rehearsals, the women had grown more com-
fortable with their participation in the project and thus,

- more confident in asserting their own artistic and political

goals. Or maybe the imminence of opening night shook
their confidence, and they became concerned that por-
traying violence committed against the Roma in a public
performance could compromise their personal safety. After
all, when we once brainstormed how to represent violence
on stage, the women refused to implicate Poles directly so
as not to fuel existing antagonisms. '

My failure to accommodate the women’s desires and
expectations, however contradictory and shifting they
may have been, left me unsettled about my entire under-
standing of performance-centred research, and about my
role as ethnographer. Does theatre offer more opportu-
nities for collaborative, empowering and politicizing
research? At times I think that my interviews with the
Roma women, my daily visits to their homes, hanging out
with them as they were fortune-telling, accompanying
them on errands, and lending an ear to their stories of
joy and sorrow might have given them a greater sense of
empowerment than the actual process of developing a
theatre performance. In the end, I do not think that there
is a simple answer to this question. Every research proj-
ect and ethnographer-participant relationship is unique.
Each is embedded in, and also creates, different and con-
tested fields of power and, thus, naturally will have dif-
ferent meanings and collaborative, empowering and politi-
cizing potentials.

" How do I envision my future ethnographic journey
in the light of my experiences in the project “Hope?” 1
want it to be an ethnography of discovery, in which both
the research participants and ethnographer learn ways
of doing ethnography together, starting anew with each
project and each set of circumstances. Undoubtedly, this
will involve being more cautious about all of my assump-
tions about ethnography and art, and I will no longer look
to them as the sole guiding principles in my ethnographic
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endeavours. Clearly, had I been more flexible about my
research objective to study violence as experienced by
the Roma women, I would have likely responded more
creatively to the women’s desires to celebrate their “tra-
dition” through “Hope.” Had I been more open-minded
about my methodological commitments, I would have rec-
ognized that collaboration, politicization and empower-
ment can bear different meanings, dimensions and impli-
cations, depending on who is involved in the project, and
where the project takes place. This is an important lesson
I had learned over the course of my project. Experiences
in the field—especially in unstable socio-political con-
texts—will always challenge our theories and method-
ologies, rendering some of them irrelevant in the process.
As Greenhouse points out, “people’s altered lives chal-
lenge...ethnographers to redefine...violence and humane
affirmation, structure and agency, hegemony and resist-
ance” (2002:8). Yet, to me, an ethnography of discovery
should go beyond merely being open-minded about one’s
theoretical and methodological “toolkit.” It should also
involve committing oneself to what I call a “look inward”—
an ongoing awareness and critique of the power relations
within one’s own ethnographic process. Such a critique
would consider the ways in which power enters, and is
being produced and reproduced, in and through our field
relations (Groves and Chang 1999:257). This would
demand of us not only modifying our theoretical and
methodological objectives in response to such a production
of power, but also improvising—in the most ethical and
creative ways—our volatile and contradictory relation-
ships with research participants.

Magdalena Kazubowski-Houston, Department of Anthropol-
ogy, 2-139 DAWB, Wilfrid Laurier University, 75 University
Avenue West, Waterloo, Ontario, N2L 3C5, Canada. E-mail:
mkhouston@uwlu.ca.
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Notes

1 Inthis paper, as well as in my recent book Staging Strife:
Lessons from Performing Ethnography with Polish Roma
(2010), I use the term Roma both as adjective and noun in
accordance with the Oxford English Dictionary usage guide-
lines. While Romani or Romany can also be used as adjec-
tives, my Roma participants favoured the adjectival form of
Roma due to the ambiguity of the terms Romani and
Romany, which can refer to both a Roma girl or woman,
and to the Indo-Aryan language of the Roma people.

2 The term tradition is clearly problematic as it is deeply
rooted in anthropology’s classical notion of culture—non-
Western culture in particular—as “bounded,” stable, iso-
lated from its larger social, cultural, political contexts and
defined by “tradition” that is diametrically opposed to West-
ern “modernity” (Crehan 2002:37, 53). Currently, anthro-
pologists recognize that cultures are porous, fluid, shifting
and interconnected (Crehan 2002:49; Gupta and Ferguson
1997:4); and traditions are not ancient and preserved cus-
toms, but continuously constructed and re-constructed in
response to changing local and global relations of power
(Crehan 2002:54). In this paper, I use the word tradition
only in reference to what Roma women themselves identi-
fied, in the context of my project, as part of their “tradi-
tional cultural heritage,” because I recognize that Roma
culture has not been an autonomous and bounded entity,
and Roma tradition is not an antediluvian set of beliefs and
practices (Okely 2010:38), but rather, an “imposed, invented,
reworked and transformed...site of difference and contes-
tation” (Gupta and Ferguson 1997:5) that has formed “along-
side and in opposition to other dominating cultures” (Okely
2010:40). ,

3 Maturity exams are written by students in Poland in their
final year of secondary school.

4 We charged an admission of eight zloty in an effort to raise
money for the Roma women.

5 A precursor of realism in theatre was Konstantin
Stanislavski (1863-1938), Russian theatre director and actor;
and co-founder of the Moscow Art Theatre (1898), whose
theories later formed the basis for the development of
“Method Acting.” Stanislavski’s theory of theatre called for
realistic characters and stage settings. The actors were to
evoke what Stanislavski coined as “emotion memory” in
order to faithfully represent the characters’ emotional real-
ities (see Stanislavski 1984).

6 However, it is important to recognize that, historically, melo-
drama and realism have been diametrically opposed to each
other. In the 19th and early 20th centuries, realism—with
its commitment to a “truthful” rendition of “space and time
[and] social and cultural relationships” (Shohat and Stam
1994:179)—was a reply to melodrama’s simple plot, stock
characters and exaggerated stereotypical and externalized
acting. Stanislavski’s psychological realism, for example,
sought to challenge “the melodramatic theatricalism” by
training the actor to use their own emotions in creating psy-
chologically “truthful” characterizations (Wiles 1980:16). It
is the 20th-century television genre of soap opera that
has co-opted elements of both melodrama and realism by
either combining realism’s “truthful” rendition of social
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landscape-relationships with melodramatic, externalized
acting, or more frequently, Stanislavski’s realist acting
style with melodrama’s themes of domestic life, and fam-
ily relationships (Butler 1991; Gledhill 1992:114, 118;
Longhurst 1987). :

T Cultural verisimilitude is a term used to problematize the
concept of realism.

8 While the women sought to incorporate melodramatic
themes into the performance, they favoured psychological
realism over melodrama’s exaggerated and externalized
acting style.

9 For readers interested in Roma performance, there exists
substantial literature on the topic (Kertész-Wilkinson 1997;
Lemon 2000; Silverman 1996).

10 Gadjo is the Romany word for non-Roma people; its plural
form is Gadje.

11 Given the theme of this special issue of Anthropologica
(with a focus on experimental and engaged ethnography),
in this paper I focus on ethnographic process. Readers
interested in a more detailed discussion about the devel-
opment and performance of “Hope” should see Kazubowski-
Houston 2010.
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The Wandering Ethnographer: Researching and
Representing the City through Everyday Encounters

Cristina Moretti Simon Fraser University

Abstract: Drawing on fieldwork I conducted in Milan, Italy, in
2004-05 and in 2009, this paper is an open invitation to create
experimental forms of ethnographic representation that could
become part of the unfinished production of the everyday in
urban locales. To this end, I reflect on several fieldwork encoun-
ters—Milanese peoplée’s commentaries, everyday incidents, as
well as local cultural and activists’ projects—that can provide a
helpful model for such a practice. I argue that these varied inter-
ventions offer insight into complex social processes and dis-
junctures in contemporary Milan because they are small, quo-
tidian, and temporary, and because they can easily travel
through the urban terrain. Learning from these encounters, I
propose that we, too, can produce stories and objects that speak
by circulating: ethnographic interventions that use public space,
activate affect and become companions to people’s embodied
journeys in city spaces.

Keywords: experimental ethnography, Milan, Italy, urban
anthropology, public space

Résumé : A partir de recherche de terrain que j’ai menée 2
Milan, en Italie, en 2004-2005 et en 2009, cet article est une invi-
tation ouverte a créer des formes expérimentales de représen-
tation ethnographique qui pourraient faire partie de la produc-
tion inachevée du quotidien dans les contextes urbains. A cette
fin, je réfléchis a diverses rencontres vécues dans le cadre de la
recherche — commentaires de Milanais, incidents du quotidien,
de méme que projets locaux, culturels ou militants — qui peuvent
constituer un modele utile pour une pratique de cet ordre. Je fais
valoir que ces interventions variées permettent d’appréhender
en partie des processus et des dichotomies sociales complexes
dans le Milan contemporain parce qu’elles sont de portée
modeste, quotidiennes et temporaires et parce qu’elles peuvent
voyager facilement parmi le terrain urbain. De ce que nous
apprenons de ces rencontres, je propose que nous aussi pou-
vons produire des histoires et des objets qui deviennent élo-
quents par leur circulation : des interventions ethnographiques
qui utilisent 'espace public, mettent en branle I'affect et devien-
nent des compagnons des voyages incarnés des citoyens dans les
espaces urbains.

Mots-clés : ethnographie expérimentale, Milan, Italie, anthro-
pologie urbaine, espace public
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“I was riding on bus #92, from the Quartiere Bovisa, an
old industrial and working class neighbourhood that now
has no factories left, toward a more central arsa of the city
of Miilan where I was staying. It was 5:30 in the afternoon,

the bus was full, and the traffic terrible. From my position

close to the front door I overheard a conversation between
the bus driver, a man about my age, and another passen-
gen, an older woman. Talking, ot first, about the traffic, the
woman—who said she had been working with youth at
risk for decades—and the driver quickly moved on to the
situation of families and of society more generally. “Ah,”
said then the bus driver, “in our society there is a disjunc-
ture between reality and the collective imaginary.”
Searching as I was for insights on a city in crisis
but which represents itself as rich and glamorous, this
sentence struck me because it so nicely encapsulated
some of the contemporary paradoxes of Milan. Indeed,
Just after this comment, I reached my bus stop: an area
where within a few blocks one can find an immense
wasteland left by an abandoned train station, the head-
quarters of two of the most prestigious fashion houses,

- and several large social housing buildings where Ital-

ian low-income sewiors and migrant families live. Two
days later, I was talking to a friend in the Department
of Anthropology at the University, and told her about
what the bus driver said. “Ah, but that must be my
fmend, ” she said, “he graduated a short while ago with
a thesis on the collective i imaginary, and now he wo'rks
as a transit driver!”

n 2009, when this encounter took place, I had re-

turned to Milan, the largest urban centre in northern
Italy, to continue the fieldwork I started in 2004 on the
lives of public spaces in the city. I was interested in trac-
ing some of the ways in which different Milanese con-
ceptualize, narrate and participate in streets, plazas,
and parks, and some of the contentions associated with
their everyday use. In 2009, I was particularly intrigued
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by the intersections of memory and imagination as they
emerged in discourses and lived experiences connected
to different urban locales. To quote, once again, the bus
driver, I wanted to know how different “collective imagi-
naries” were being fostered or challenged by the con-
struction, appropriation or interpretation of particular
sites. Because public space is inherently unfinished and it
does not “belong” to everyone in the same way (Dines
2002; Maritano 2004; Mitchell 1995), this is necessarily a
difficult affair.

In Milan, like in most other cities in fact, those who -
have more resources at their disposal have an easier time .

claiming a legitimate presence in public space than do
less-advantaged residents like low-income people, visible
minorities and anyone who is understood as an immigrant
or non-Italian. Although ideally public space should be
the medium through which people can be confronted with
“difference without exclusion” in Young’s terms (Caldeira
2000:301), often streets and plazas become an experien-
tial field where those who consider themselves Milanese
can distinguish “others” because they act, look, or speak
differently than them. Discussions and varying interpre-
tations of public space then reflect and negotiate different
inhabitants’ sense of entitlement to the city. Moreover, in

a rich metropolis where many live in poverty (see Benassi -

2005), the construction of new neighbourhoods and pub-
lic spaces in conjunction with massive redevelopment proj-
ects had become a fertile ground for debating the past,
the present and the future.

Milan has been often characterized as a particularly
fragmented city due to a series of important changes that
took place over the past 60 years. Once a major industrial
centre with a strong working class and unionist culture,
it very rapidly became a city of empty factories, gentri-
fying neighbourhoods and a tertiary economy centred on
fashion and design (see Foot 2001). The transition from the
factory to the catwalk starting at the end of the 1970s
was, moreover, accompanied by a wave of international
migrants who, as a group, encounter difficult social and
economic conditions.! Today, an uneasy multiculturalism,
deepening social inequalities and the lack of affordable
housing are all contributing to a widespread sense of cri-
sis in the city. In spite of this, Milan’s metropolitan region
has become one of the hottest real estate markets in Italy
(Aalbers 2007) and it is currently being transformed
through sweeping redevelopment projects (Bolocan Gold-
stein and Bonfantini 2007). Building—both materially and
figuratively—on massive construction sites, developers,
city officials and the major players in the fashion sector
seem intent on narrating Milan to itself as a city which
grows and glitters.
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Paradoxieally, while these projects are creating count-
less new residences, they are doing little to make them
affordable to those who are in dire need of housing. As
urban activists often decry, Milan is a city of empty apart-
ments and homeless people (see, for example, Copyriot
et al. 2005). In this context, the premises of empty facto-
ries and abandoned train stations, where major urban
redevelopment projects are taking place, are becoming
sites where the dreamlike plans of developers clash with
urban activists’ utopian desires and with the dramatic
everyday life of the homeless people who take refuge
there.2

The bus driver’s comment then struck me as a well-
suited description of some of these situations and processes.
The “collective imaginary” that is currently being pro-
moted sees spaces and people projected towards the future
less through common commitments to an inclusive and just
society than through identification with a cosmopolitan and
aesthetic creativity. While this imaginary plays an impor-
tant role in the redevelopment of the city, it does not seem
to benefit or include more marginal sections of the popu-
lation, who, on the contrary, have been further displaced
from the city because of continuing gentrification.

The transit conversation, however, fascinated me also
because of its unlikely location. In particular, it left me
with a keen sense of anthropology and anthropological
insight literally circulating through the city, entering peo-
ple’s conversations, and existing in the most ordinary pub-
lic spaces. (Transit is perhaps not officially a public space,
but it is generally used and perceived as such.) Sparked
by the bus commentary, and from other exchanges in and
about Milanese streets and plazas, my paper is then an
invitation to imagine an anthropology that could circulate
and live in city locales and could avail itself of the very
medium of public space—particularly of the ephemeral-
ity and intimacy of its encounters.

The driver’s phrase was all the more striking because
it resonated with a wider traffic of commentaries that I
learned about in the city, from activists’ interventions to
cultural projects of various kinds, to the stories of the
inhabitants who took me for city walks and showed me
places that were significant to “their” Milan. More to the
point, it was its form as a circulating intervention that
mirrored a wider sensibility, or strategy, which seemed
to animate the city.

The bus incident, in fact, occurred in a context where
several ideas and things were circulating and appearing
in interesting ways. As soon as I arrived in Italy in Jan-
uary 2009, for example, I came across a large billboard
that read, in white letters over an all-black background:
“looking for Gramsci in Milan.” I was puzzled. Who was
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looking for Gramseci and why? Wanting to take a picture
of the billboard, I returried a few days later with my cam-
era, only to discover that it was covered by an advertise-
ment for a wrestling match. Gramsci’s disappearance left
me wondering for weeks: are they still looking for him?
Who else are they searching for? Some weeks later, I saw
a posteard pinned on a wall, with the same writing and
background as the billboard, that read, “is culture poli-
tics?” and led me to a public art exhibition by Alfredo Jaar
on the role of culture in society:3

The same day I saw the posteard, I found a shelf in the
subway station where people could leave books for others
to read, and that evening, I heard about a group of peo-
ple active in Milan who leave books of their choosing in
places such as parks, streets or popular stores, for other

“people to encounter them randomly. Another interesting
example was stencilled, unsigned sentences in green ink
which started to show up on building walls in one of the
neighbourhoods of the city. They were insistently asking:
“who will defend us from vigilante squads?” This last cir-
culation was a bitter, critical response to a proposed law
on security which sought to institute groups of volunteers
to patrol the streets at night with the alleged goal of keep-
ing women safe but the suspected aim of further harass-
ing and intimidating non-Italian immigrants. Some more,
some less directly, these circulations seemed to mirror
and feed into more general social themes and concerns,
such as the creation of something called culture, and var-
ious political engagements. In the words of Stewart, as
an “opening onto something,” they showed “a thicket of
connections between vague yet forceful and affecting ele-
ments” (Stewart 2008:72).

So we have: Gramsei on a wall; Calvino on a park
bench; Yourcenar in one of the fridges of an Ikea store;
and, an anthropologist on the bus. Without implying that
what circulates in the city is always progressive and inspir-
ing, and indeed exactly because often it is not, these
encounters made me wish for an alternative ethnographic
representation that could follow de Certeau’s “thick and
thins” of urban movements (de Certeau 1984:93) and

emerge within Stewart’s “ordinary life” (2005:1029). Both _

Stewart and de Certeau suggest that we pay attention to
practices, ideas, and relationships that emerge in the
nooks of the everyday. Although not fully formed into sys-
tems, social objects, definite opinions or publicized truth,
these events and “ruptures” (Stewart 2008:73) can
nonetheless tell us something about what is going on.
De Certeau, for example, was inspired by how the
movement of people through streets can escape dominant
representations of space, thus making room for other sto-
ries, itineraries and sources of critique. And Stewart calls
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us to listen for “emergent vitalities and the ordinary prac-
tices that instantiate or articulate them, if only partially
and fleetingly” (2005:1028). According to Stewart, this
requires a different approach to theory and a different
mode of doing research. She talks about a “weak theory”
(2008), one that does not result in “perfect links between
theoretical categories and the real world” but rather is a
tentative reflection by “a subject caught in the powerful
tension between what can be known and told and what
remains obscure or unspeakable but is nonetheless real”
(2005:1028). Instead of an encompassing framework for
understanding, what is needed is a sensibility for the jar-
ring coexistence and coming apart of aspects of the social.

Taking inspiration from the bus driver, the stencils,
and more, in this paper I argue, so to speak, also for a
“weak” representation, for ethnographic interventions
and stories that could become enmeshed in the unfinished
production of the everyday. I ask: could we create “things
which speak by circulating”—interventions that aim at
getting lost, so that they could be found and used in the
everyday traffic of bodies, discourses, and ideas? The
many stories, interrogations and critiques I learned about
are too small and quotidian to constitute a movement or
to be noticed as a social phenomenon, yet they nonethe-
less leave traces inthe city. What if they mattered exactly
because they are small enough to travel?

Words and Walks

My interest in circulating and emerging moments of
insight was a direct result of one of my research prac-
tices: I had been asking different people—nine women
and three men of different classes, nationalities and ages—
to guide me on a walking tour of “their Milan” as a way to
explore varying conceptions and uses of urban public
space. These walking tours alerted me to small, travel-
ling forms of social critique, because, like them, they
yielded moments of insight that emerged from tempo-
rary folds of daily life, and which depended on an embod-
ied, moving positionality. Using streets and plazas as sites
of intervention, the itineraries remained open, contextual
and ephemeral, feeding from and yet resisting Milanese

everyday life. Let me describe one example.

The encounter with the bus driver took place at the
end of a very long day. Earlier, I had met one of my
research participants, a low-income elderly woman with
a keen passion for her city, who had agreed to show me the
Bovisa neighbourhood where she had lived all her life.
The walk with Eliza turned out to be only the first seg-
ment of a seven hour walk we concluded over the course
of two additional days. The main reason as to why we
needed that much time is because her neighbourhood had
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been radically transformed in past decades. So, almost
street-by-street, Eliza presented and narrated to me the
places that are now invisible, what remained the same,
and the new buildings, plazas, and churches that she had
seen being constructed. The following is an excerpt from
one of our tours:

There was this house...and I remember that when I
was a child people said that it was a strange house...
then it happened that it became offices, and after the
offices it became a post office...

This house here is where I was born...It was called
the big barrack...because there lived 110 families. It -
was a village. People also lived in the attics. There were
cellars, where we escaped to during the war...it was a
house, but it was also a village.

Then the municipality took it. They wanted to do
homes for rail workers, and then they wanted to do
offices...So people started to move out...So they gave
social housing to the ones who had remained, and they
walled it up, until the time they would know what to do
with it. They walled it in the 1970s, from 1970 to 1974.
“Today we will demolish it” [they would say], “tomor-
row,” who knows?” So the 1990s came. At a certain point
we saw the scaffolding...they were restructuring
it...And so it lived anew. The house is more than one
hundred years old because when my parents moved
there in the thirties it was already old.

‘When we were children, it was not like this. Here it
was not like this. The trolley car passed here, but there
were gardens, and there we went to play...We would be
looking at the stars, we would look for the big dip-
per...There was a radio that was bombarded during
the war...There is an enormous change. That house
remained, and this one they are redeveloping it. This
one is still there but as ydu see [is also being trans-
formed]...Now here is the Porsche [car dealer], and
before it there was a paper factory...

Here there was a business, a foundry. Now there is
awall, before there was a courtyard. They made a gar-
den of it, but it was my playing courtyard...

[This was] a telecommunication factory...It was a
postwar factory, I think that five thousand people
worked there, it was a resource [for the neighbour-
hood]...When they demolished it, we all kept asking
ourselves: “my goodness, was it...was it so big?” And
when we would see the empty space inside, passing by
with the bus, we would say to each other “my good-
ness, what was inside?” It was a marvel! [February 18,
2009]

Bovisa is a striking example of some of the forces and
processes that have shaped Milan in the last decades. Cen-
tral to Eliza’s recollections was growing up in a self-con-
sciously left-leaning, working class area of the city, where
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factories were central landmarks, and dictated much of
the rhythm of everyday life (Parsi and Tacchi 2003; Petrillo
2004). With the advent of deindustrialization in Milan at
the end of the 1970s and in the 1980s, all of the large fac-
tories in Bovisa closed. As Eliza recalls, when its last one,
the Face, was demolished at the beginning of the 1990s,
impressing one last time its vastness and centrality on
the neighbourhood, Bovisa was already on its way to
becoming a very different place. Now it houses part of
the University of Milan, many of its students, as well as
several immigrant communities. Manufacturing busi-
nesses have been replaced by service companies and even
its main plaza has been redesigned.

As Eliza guided me through the neighbourhood
recounting these changes, her commentary was accom-
panied by striking landscapes: older streets and plazas
sat side by side with empty fields and massive new build-
ings made of glass. With the precision of a mapmaker,
Eliza’s narration equally took hold of all parts of the neigh-
bourhood, from the new tunnels covered in graffiti, to the
remainders of abandoned industrial premises, to the older
churches and courtyards. Yet this was not simply an inven-
tory of things or locations. Our walking tour became a
way to construct a space from where Eliza could tell about
the area and its transformations as a subject in space who
could anchor the past and the future. From this point of
view, however, the movement of time was less the suc-
cession of buildings and forms, than a simultaneous
appearance of the old and the new in the streets and land-
scapes of the neighbourhood.

Our itinerary also embodied Eliza’s acute sense of
displacement. Our walk became a struggle with surveil-

" lance cameras and security guards as Eliza tried to take

photographs of the neighbourhood she considered her
home. People in uniforms rushed to us at the gates of the
glittering new buildings of various businesses and of the
local university. Although an older woman and her small-
statured companion could have not looked particularly
threatening, the guards glared at the camera in our hands
with suspicion and unceremoniously made sure that we
crossed the street and went elsewhere. The feeling that
we were being controlled while trying to witness these
transformations became visible in Eliza’s disconcertion
at having to play spy in the streets and plazas that she
had known so intimately since the time of her childhood
and of which she could narrate so exactly the stories and
events—much more exactly than the people who now
guarded them so carefully.

Without criticizing new developments, and indeed

‘wondering at the beauty of new buildings, Eliza’s walk

became an oblique commentary on some of the faultlines
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of disconnection between different eras of the neigh-
bourhood. One of the things that struck me during this
itinerary was the extent to which Eliza’s story created an
uneasy location, as it stepped to the side of the trope of a
glorified passage from the past to the future through a
promising present. While official discourses in town have
been celebrating the swift succession of eras, Eliza’s words
~and walk paced the widening gap between the old and the
new. The sense that the former had not just passed and
gone but rather, had been lost, and the insight that what
was found in its place was so different than what had gone
missing invited ghostly inhabitants. These ranged from
industrial equipment left resting on the lush grass

between residences, to vacant fields and abandoned indus-

trial buildings.

During our third walk, for example, we started to note
with an eerie surprise that the metallic frame of the gas-
ometer (a very large industrial structure which was used
from the early 1900s to store gas, see Photographs 1 and
2 below) that had been left as a historical landmark, was
visible from almost all areas of the neighbourhood. Its
skeletal metal frame seemed to follow us around, and was
casting its shadow on abandoned lots as well as on shiny
new buildings. “It is the spirit of the place,” summarized
Eliza. Either as a spirit’s blessing or a ghostly haunting,
this and other pieces of industrial archaeology are handy
reminders that Milan today is crisscrossed by the tangled
connections between “the city in which we were living,

the ruins of the city in which we were born, and the city -

in which we wanted to live” (Copyriot et al. 2005).
Walking tours, like the one with Eliza, became for me
a helpful model for people’s connections to the city, for

by the author, 2009).

Photographs 1 and 2: Remnants of a gas storage structure in Bovisa, Milan, visible throughout the neighbourhood. (Phetographed

public space and for ethnography itself. As Nicolini (1998)
so poignantly shows in her article on San Francisco, a sim-
ple walk through the city can awaken memories and social
critique and generally reveal aspects of the city that dif-
fer radically from one person to the next. For this reason,
Guano (2003) also suggests that a person’s itinerary can
help us understand how social relations shape spaces and
in turn how our presence and movements through par-
ticular locales help to define our identities within a social
landscape. It is not surprising then, that my interlocutors
pointed to different sites and told me a variety of stories.

What I found particularly interesting, however, was
less the actual locations that they showed me, than the

~ form of their commentaries. For, if the itineraries created

a space of intervention from which to comment on the city,
this speaking position was a walking position, realized as
a nexus of physical, social and metaphorical journeys. For
one, it was deeply dependent on my guides’ symbolic and
material place in the city, the ease of their movements and
the constraints and possibilities they lived with. One of
my interlocutors, for example, walked me through the
places that are particularly significant for an immigrant
working as a street vendor, as he had once been. From
this perspective, some locations appear obscure and inac-
cessible, while others, like train stations and plaza, are
important places for work and they appear open and invite
social interaction. Another one of my guides talked about
the difficulty of being a low-income, visible-minority
woman in a city that greatly values and judges appear-
ances. The walking tour that we did together became a
search for inexpensive stores that offer resources for
dressing beautifully and thus becoming “Milanese” in the

VEhi e
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eyes of other inhabitants. For the other, because these
commentaries and stories were made possible by walk-
ing, much of what my guides taught me emerged from
the surprises of sudden encounters and from the process
of looking for something—remembered, lost, known, or
suspected—in the midst of urban daily life. Rather than
establishing a body of facts, the itineraries were about
knowing and representing in a moment in time. As a par-
ticular form of commentary they were then similar to the
other things that spoke by circulating. Like them, their
insights did not generate comprehensive explanations or
new theories on the city, but wedged themselves between
awkward conjunctures of social realities. As such, they
were stark reflections on some of the rifts that accom-
pany Milanese daily life.

To put it differently, the walks seemed to be such apt
interventions because, as Boeri (2007) points out, Milan is
perhaps best understood by following the intricate, small
movements that compose the city. This is because much
of its social reality is notoriously fragmented, contradic-
tory and hard to narrate (see also Bolocan Goldstein and
Bonfantini 2007; Foot 2001); in short, it is a city for sub-
jectivities that are at the brink of things. Consider, for
example, the following two incidents from my fieldwork in
the city. I include them here because—with Boeri and the
other authors of an extraordinary collection on living
arrangements and forms of inhabiting Milan—I am seek-
ing ways to give room to “diffuse” and fleeting social
instances which do not add up to a neat anatomy of the city
but rather produce a “multitude of small shudders in the
urban body” (Boeri 2007).

I

It is noon at the local medical office in a street close to the
periphery. A busy crowd of women, men and children,
speaking many different languages, has been waiting in
line for much of the morning. The office just closed and
the people are now leaving: most have finally seen a rep-
resentative and in some cases had their queries answered
and their problems resolved. As the old doors of the offices
are locked and a new silence envelopes the halls of the
building, a dozen seniors linger on. Outside, it is cold
and raining and perhaps they want to delay an unpleas-
ant journey home. As I prepare to leave, I am struck by
their conversation, and by the particular atmosphere of
the place. Some of the seniors have started talking in
dialect and one of them begins to recall what it was like,
decades ago, when she had a family and prepared pasta
for her husband, who has now passed away. It was always
at noon, like now, that she would place the pot on the
stove. The other people respond in quiet voices. As this
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conversation grips me, I am surprised by how easily this
group of seniors could be described as a snapshot of the
old Milan, in contrast to the cosmopolitan population
inhabiting the city today. As quintessential Milanese,
the seniors seem to speak a common language and refer
to shared, familiar gestures.

Yet being in this moment and encountering this scene
also reminds me that it is exactly a longing for this famil-
iar past that fuels many heated debates on who should
be welcomed in Milan. For many inhabitants, non-Ital-
ian newcomers cannot contribute to the culture and long-
standing identity of the city. At noon in the halls of the
medical building, it is tempting to either romanticize the
seniors’ Milanese-ness and the loss of an era, or on the
contrary, discount this moment in which it emerges, as -
nsignificant. What are we then to make of this awkward
gap between the closing of one door and the opening of
another? Of this small, ordinary encounter, with its echo
and trajectory that can cause both strife and the possi-
bility of memory and history?

A couple of days after, as I walk in the same area of
the city under the rain, I pass by the immigrant street
seller who always peddles his wares in front of the super-
market. Over the past months, I have always seen him
alone. Today, he is huddled under an umbrella with an
older white Italian man and they are chatting. Their
quiet conversation, under the supermarket awning and
the wmbrella, looks as intimate and striking as the one I
witnessed at the medical building. This encounter, how-
ever, suggests different possibilities: an alliance which is
not dependent on essential identities but is a momen-
tary juncture between complex itineraries. To put it dif-
ferently: the question here is not what we have lost, but
what we seek to find in its place. (January 23, 2009)

II

A man with a violin gets on the subway. His violin is
repaired with tape; his backpack has holes cut into it to
allow the loudspeaker inside to sound through, the bow is
already in his hand, and the violin almost on his shoul-
der. On the other side of the wagon, but facing a different
direction, is a cop. He looks straight ahead, and does not
see the man with a violin just a few metres away. The
violinist does not look at the cop at all, but lowers his bow,
looks at his shoes, and slowly sits down in an empty seat
nearby. The power of authority—more specifically of the
new stricter bylaws introduced in the past couple of years
by the right wing municipality—becomes suddenly
apparent in these two looks that do not cross. The vio-
linist is the one who is forced to see—although pretend-
ing not to—even when and exactly because he is invisi-

Anthropologica 53 (2011)



ble, or better, one of those inhabitants desired to be invis-
ible by others. (March 12, 2009).

These three encounters—with the seniors, the street
seller, and the violinist—tell us about some of the current
issues, anxieties and inequalities of contemporary Milan.
The lingering group of seniors reminds us of the demo-
graphic crisis and how many elder people in Milan, espe-
cially women, find themselves alone and with scarce
resources. The medical building is located very close to
several blocs of social housing where many Italian sen-
iors and international immigrant families live. This co-
habitation has often generated complex antagonisms
rather than common ground. Guidicini summarizes one
of these divisions, by pointing out that the only thing that
these two groups of inhabitants have in common is a per-
vasive feeling of nostalgia. That too, writes Guidicini,
seems to separate rather than unite them, as it is a long-
ing for very different things, social relations and cultural
or historical contexts (2008:20).

The man with the violin reminds me that not every-
one can claim urban spaces equally. The situation is ren-
dered worse by recent anti-immigrant backlash and leg-
islation, and by a municipal government whose priorities
are public security and control. Indeed, just a few weeks
after riding the subway with the violinist, I witnessed two
rather spectacular raids by the police against a group of
street vendors who were selling their wares close to the
doors of the Sforza Castle, one of the main tourist desti-
nations in Milan. In this context, people at the margins
who have been described as the invisible inhabitants of
the city, become even more so (see, for example, Parenti
2007). The violinist also shows that sometimes pathways
cross exactly by not crossing, or that avoiding another
can also be a way of encountering them. Paone (2008) for
example, argues that in Italy, stowing away the other
through spaces of containment, such as camps, transitory
centres and detention sites, has become the privileged
way of welcoming, knowing, naming and encountering
new migrants, seen as an “humanity in excess” (Paone
2008:85). '

Caught in the movement of people, ideas, images
and experiences, the violinist, the seniors, and the street
seller are the results of powerful economic, social and
political systems. However, they are also something
more: they are, so to speak, travelling instants: parts of
currents of encounters, meanings and reinterpretations.
What do we make of their appearances, of their momen-
tary emergence? More than just adding to a coherent
ethnographic body of evidence, they, like the ghosts of
the gasometer, keep peering up from behind the corners
of social experience.
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Or, think of Subway #5: starting in late 2009, several
people have told me that the municipality is building it, and
everyone pointed out how peculiar it is that the city is
constructing a Subway #5, when only the lines 1,2 and 3

* exist. Where did the Subway #4 go? Did they forget about

it? Did it get lost underground? Is it because 4 is not a
good number? Or is it because the municipality wants the

‘city and its subway to sound grander and bigger than it

actually is? Of course there is an explanation—the planned
#4 will be built later because of a delay in the funding—
but this reason is not what is remembered. What circulates
in the city is the oddity of having #5 but not #4. Most
importantly, this wondering of where #4 might have been
lost becomes yet another story about a city where much
is bizarre, unjust and unjustified.

I am fascinated by these moments in which a difficult
social reality becomes apparent and starts posing ques-
tions, and even more by the way in which these interroga-
tions remain part of the dynamic immediacy of the streets,
the plazas and the courtyards they emerged from. What I
want to suggest here is that this could provide us with a
helpful model for different ethnographic representations.
The walking tours were inspiring for the kind of travelling
ethnography I am envisioning also because they led me to
appreciate the smallness and ordinariness of public spaces
and alerted me to the power of ephemerality, embodiment
and imagination within them. My guides showed me pub-
lic space by activating it: public space emerged as that
which allowed our very interaction. In this process, they
reminded me that public space exists because of its con-
stant creation by particularly positioned people—in the
words of Don Felice, one of my guides, public space is a
“shifting sand dune” always changing, yet inevitably
reassembling under the winds of social interaction.

Moreover, while I witnessed several rallies and demon-
strations during which plazas and streets work as crucial
loci for representation (Mitchell 1995), for political cam-
paigns and as potential stages for revolutions, I was greatly
seduced by the subtle power of affect and imagination as
my guides reinterpreted the most ordinary public spaces
to suggest different perspectives and possibilities. While
claiming and contesting public spaces can have important
effects because streets and plazas are replete with social
processes that extend beyond them, it is also accurate to
say that people engage with public spaces by virtue of
them also being a very immediate and common-sensical
part of their lives, and one connected with their feelings,
movements, sensual experiences and memories. It is
telling, in this respect, that several people in Milan when
I deseribed my research said, “ah, you want to know how
people live the city!” (field notes, 28 October 2004).
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My guides taught me that public spaces can some-
times work as a locus for political engagement, commen-
tary and change because, by virtue of their surprises,
their openness and their daily re-creation and enactment,
they provide us with moments in which we are called to
witness and to represent, to use fantasy and imagination
along with critical thinking, thus learning, as Spivak puts
it, some “lessons otherwise” (Gordon 1997:25). Walking
with my guides then led me to wonder: how can we har-
ness public space and its imaginations to make anthro-
pology matter more in ordinary life? How can we follow
circulating moments of insight to enliven and give form to
our own social critique? In other words, how can we invent
an ethnographic representation that can live in the space
of the city, in the time of everyday life, can activate affect,
and that can become a companion to people’s journeys
within urban spaces?

Booklets

Returning, however obliquely, to my initial story of anthro-
pology on and in transit, I found that a helpful model for
public space, and perhaps also for a possible kind of anthro-
pology, could be a series of booklets produced by an organ-
ization called Subway which circulate on buses and sub-
way stations. They are thin, as small as a hand, and each
contains a short fiction, or non-fiction story. The length of
their narration is measured in the numbers of bus (or sub-
way) stops needed to read them. Here are some of their
titles, translated from the Italian: “DDC: One Academic
Thriller for Five Stops,” “Underground Travellers: Nine
Poems, One per Bus Station,” “The Missed Witness: A
Comedy for 10 Stops.”

Here, I want to talk about the booklet not so much as
a particular project used by passengers in specific ways
(that would require a careful ethnography of the book-
lets’ use in Milan, which I must postpone to a later time),
but rather as an intriguing model for ethnographic com-
mentary. What I find so interesting in the booklets is their
capacity to speak while travelling and to become co-pas-
sengers by virtue of their very smallness and ephemer-
ality. Because they fit in a pocket they can be carried along
and be shared. Because they come in different lengths,
depending on the number of stations, they become part of
the journey. As a small, fleeting companion to people’s
movements in the city, it seems to me that they act like a
bridge, translating literature into momentary and inti-
mate encounters.

In other words, they work a bit like public space as
that which is small and ordinary, and close to people’s
everyday lives, while being at the same time, also vast
and extensive, shaping and shaped by wider structures,
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Photograph 3: Booklets produced by Subway-Letteratura to
promote emerging writers and to find wider audiences for lit-
erary works (for more information, please see www.subway-
letteratura.org). (Photographed by the author, 2010) .

systems and processes. As Pratt (1988) so beautifully nar-
rates, when we go for a walk, our directions, journeys and
encounters are shaped by what we can do and who we can
be on those streets. In turn, because history, power dif-
ferentials and complex identities become intelligible as
they are embodied in simple gestures, a look, a conver-

‘sation or a walk in our neighbourhood, those itineraries

and social interactions can at times realize temporary
spaces from where we can comment on and possibly
change the city around us.

In suggesting that we theorize an anthropology of
the booklet, what I want to emphasize here is that the
way in which complex social practices and structures of
power intersect at an “ordinary little place”—like the
bench by the bus stop and the small market plaza down
the road—might provide us with a useful, albeit fleeting
space of intervention. Keeping Edwards’ (1997) warning
in mind, that when anthropology gets trivialized and trav-
els as pop culture it can have very negative results, I ask:
is there a way to invent an anthropology of the booklet,
as a way to practice a kind of itinerant and circulating
ethnography that could speak through images, words,
objects or performances and stir discussions and emerg-
ing social commentary?

Another interesting feature of the booklets is that they
so intimately partake in the tide of things lost and things
found that seems to animate Milan and that we might find
relevant in other cities as well. To put it simply, the book-
lets are easy to find because they are also easy to lose—
that is, to disseminate. Far from being just a practical
detail, this could direct us to a useful theoretical approach
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and methodological strategy. Indeed, many of the circu-
lations I mentioned above use the familiar concept of leav-
ing something behind and then finding it again as a way
to connect people, circulate ideas and generate debate.
In the context of contemporary Milan, this simple and
playful strategy can be a powerful way to emphasize the
ruptures between what has been forgotten or intention-
ally cancelled and what has taken its place. Returning to
Eliza and the seniors, an attention to what has been lost
and what we seek to find can help us resist too easy a nos-
talgia in favour of a critical questioning of the forces and
subjects who are shaping the future.

Public space is a useful terrain of intervention here
also because it often works as that time and space “in
between.” In the specific cases of my guides, it was a gap
between the subtle movements of searching, losing and
finding that gave depth and vitality to collective memory
and brought forth lingering questions about self, others
and society. Public spaces are privileged sites where these
ruptures are articulated, commented and reinterpreted
because in many respects they are crossroads of paths
(personal, collective, research-wise) that always involve
the leaving of something and the looking for something
else or elsewhere. This is never an innocent or simple
practice. As public space itself is always contested and
relational—a nexus of journeys weaved from different life
stories, positionalities, interests and interpretations—the

feeling of loss of one is often claimed as the rightful appro-

priation of another.

Producing booklets rather than, or in addition to,
ethnographies might be a way for our research to par-
take of this losing in order to generate little interventions
which could be “found” in everyday life. These stories,
ideas, questions, performances, actions, connections and
traces could help us to pose questions at the intersections
between what is solid and certain and what is more fleet-
ing, and perhaps also more eerie, spectral and uncertain.
Experimenting with creating booklets could then help us
to invent ethnographic forms of actions and engagements
which, by being part of these urban tides, could allow us
to remain a small, fleeting part of the waves we aim to
investigate.

Lastly, booklets can come in different forms. Con-
sider, for example, the following two projects that are, so
to speak, a spatial versions of booklets. A few months after
Alfredo Jaar’s posters and postcards about culture and
society had interrogated the city, Milanese designer Giulio
Taccheti presented a project called the “Feet of Memory”
as part of his exhibition “Disobeying Objects” at the Tri-
ennale Design Museum (29 May to 28 June 2009). The
“Feet of Memory” is a stencil that, when painted over,
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leaves the imprint of a pair of shoes. It tells passersby
that “someone was walking here, paused and looked in
that direction.” According to Iacchetti (2009), the stencil
allows its user to direct other people’s gaze to particular
landmarks, urban sites, signs and commemorative plaques
by leaving a painted trace of a person’s journey and of a
reflective pause within it. While being an act of narrat-
ing and commemorating, its eentral characteristic is that
it leaves room for critique and interpretation, as it can be
used to remember different things and to emphasize dif-
ferent aspects and locations of the city, depending on what
is significant to its user. As Iacchetti described, following
the exhibition in Milan, the painted pairs of feet subtly
and peacefully invaded city streets, as people who had
received the stencil at the Triennale exhibition used it to
create footprints on sidewalks in front of different land-
marks and sites, thus composing circulating, small and
fleeting messages to others.

A little earlier, in April 2009, the Esterni Associa-
tion presented a weeklong project to activate public
spaces as sites of cultural production, sociability and
debate. The organizers and participants occupied ten
car-parking spaces, the “2m times 5” as they called it,
to realize ten provocative and interactive public design
projects in the streets of Milan, thus creating almost a
spatial version of booklets. People wandering in the
streets on 18 April found, instead of a parked car, a round
bench where they could sit with other passers-by and
swing; an eight-person bicycle to produce energy for
playing music in the street; a mini workshop where for
hemming pants and sewing new clothes; a mat to “park”
themselves and rest; a place to have a public pedicure;
and much more.

In talking about these projects, my aim here is to sug-
gest ideas and examples that might prove “good to think
with.” More precisely, I want to alert us to the many inter-
esting, witty, and inspiring practices already happening
around us. I believe that we can learn a lot from these
projects, ideas and circulations, but not by producing care-
ful definitions of them or an all-encompassing descrip-
tion. As Stewart has recently written, the point “is not to
judge the value of analytic objects or to somehow get their
representation ‘right’ but to wonder where they might go
and what potential modes of knowing, relating, and attend-
ing to things are already somehow present in them as a
potential or resonance” (2008:73).

In other words, I am interested in how they might
surprise and “grip us,” and shift our ways of looking, lis-
tening, walking and writing. The reason for paying atten-
tion to these practices is that they might help us explore
ways of participating in the tides of things lost and things
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Photographs 4 and 5: Some examples of the Esterni Association’s “2m times 5” project in Milan in 2009. (Photographed by the

author).

found that seem to animate Milan and perhaps other cities
as well. In suggesting this, my goal is to open a door rather
than provide a map for the journey. I leave it up to you, the
reader, to delineate the specific forms that these inter-
ventions could take. As such, this paper is like a book-
let—a small provocative question that could become, for
a number of stations, a companion to your own ethno-
graphic itineraries.

Cristina Moretti, Department of Sociology & Anthropology,
Simon Fraser University, 8888 University Drive, Burnaby,
British Colombia, V5A 186, Canada. E-mail: crimoretti@
gmail.com.
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Notes

1 International migrants are, for example, more likely than
Italians to work in undesirable, dangerous and lower-paid
occupations, while often suffering from widespread dis-
crimination (see Caritas/Migrantes 2008).

2 See Copyriot et al. (2005) for examples of alternative rede-
velopments. Osservatori Naga (2003) discusses how home-
less individuals and families take refuge in abandoned areas
(vacant factory buildings and industrial sites) and live there
in hiding.

3 Between November 2008 and February 2009, the Chilean
contemporary artist Alfredo Jaar used posters on several
common advertising surfaces (the sides of buses, the walls
of buildings, etc.) and free postcards to ask the city provoca-
tive questions about the meaning and role of culture. The
captions included: “What is culture?”; “Is culture politics?”;
“Ts culture necessary?”; “Looking for Pasolini in Milan”;
and “Looking for culture in Milan.” This public art project
was called “Questions, questions” and included public dis-
cussions led by Jaar (see, for example, Tamisari 2009).

References

Aalbers, Manuel B.
2007 Geographies of Housing Finance: The Mortgage
Market in Milan, Italy. Growth and Change 38(2):174-
199.
Benassi, David
2005 La Poverts in Un Contesto Ricco: I Milanesi Poveri.
In La Poverta Come Condizione e Come Percezione:
Una Survey a Milano. David Benassi, ed. Pp. 15-36.
Milan: FrancoAngeli.

Anthropologica 53 (2011)



Bolocan Goldstein, Matteo, and Bertrando Bonfantini, eds.
2007 Milano Incompiuta. Interpretazioni Urbanistiche del
Mutamento. Milan: FrancoAngeli.
Boeri, Stefano
2007 Caleidoscopio Milano. In Milano: Cronache del-
I'Abitare. Multiplicity Lab, ed. Milan: Mondadori.
Caldeira, Teresa Pires do Rio
2000 City of Walls: Crime, Segregation, and Citizenship
in Sao Paulo. Berkeley University of California
Press.
Caritas/Migrantes
2008 Dossier Statistico Immigrazione. Rome: Caritas.
Copyriot, ActionMilano, Officina di Architettura
2005 Building Zenobia. Abstract. Electronic document,
http://www.officina-architettura.it/Zenobia/abstract
.htm, accessed March 2005.
De Certeau, Michel
1984 The Practice of Everyday Life. Berkeley University
of California Press.
Dines, Nicholas
2002 Urban Renewal, Immigration, and Contested Claims
to Public Space: The Case of Piazza Garibaldi in
Naples. Geojournal 58:177-188.
Edwards, Elizabeth
1997 Beyond the Boundary: A Consideration of the
Expressive in Photography and Anthropology. In
Rethinking Visual Anthropology. Marcus Banks and
Howard Morphy, eds. Pp. 53-80. New Haven: Yale

University Press.
Foot, John N
2001 Milan since the Miracle: City, Culture, and Identity.
Oxford: Berg.

Gordon, Avery
1997  Ghostly Matters: Haunting and the Sociological
Imagination. Minneapolis; University of Minnesota
Press.
Guano, Emanuela
2003 A Stroll through La Boca: The Politics and Poetics
of Spatial Experience in a Buenos Aires Neighbor-
hood. Space and Culture 6(4):356-376.
Guidicini, Paolo
2008 Migrantes. In Ovvero: La Cittd che ci Dobbiamo
Aspettare. Milano: FrancoAngeli.
Iacchetti, Giulio

2009 Between Design and Commitment. Giulio Iacchetti’s.

“Disobedient Routes.” Paper presented at the Italian
Cultural Institute. Vancouver, BC, 23 October.
Maritano, Laura

2004 Immigration, Nationalism and Exclusionary Under-
standings of Place in Turin. I'n Italian Citiscapes:
Culture and Urban Change in Contemporary Italy.
Robert Lumley and John Foot, eds. Pp. 61-74. Exeter:
University of Exeter Press.

Anthropologica 53 (2011)

Mitchell, Don
1995 The End of Public Space? People’s Park, Definitions
of the Public, and Democracy. Annals of the Associ-
ation of American Geographers 85(1):108-133.
Nicolini, Kim
1998 The Streets of San Francisco: A Personal Geogra-
phy. In Bad Subjects: Political Education for Every-
day Life. 20 Bad Subjects Production Team, ed. New
York: New York University Press..
Osservatori Naga
2003 La Citt4 Invisibile. Rapporto Sulla Popolazione Delle
Baraccopoli e Delle Aree Dismesse Milanesi. Milan:
Gruppo di Medicina di Strada del Naga.
Paone, Sonia
2008 Citta in Frantumi. Sicurezza, Emergenza, e Pro-
duzione dello Spazio. Milano: FrancoAngeli.
Parenti, Fabio
2007 La Citta Invisibile. In Milano: Cronache dell’Abitare.
Multiplicity Lab, ed. Pp. 284-285. Milan: Mondadori.

. Parsi, Vittorio E., and Enrico M. Taechi

2003 Quarto Oggiaro, Bovisa, Dergano. Prospettive di
Riqualificazione della Periferia di Milano. Milano:
FrancoAngeli. 4

Petrillo, Gianfranco

2004 The Two Waves: Milan as a City of Immigration,
1955-1995. In Italian Citiscapes: Culture and Urban
Change in Contemporary Italy. Lumley, Robert and
John Foot, eds. Pp. 31- 45. Exeter: University of
Exeter Press.

Pratt, Minnie Bruce

1988  Identity: Skin, Blood, Heart. In Yours in Struggle:
Three Feminist Perspectives on Anti-Semitism and
Racism. Elly Bulkin, Minnie Bruce Pratt and Bar-
bara Smith, eds. Pp. 11-63. Ithaca, NY: Firebrand.

Stewart, Kathleen

2005 Cultural Poesis. The Generativity of Emergent
Things. In The Sage Handbook of Qualitative
Research. Norman Denzin and Yvonna Lincoln, eds.
Pp 1027-1042. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

2008 Weak Theory in an Unfinished World. Journal of
Folklore Research 45(1):71-82.

Tamisari, Alfredo

2009 Cultura, Dove Sei Finita? Le Quindici Domande alla
Citta di Alfredo Jaar. In Libera Universit4 dell’Au-
tobiografia. Electronic document, http:/www.lua.it,
accessed 26 March 2010.

The Wandering Ethnographer / 255



Stories and Plays: Ethnography, Performance

and Ethical Engagements

Dara Culhane Simon Fraser University

Abstract: This article offers an account of an intentionally
utopian ethnographic project, carried out in Vancouver’s Down-
town Eastside. The “Stories and Plays Project” explored con-
ditions of possibility for experiencing ethical engagements
between researchers and research subjects in a context of deeply
commodified research relationships dominated by biomedical
‘and pharmaceutical research, and advanced marginalization.
Articulating ethnography and performance methodologies
within a framework shaped by improvisation as concept and
practice, and committed to ethical-political relations of field-
work processes over representational products, the project
included an alternative, three-stage consent process. This arti-
cle draws on current debates about theorizing fieldwork,
engages in interdisciplinary debate, and seeks to provoke reflec-
tions on a “new,” emerging experimental ethnography.

Keywords: experimental ethnography, performance studies,
ethies, community-based research, Downtown Eastside
Vancouver

Résumé : Cet article présente le récit d’un projet ethnogra-
phique intentionnellement utopique mené dans le quartier
Downtown Eastside de Vancouver. Le « Stories and Plays Pro-
ject » explorait les conditions de la possibilité d’expérimenter des
engagements éthiques entre chercheurs et sujets de recherche
dans le contexte de relations de recherche profondément cho-
sifiées, dominées par la recherche biomédicale et pharmaceu-
tique et une marginalisation avancée. Articulant des méthodo-
logies ethnographiques et de performance dans un cadre faconné
par I'improvisation comme concept et pratique, et répondant 3
un engagement envers des relations éthiques-politiques don-
nant préséance aux processus du travail de terrain par rapport
aux produits de représentation, le projet comprenait un pro-
cessus alternatif en trois étapes. Cet article puise dans les débats
courants visant a théoriser le travail de terrain, touche aux
débats interdisciplinaires et cherche & provoquer des réflexions
sur une « nouvelle » ethnographie expérimentale en émergence.

Mots-clés : ethnographie expérimentale, études sur la perfor-
mance, éthique, recherche fondée dans la communauté, Down-
town Eastside Vancouver :
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Prologue: A Moment of Ethical
Engagement

T approached me as I headed out the door after the last
meeting of the “Stories and Plays Project”:

T: Is this IT?

Dara Culhane: Yep! This is IT. '

T: Well, now I want to ask you for something.

DC: OK... 4

T: I waited until the project was over. Now, I've done
something for you, I want to ask you to do something
Sfor me. You can say no if you want to. No strings
attached for you or for me.

DC: 0O.K?

T: You know I'm going to court next week...

DC: Yeah...?

T: Would you write a letter for me for the sentenc-
ing? i

DC: Oh, sure! I've written tons of those letters. No
problem.

T: I'm not asking you to bullshit. I want you to write
exactly what you really think of me. What I did in
this project.

DC: Of course...I didn’t mean...

T: I don't want any bullshit.

DC: Right. OK. I'll drop the letter off here tomorrow
around lunchtime.

T: I'll be here.

T held the door open for me, and I walked through.

I went home and sat down to write the letter. It took
me many drafts over several hours to find a writing voice
that didn’t sound like that of a bullshitter. The next day
I'met T in the lunchroom and handed him the promised
letter in an unsealed, university letterhead envelope. T
took the envelope from me. “Thanks,” he said, looking
me straight in the eye. T raised the envelope to his lips,
licked and sealed it. “I'll give it to my lawyey,” he said.
I was surprised—and disappointed—when he didn’t
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read the letter. “I wrote exactly what I think of you,” I
satid, “no bullshit.” T ran his thumb over the flap to
emphasize the seal, and put the envelope in his pocket.
“I don't need to read it,” he said, “I trust you.” “Thanks...
Well...Good luck in court.”

“Whatever...nothing they can do that I can’t handle.
I’'m my own man.”

I suggest that the experience of performance, the pleas-

ure of a utopian performative, even if it doesn’t change

the world, certainly changes the people who feel it.
—Dolan 2005:19

he “Stories and Plays Project” (hereafter SPP) was

co-created by nine members of an inner city, street-
front clinic and drop-in centre in Downtown Eastside Van-
couver, British Columbia, called the HIV Positive Outlook
Program (POP),! run by Vancouver Native Health Soci-
ety (VNHS); six university students2; and me, Dara Cul-
hane, an Associate Professor of Anthropology at Simon
Fraser University (SFU).3

SPP consisted in 14 four-hour workshops organized
around creative practices of sharing food and conversa-
tion, storytelling, performance and photography that
took place over 10 weeks, April-June 2007. The project
culminated in an event that included an exhibit, seven
live performance pieces and quantities of food and non-
alcoholic refreshment. The objective of SPP was to
experiment with processes for creating conditions of pos-
sibility wherein university-based researchers and sub-
altern research participants might experience “ethical
engagement.” ~

Photograph 1: The Stories and Plays Project Team (2007,
Anonymous, used with permission).
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This article describes the context in which the project
emerged, reviews how SPP unfolded in practice, and ends
with a pause to reflect on surprises I encountered in con-
ducting it and with lingering questions about its poten-
tial effects. Theatre artist-scholar Baz Kershaw’s (2009)
call for “boundless specificity” serves as academic story-
telling method. Kershaw writes, “every example is incor-
rigibly particular...Boundless specificity produces pre-
cise methodological opportunities generally and a plethora
of insights, understandings, knowings relevant to a wide
range of disciplines specifically” (2009:5).

I turn to the SPP project three years after it was
enacted and from a first-person perspective. In doing so,
I am less influenced by popular genres of reflection
focused on individual introspection than by emerging
work on reflexivity that, following Holmes, I consider “to
be more than reflection and to include bodies, practices
and emotions”(2010:14). Reflexivity is epistemologically
consistent with Fabian’s argument that ethnographic
knowledge is “essentially, not incidentally, performa-
tive” (Fabian 1990:5; see also Castaneda 2006b). This is
a theoretical premise that guides my work. Critical
reflexivity demands we challenge, more than claim, ethno-
graphic authority, and calls upon us to critique “values
and ideas that have been incorporated into the self” (Had-
dad 2003:66). While reflexivity necessarily includes indi-
vidual reflection, I follow May’s direction that the goal
of critical reflexivity should be to develop insights into
the “social conditions of...knowledge production and its
relation to knowledge reception and context and thus its
capacity for action” (May 2004:183). In my choice of writ-
ing voice, I am particularly inspired by Wright’s argu-
ment that “an autobiographical approach is employed
precisely to be specific and in the attempt to avoid the
pitfalls of overgeneralization and the authority of authen-
ticity” (2003:805).

How the Story Begins

From 2005-08, I was a co-investigator on a multi-project
grant entitled “Health Care for Homeless People”
(HCHP).4 One of the objectives of HCHP was to explore’
alternative processes for securing informed consent to
participate in research from people whom health
researchers call “vulnerable populations.” Towards this
goal I submitted a proposal to my colleagues in HCHP
that posed the following research questions:

(1) How might we construct conditions of possibility
wherein ethical engagements between university-
based researchers and subaltern research subjects
could emerge in the specific context of Downtown
Eastside Vancouver, Canada, in 20077
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(2) How might we design procedures for acquiring
informed consent from human subjects to partici-
pate in research that are consistent with both SFU’s
Ethies Review Board’s (ERB) criteria (that in turn

are regulated by the Government of Canada Tri-Coun-

cil Policy Statement [GC-TCPS] on Ethical Conduct
for Research Involving Humans [ECRIH]), and with
an overarching anthropological-ethnographic prinei-
ple: “Consent is a process that emerges within rela-
tionships. It is not an event sealed by a contract.”
(8) Could an articulation between ethnography and cre-
ative practices constitute a methodology through
" which goals (1) and (2) could be realized?
I titled my proposal: “Performing Consent: An Experi-
ment in Experimental Performative Ethnography” (Cul-
hane 2006). The HCHP team accepted the proposal I
began consultations and negotiations with VNHS to
launch the project.

My research design responded to a strong critique of

“data-mining” (researchers using research subjects prin-
cipally as means to researchers’ ends) that has become a
central dynamic in everyday encounters between
researchers and researched in Downtown Eastside Van-
couver, and in protests voiced by some eommunity rep-
resentatives against university-led interventions in their
neighbourhood. Many Downtown Eastsiders are astute
political analysts who clearly articulate their under-
standings of themselves as “raw material for the extrac-
tion of surplus value” in the research and poverty indus-
tries.5 Indigenous community representatives, in
particular, often point out the historical continuities in
their objectivized positioning as sources of intellectual
and biovalue, and their exclusion from benefits or profits
so derived. I take these critiques seriously.

Space
Downtown Eastside Vancouver has emerged in local,
national and global imaginaries as a quintessential zone
of what Agamben (1998) calls “bare life.” It is one of those
spaces in which global pharmaceutical corporations have
organized a “guinea pig economy” based on research with
human subjects (Abadie 2010; see also Petryna 2009).
Here, a subaltern class of “surplus population” repre-
sented by conflations of social problems and biomedical
disease labels and perceived as being entitled to, at best,
basic subsistence, is subject to overt and covert regimes
of spatial containment and medical-pharmaceutical gov-
ernance and control.6

But who actually lives here? Precise population figures
for an inner-city neighbourhood where real estate spec-
ulation, rampant gentrification and increasing “house-
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lessness” compete for space are, of course, elusive. Down-
town Eastside Vancouver is a “low income” neighbourhood
but not a homogenous one. Census Canada imagines there
are about 16,000 residents in Downtown Eastside Van-
couver. Between 25%-40% are indigenous persons (de-
pending on how the count is conducted, by whom and for
what purpose) from all over Canada—and from elsewhere
in North, Central and South America who have been dis-
located over the course of years, decades or centuries.
The neighbourhood is the historic site of Chinatown and
still home to many East Asian Canadians. Another sig-
nificant category of residents are described as “multi-cul-
tural”: people with diverse relationships to East Asian,
South Asian, Latin American, Middle Eastern and African
heritages. The “other” residents are Caucasian Canadians
(of various sorts). Young people of all races—but dispro-
portionately Indigenous—raised in government foster
homes and now “released from care” live here. So do
teenage runaways, refugees and asylum seekers from
around the world, former patients of institutions for the
mentally ill now “deinstitutionalized,” unskilled and semi-
skilled workers whose labour has been rendered redun-
dant, disabled and chronically ill people. Many suffer with
diseases like TB, HIV/AIDS, Hepatitis C, syphilis, dia-
betes and mental illness. Their homes are in dilapidated
rooming houses, or public housing projects, or outside on
streets, in parks, alleys and doorways. Buying, using and
selling concoctions of prescription and street drugs struc-
ture the everyday lives of some residents, and many
women in particular support families and habits through
street-level prostitution, now called “survival sex work.”
Epidemiological estimates claim that about 25% of the
Downtown Eastside population is made up of heroin and
crack cocaine “addiets.”

There are also elderly people who have been here
most of their lives and choose to stay, or whose limited

.pensions determine that this is the only neighbourhood

they can afford to live in: “Ordinary working and middle
class people”—like me—also live here in homes we or our

_parents or grandparents bought before home ownership

became an option restricted exclusively to the wealthy, or
in the diminishing stock of affordable rental homes, or in
family social housing projects. There are activists and
artists too, for whom the neighbourhood has long been a
place where individuality and eccentricity can flourish.
Finally, recently vying for space are “the yuppies,” drawn
by real estate speculators’ new loft and condo develop-
ments. Of course, in “real life” most residents simultane-
ously inhabit more than one of the bureaucratic categories
superimposed by governments and social scientists.
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Relationships

I have found that conventional class or political economy
analyses, and frameworks based in new social movements
or identity politics, fail to resonate with, or offer theoret-
ical insights into, the immersed ethnographic research I
do in this “contaminated” (Stewart 1991) and “unfinished
world” (Stewart 2008). The analytic category of “subal-
tern” is more meaningful and potentially productive here.
For present purposes I invoke Spivak’s minimalist defi-
nition: “By subalternity I mean those removed from lines
of social mobility” (2004:531).7

As well, I make sense of the differences between the
professional “us-researcher-not subaltern” and “them-
researched-subaltern” by reference to three interrelated
dynamies. First is the emerging class relation between
us and them. I include in the category “us” all whose
incomes and professional positions are derived in diverse
ways from our work with subaltern persons. Of course,
the differences among the minimum wage front-line
worker, the street nurse, the police officer, the legal aid
lawyer, the graduate student, the professor, the doctor,
the transnational HIV/AIDS consultant researcher and
the pharmaceutical representative are as many and impor-
tant as they are among “subalterns.” In casting these
relations in such stark terms I take an analytic position,
not. a moral one: regardless of our origins or theirs, or our
present locations in race, gender, sexuality, age, and
dis/able-bodied structures of relations, we are curréntly
accessing the lines of social mobility from which they are
removed. More to the point, our inclusion in the legiti-
mate economy arises from and depends on their exclu-
sion from the same. I wish, in this article, to isolate and
hold up for scrutiny complicity in what community
activists label “poverty pimping.”

The second and concomitant dynamic is the shape
research gives to our interactions, what Castafieda iden-
tifies as a crucial difference between ethnography as a
disciplined methodology and the conversation, storytelling
and general social interaction everyone engages in
through everyday life. He writes,

The fieldworker, like the lay “person on-the-street”...has

. a thought in the back of the head...[that]...is the
research design of the ethnography and the research
problem that the fieldworker is investigating. .. Research
problems may on occasion manifest similarities to the
agendas in the back of the head of subjects of research,
but ultimately...are quite distinct. (2006b:82)

Third and concomitant is an autoethnographic aspect.
My connections with Downtown Eastside Vancouver are
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complex, longstanding and entangled, beginning long
before my current role as an ethnographer. They include
that I have resided on the gentrifying frontier of the neigh-
bourhood for most of four decades. However, the six city

‘blocks that separate my modest condominium from Down-

town Eastside’s infamous central intersection of Main and
Hastings Streets encompass a distance that cannot be

“traversed in the five minutes it takes me to walk to my

“field site,” or erased through more collaborative research
strategies.

Time

Like so many inner cities around the world Downtown
Eastside Vancouver is changing as it undergoes rapid gen-
trification (Ley 2003). What makes Downtown Eastside
Vancouver unique, however, is that this waterfront neigh-
bourhood has also become an internationally renowned
centre for medical and pharmaceutical research on
HIV/AIDS and addiction. This designation dates back to
1997 when, prompted by epidemiologists’ reports that
local intravenous drug users were experiencing the high-
est rates of HIV infection in the “developed” world, the
City of Vancouver declared the neighbourhood a Public
Health Emergency Zone. Radical advocates in the Down-
town Eastside rallied around harm reduction programs
and achieved unexpected victories: needle exchange pro-
grams flourished, North America’s first state-sponsored
safe injection site opened; a clinical trial distributed heroin;
methadone was dispensed in pharmacies; sex workers
organized; and, a research industry expanded dramati-
cally.

Since 1997, research funding has steadily increased
while public funding of social and health services has
decreased, creating obvious dilemmas and tensions
between researchers and community advocates, activists
and residents. Health and human service providers and
advocates must look to researchers for data to support
their applications for funds to continue their work or to
redefine service provision as “research.” Over the past
decade a veritable tsunami of data has issued from Down-
town Eastside Vancouver. Medical researchers and epi-
demiologists funded by governments, foundations and
pharmaceutical corporations have been its primary pro-
ducers. However, scholars—including anthropologists like
myself—as well as journalists, writers, community devel-
opment practitioners, artists and theatre and film makers
have also been employed in creating and communicating
representations of Downtown Eastside Vancouver.8

In recent years public support has been pegged below
subsistence levels. For subaltern persons, survival
demands generating additional income. This creates a
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pool of people available to work in the lowest echelons of

the illicit drug, sex and petty crime economy, and to serve

as research subjects in licit clinical trials of experimental
drugs, community arts projects, and, yes, experimental
performative ethnographies. For subaltern persons,
access to public support and private philanthropy increas-
ingly demands performing what I am calling a “bare life
entitlement narrative,” an available cause-and-effect nar-
rative consisting in a life story featuring traumatic indi-
vidualized experiences as causal of some recognized bio-
medical or social problem label.? For university-based
researchers, access to publie support and private philan-
thropy demands documenting, representing and repro-
ducing bare life narratives supplemented by policy rec-
ommendations. These narratives are, in every important
way, true; the pain they disclose is real. That their telling
may be co-opted into commodified entitlement narratives
when exchanged for food, housing, health care, attention,
affection, compassion and belonging; or grants, publica-
tions, tenure and promotion is the result of political deci-

sions not made by the tellers, or by researchers or by

artists. People tell stories, but not in conditions of their
own making.

Clearing a Space for an Experiment

As I explained earlier, SPP received funding to explore
new, alternative processes for acquiring informed con-
sent. Most readers of this journal are likely all too famil-
iar with university ethics review requirements, and I will
not rehearse the many debates here.!® These prescribed
processes for obtaining informed consent are based on
political-theoretical assumptions drawn from law and med-
icine. Foundational are:

(1) that the data sought already exist and await mining;

(2) that what a research subject will say in an interview
or do while being observed is determined by a set of
discoverable patterns or rules;

(3) that the consequences of divulging this data to as yet
unknown audiences can be sufficiently well known in
advance for her consent to be “inform

(4) that research relationships are contained within a for-
mally defined interview or other clearly bounded
times and places, and that moments in relationships
that constitute “research” and “not research” are
clearly delineated.

These premises are antithetical to the premises of
performative ethnography and performance as research
(see, for example, Kershaw 2009:6). The three-stage
process for negotiating and renegotiating informed con-
sent that I designed for SPP reflected different princi-
ples:
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(1) aperformative principle that meaning emerges in the
performance of storytelling and reception by diverse
audiences, and that to be as sincere as possible, con-
sent should follow performance; and

(2) a temporal principle that the consent form and
moment of its signing are enmeshed in layers of con-
text that extend at least throughout the life of the
research project and often beyond.

- Therefore, an ethical engagement demands constant rene-

gotiation over time.

In developing SPP I was significantly influenced by
Castaneda’s formulation of experimental ethnography.
Castaiieda argues that the primary value of anthropo-
logical interventions is located in processes of fieldwork
and relevance to those who participate in them, and that
ethnographic methodology is a political process of knowl-
edge recirculation and production requiring theorization
(2004; 2005a; 2005b; 2006a; 2006b; 2009). For Castafieda,
experimental refers to the etymological root of the word,
meaning “to put into peril,” to try out practices without
any certainty of outcomes. Castafieda begins with a strong
argument against the subordination of fieldwork processes
to products in mainstream anthropology: the book, the
film, the play, “measureable outcomes,” policy recom-
mendations, et cetera. Castafieda proposes, rather, that
the primary site of value should shift-to the processes of
ethnographic fieldwork.!! Taking his point, I sought to
create a research design for SPP that might at least work
along the horizon, or in border zones, where the still dis-
tinct interests of researchers and researched might be
brought into conversation.

The specific research questions I formulated became
a series of “what ifs?”. First, I asked what if the research
design included the possibility that no conventional out-
comes or products might result from the SPP project?
Could this strategy constitute a concrete response to the
criticism voiced by research subjects that exploitation
forms the core of relationships between researchers and
researched in Downtown Eastside Vancouver? I proposed
that researchers put at risk the possibility of acquiring
commodities like articles, books or policy recommenda-
tions. I also allowed for four possible outcomes from the
project overall: :

Process-related:

(1) We would eonduct the 14 workshops plus a final pub-
lic performance or exhibit or installation. Participants
would be responsible for selecting the audience(s) to
whom any performance or exhibition work would be
addressed. That audience could—if the participants so
chose—be limited to the project team only.
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(2) Only 14 workshops would take place. There could be
no final “event,” simply a 14th workshop.

Products:

(3) After the conclusion of the project, publications could
follow on either: (a) the experimental process for
obtaining informed consent alone; or, (b) selected or
all aspects of the project as determined by partici-
pants.

Or,

(4) Workshops and public performances and exhibits
would take place (as per (1) and (2) above), but no
publications (oral, written, performed or filmed) based
on the project would result at all. SPP might exist
only in the moments of its enactment, in the memories
of the team and in informal conversations.
Honouring these promises could have required that I

not produce any publications should the participants exer-

cise option (4) above. This could have “put into peril” my
access to further research funding opportunities, and neg-
atively impacted my career progress. My privileged and
secure—at least at the moment of this writing—position
as a 60-year-old tenured faculty member who earns suf-
ficient money to care for my family and myself consti-
tutes the first “condition of possibility” that enabled me
to take the risks necessary to carry out SPP with integrity.

I designed a three-stage process for negotiating
informed consent with the SPP participants consistent
with these possible outcomes. The SFU Ethics Review
Board agreed to this process with the proviso that any
changes to the forms initially approved would have to be
vetted through their office as formal amendments. I will
describe this three-stage process as my story arrives at
the moments when “informed consent forms” were—lit-
erally—put on the table in SPP.

The second research question that emerged was: what
if participants were not asked to necessarily perform
“bare life entitlement narratives™? This question reflected
a critique of representation familiar to anthropologists
and artists, but also addressed a particular, local political
campaign related to the “Missing and Murdered Women
of Downtown Eastside Vancouver.” Briefly, at least since
the mid-1990s alarming numbers of women began “dis-
appearing” from Downtown Eastside Vancouver. Rela-
tives and friends charged that the Vancouver Police
Department (VPD) and Royal Canadian Mounted Police
(RCMP) failed to act on missing persons reports they
filed, dismissing the women as transient drug addicts and
prostitutes unworthy of expenditures of public funds and
police resources. A protest movement mobilized around
this issue that resulted in the 2002 arrest and subsequent
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conviction of William Pickton for the murder of six women,
although the DNA of 33 reported missing women was
found on Pickton’s suburban pig farm in Coquitlam, B.C.12
A central slogan adopted by activists has been: “We are
mothers, sisters, daughters, aunties, and grandmothers.
Not just prostitutes and drug addicts. Not welfare cheats”
(Culhane 2003b:593).

A third question built on my professional interests in
performance and ethnography. What if we experimented
with an improvisational “devised theatre” methodology,
rather than beginning the project with pre-determined
topics?13 What if they told stories that were not only about
being HIV-postive, Intravenous Drug Users (IVDUs),
Homeless Urban Aboriginals, Mental Health Consumers
or Sex Workers? What if they told the stories I regularly
hear in my everyday life, and in my work as an immersed
ethnographer: complex, contradictory tales that are alter-
nately or simultaneously moving, humorous, shocking,
insightful, mean-spirited, compassionate and all things in
between? I planned processes for devising performance

~ pieces through improvisations that would emerge from

any and all activities undertaken in the workshops in gen-
eral, including casual conversations and sharing food, and
from storytelling exercises and theatre games specifically.

Finally, I wanted to experiment with improvisation
and performance as both a theoretical and methodologi-
cal strategy that might create conditions of possibility for
university-based researchers and subaltern research sub-
jects to experience “ethical engagements.” What if we
tried to put into practice the notion that the entire SPP
project and all its activities were “improvised, devised
performances”? I hoped we might experience relation-
ships with each other in the context of SPP as ends in
themselves at least as much as, and perhaps as more than,
means to researchers’ ends.

Making It Real

Vancouver Native Health Society (VNHS) operates a med-
ical clinic with on-site physician care, a pharmacy,
methadone maintenance and maximally assisted therapy
programs. The VNHS Positive Outlook Program (POP)
offers HIV/AIDS and Hepatitis C Virus prevention edu-
cation, crisis intervention and a food bank, and houses a
daily drop-in centre that serves hot meals. I asked VNHS
for time and space to hold the project, and we negotiated
issues around recruitment of participants, safety and
building security. I was eventually granted their endorse-
ment for SPP. I then recruited six SFU students (four
graduate-level and two undergraduates; five from anthro-
pology and one from theatre) as research assistants, offer-
ing them ten hours of paid employment at the same rate
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($15.00/hour) as the participants. In initial meetings with
these students and the individuals whom VNHS/POP
administrators encouraged to join as research partici-
pants, I described the project as “14 creative workshops
including a meal, storytelling, theatre games, art work,
writing, and that may conclude in a performance or exhibit
or some combination, but may not.” I struggled to artic-
ulate answers to questions about the project that neces-
sarily hovered “at the edge of semantic availability”
(Williams 1977:132) because we had not yet created it.
Like me, members of the group had a hard time
explaining to their peers the purpose of the project they
were involving themselves in. Questions they faced (or
asked themselves) about tangible outcomes and products
illuminated the extent to which an open-ended, improvi-
“sation-based research design that intentionally created
maximum possibilities for participants to shape the proj-
ect in process flew in the face of community norms. Prom-
ising “policy relevant” research, or research for “program
development” or research that is “therapeutically effec-
tive” is a dominant rhetorical practice that has resource-
generating and employment implications. Reflecting on

his first impression of the SPP proposal, one participant.

summed it up by saying, “I didn’t get what the idea was,
really. But I thought, hey, $60.00 and a meal? Why not? I
didn’t have anything else to do on Tuesday nights, so what
the hell? I'll give it a shot.” Another reminded me,

I never believed you when you said there wasn’t really
a plan. Remember? At the first meeting, I said “what’s
the plan behind the no plan?” I figured there had to be
one...and I’d hang around and figure out what it was.

Another woman said she had enjoyed participating in a
previous performance project I had coordinated. She did
not really give much thought to the goals of SPP she said,
but was game to “come along for the ride.”

Finally, we were ready for workshop. I had in mind
Fabian’s description of how an ethnographer’s role
changes when performativity constitutes the theoretical
premise of a project: “The ethnographer’s role...is no
longer that of a questioner; he or she is but a provider of
occasions, a catalyst in the weakest sense, and a producer
(in analogy to a theatrical producer) in the strongest”
(1990:7). I set out to provide 14 occasions. Through the
SPP workshops, I wanted to create an environment rad-
ically different from the everyday lives of the participants:
a space and time in which they would be respected, féted
and treated as complex human beings with untapped cre-
ative capacities and imaginations. I wanted an ambiance
of festivity, a celebratory and an energetic mood where
they could intentionally make themselves up, perform
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themselves as they might have been, or are or might some-
day become. I designed SPP as if I were staging an impro-
vised performance in an imaginary world that existed
only for four hours a week for 14 weeks in the VNHS/POP
lounge during the spring of 2007.

After issuing an invitation that I hoped would convey
a sense of fun, respect and possibility, our first workshop
began with a (relatively) plain language version of the
required SFU form for informed consent by human sub-
jects to participate in research. This form—Stage 1 of the
three-stage process—asked participants to consent to a-
process, not a product: to engage in the first six work-
shops, during which we would develop the program for
the final event, and decide if we would have one at all. We
broke into small groups to discuss sections of the form,
each group then explained the content of their section,
relayed any questions or debates their group had raised,
and detailed any revisions they might wish to propose.
There were lively and detailed discussions during this
process about the implications of what individual owner-
ship of stories, casual conversational exchanges and pho-
tographic or video images could entail in practice.

“You have to sign to get the money,” one woman
explained to the team. Another summed up my lengthy
explanation of the dense forms in four words: “review,
revisit, revise, maybe.” No revisions were requested.
Everyone signed the forms.

The first hour of each workshop was taken up with
preparing the meal we would share, making individual-
ized cards for honoraria payments and socializing. Prepar-
ing food, eating and cleaning up were, as planned, times
during which social relationships, conversations and proj-
ect planning usually flourished, but unevenly. Menus were
planned collectively, taking account of specific nutritional
needs, but more importantly appealing to various tastes
(Alexeyeff 2004; Mintz and Du Bois 2002). Refusing “bare
life,” we sought to nourish souls as much as bodies, so
each dinner was a feast. We had appetizers, entrees and
desserts. We covered our tables with tablecloths, arranged
centerpieces of flowers and laid out real dishes, glasses,
and cutlery. Excess reigned. -

While some students and participants worked on meal
preparation, others made honorarium cards. The first
principle that guided the SPP experiment in paying hon-
oraria was reciprocity: an exchange of money in return
for labour and knowledge, and recognition that everyone
involved in the project was being paid in various ways for
their work. Individualized, decorated cards including per-
sonalized inscriptions and containing cash honoraria were
distributed at the end of each four-hour workshop. We
sought means of performing payment that would express
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the complex cultural, political and affective meanings that
money holds for all of us (Mauer 2006; Simmel 2004). This
process was unevenly participated in and diversely ana-
lyzed by different participants. One woman said of the
cards, “I love them. I got them all sitting on my TV.”
Another surmised, “it’s all about presentation, not about
money-a gift, someone’s taken the time to make a card
and say ‘thank you for your generous time.” Another con-
cluded, “Usually it’s, like, ‘do the thing, here’s your money,
now piss off’...In this project it was like, ‘do the thing,
here’s your money, and a card, now piss off.”

The third and fourth hours of each workshop were
spent in processes of developing a final performance and

event (maybe). We played theatre games drawn largely -

from Boal’s Games for Actors and Non-Actors (1992) and
Johnstone’s Improv for Storytellers (1999). We engaged
in storytelling circles using a wide range of prompts that
excluded specific requests for stories about drug use, vio-
lence, child abuse, HIV or sex work. However, if anyone
wanted to tell stories about those topics—and some did—
we did not discourage them. The prompts I offered fol-
lowed subjects like: tell a story about your name, your
favorite food, a tattoo, your hometown. We took photo-
graphs and shared them at subsequent workshops. We
painted. We recorded interviews, transcribed them and
reviewed transcripts together. We experimented with writ-
ing scripts and monologues. Students paired up with, or
formed small groups with, participants.

Improvisation was the organizing and animating prin-
ciple.4 In beginners’ theatrical improvisation, the central
dynamics of relationship and communication between
actors is embodied in “offers” made by one, to which the
appropriate response of another is “yes, and.” “Yes, and”
keeps communication flowing, whereas responses that
effect closure of communication—“No, but”—are referred
to as “blocking” and discouraged. In practice, this meant,
for example, that when a jar of honey on the dinner table
evoked a story by Sam about his memories of bee keep-
ing on his family farm, Rima—the student working with
Sam—suggested he consider bee keeping as the subject
of his performance. They began developing a piece
through recording and transcribing Sam’s stories and
researching bee colonies on the internet. When Ralph
(a participant) pulled “recite a poem” from the hat during
a storytelling circle and surprised himself by recalling a
poem he had learned in elementary school, Aliya—a the-
atre student—engaged him in imagining how the whole
group could stage the poem under Ralph’s and Aliya’s co-
direction. This happened at the fifth workshop and Ralph
had been working with Pat (another student) for three
weeks previously photographing and scripting a narrated
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slide show about Ralph’s working life as a trucker. Stu-
dents therefore carried the brunt of the responsibility to
achieve an undefined goal through an improvisational
process I could best describe to them as,

Pay close attention...improvise...pick up cues...re-
‘spond...support people in moving towards. ..something.
Make sure we are ready to put on a good public per-
formance by week 14. But, of course, don’t predeter-
mine what that might be. And remember! We might
not have a performance at all.

One student later described her experience of the first
few weeks of the project as like “being in a fog.” Another
recalled, less charitably, “I felt like I was being held
hostage in John Malkovitch’s brain.”

After each workshop the students and I met at “after
meetings” and reviewed what had happened, where each
person’s project was at, and what support we might offer
to develop their ideas. The students and I circulated a
“rolling collective fieldwork journal” by email that docu-
mented the process from multiple perspectives and kept
us alert to experience, questions and dilemmas, includ-

ing those of writing and sharing field notes! This was

intended as a reflexive improvisational practice, extend-
ing the “yes, and” improvisational principle and the eth-
ical-political principle of accountability to participants
beyond the fieldwork encounter into a “perpetual pres-
ent” practice of research design. The after-meetings were
also the primary site where ethnographic documentation
and reflection took place, and enacted our improvisational
“surfing methodology”15—each week we tried to catch
the waves generated by the participants, ride them as far
as we could, not drown, and be ready for the next wave.

At the sixth workshop we agreed on a program for a
final performance and exhibit. At this point, I requested
another consent form be signed: Stage 2 of the three-
stage process. This one asked participants to consent to
participate in the next eight rehearsal workshops on the
same terms as the first six, and up to and including the
agreed-upon public finale program. The principle I was
trying to put into practice was that until this turning point
(where a “product” had been developed and agreed on)
participants could not sincerely consent to participate in
anything but a process of development. Although we
repeated the exercise of breaking into small groups, dis-
cussing sections and reporting back, little discussion or
debate ensued. No revisions were requested. Everyone
signed the forms.

At each workshop up to the twelfth (of 14) I reminded
everyone that we could, if we chose, conclude the project
with an extra-special dinner instead of a public perform-
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ance or exhibit as a finale. The participants consistently
rejected this option. They wanted to put on a show of some
sort for the audience they had chosen: family, friends and
VNHS staff. They wanted to perform for these people.
And they wanted to perform well. “We don’t want to look
like a bunch of fucked up drug addicts,” one participant
stipulated, and everyone nodded in agreement.

Thus came the final event, which was held in the
Board Room of VNHS. It turned out to include, first, a
more lavish feast than what we had become accustomed
to, as well as an exhibit of photos and texts documenting
the project’s process. Ron (a participant) and Lesley (a
student) developed a poster presentation about Ron’s
work as a west coast salmon fisher using transcriptions of
Ron’s storytelling and archival photos of his home village,
fishing boats and canneries. We then presented the fol-
lowing program of live performances, each segment last-
ing approximately ten minutes:

about a looming, global environmental crisis—“Colony
Collapse”—caused by bees abandoning their colonies.

Lyanna (a participant), Marian, Pat and Aliya (stu-
dents) worked to create a satirical presentation in pho-
tos that highlighted various aspects of Lyanna’s day-to-
day life and included the various roles she juggles as
mother, employee, research assistant and girlfriend.
Lyanna narrated the slide show. Her piece, dedicated
to her late son, was moving, eloquent, humorous and
visually striking. )

Ralph (a participant) and Aliya (theatre student) co-
directed a performance of “The Highwayman,” the
poem that Ralph had recalled during an earlier story-
telling exercise. Ralph and Aliya co-directed the whole
project team in performing this poem. Ralph recited it
while participants and students performed the char-
acters: Sam played the Highwayman; Rod played the
stable hand; Anita played the Landlord’s daughter;
Rima, Lori and Marian were King George’s soldiers.
Aliya directed. This group performance concluded our
show.

Archie, a talented writer who had taken on the role of
project ethnographer read from his field notes to intro-
duce the audience to the project and our process. At a
number of sessions we had taken turns reading his
notes aloud out of interest and to explore shifts between
writing text, performing one’s own words, and hearing
one’s written words performed by others.

Rod (a participant) and Marian (a student) had pho-
tographed a day in the life of Sadie, Rod’s dog, from
Sadie’s “close-to-the-ground” perspective. Rod, with
Sadie lying at his feet, narrated this slide show. Rod
had worked on a number of different ideas throughout
the project, settling on this one about mid-way through.

Corrinne (a participant) and I worked through inter-
views, transcriptions, editing and conversations to pro-
duce a monologue that Corrinne read aloud about her
experience of being diagnosed HIV-positive. Ironically,
perhaps, given my political goals in relation to per-
formance content, this piece was the most conventional
in subject matter.

Anita (a participant) and I created a music video made
up of photos of Anita posing in various masks and cos-
tumes to the background of Credence Clearwater
Revival’s “Proud Mary” (Anita’s favorite song). Anita
led the audience in singing along with the chorus—
“Rollin’, Rollin’, Rollin’ on a river”—while the slides
were projected onto a screen behind her.

Heather (a participant) and Lori (a student) pre-
sented a PowerPoint slide show that documented
Heather’s work in the VNHS kitchen, preparing and
serving over 125 meals per day. The background music
was a N’amgis Feast Song from Heather’s First
Nation, and Heather stood by the screen as the slide
show played. By her own account, she was proud of
the presentation.

Sam (a participant) and Rima (a student) developed a
short lecture-form presentation, illustrated by slides,
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Following a wrap-up and evaluation session a week
after this finale, I requested signatures on a final consent
form. Again, I was trying to put into practice a perfor-
mative and improvisational principle: that participants
could not know until after the performance/exhibit event
how they themselves felt about it, or how the audience
they had invited responded and thus contributed to cre-
ating new meanings and significances of the event. This
final form included permission for the students and I to
write and publish articles about the project; to create a
manual about the project that would include photographs
on the VNHS website; and to publicly distribute a DVD
made of the finale. Again, we broke into small groups, dis-
cussed each section of the final form and reported back to
the group as a whole. There was considerable discussion,
particularly about putting the DVD and photographs on
the VNHS website. The only revision requested, however,
was that a “non-commerecial use only” caveat be included
in the release of any materials for publication. Researchers
(the students and I) were to be restricted to publication
in academic journals and use of materials for educational

. purposes in classrooms. Everyone signed the forms.

Relationships were good. Participants were happy
with the event and the response it had received. Fellow
feeling was running high. For the participants, raising

~ questions and objections at this point might have been

socially awkward; they may not have wanted to appear
ungrateful for a new experience or as if they were not
holding up their side of the reciprocal relationship, or
contract, between researchers and researched. Perhaps
some feared that raising objections would be hurtful to
me, since my investment in the project was obvious.16.In
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retrospect, a process that offered participants an oppor-
tunity to provide confidential evaluations might have been
more informative.

A Pause...for Reflections, Surprises and
New Questions

In abandoning any lingering yearnings for purity—a
search which anthropological work should long have
brought into question in any case—scholars will have
to accept partial solutions, concepts that are useful but
flawed; they will have to themselves self-consciously
occupy margins... We hear, then, a repeated theme—a
call to humility about the constructs with which we
must work but also a call to engaged scholarship.
—DMertz (2002:369)

One of the greatest promises of ethnography is its capac-
ity to surprise. So we pause, rather than conclude, at the
end of specific research projects, more often than not with
new questions rather than definitive answers. I pause now
to share reflexive reflections about useful and inevitably
flawed work, and to pose new questions about experi-
mental, engaged ethnography.1?

I have been continually confronted by questions about
“outcomes” in relation to SPP. These questions range,
depending on who asks—doctors, medical researchers,
health care previders, advocates, activists, artists, re-
searchers, colleagues, students or research participants.
“Did SPP help participants manage their addictions more
positively?” “Did they comply with HIV medication
regimes more effectively?” “What policy or program rec-
ommendations were produced?” “How was it different
from other community theatre projects?” “Was it just
another fun thing for researchers that exploited research
participants like all other research projects?” “What was
the point of SPP, anyway?”

Certainly, the usual “outcomes” increasingly de-
manded by funders of social sciences, arts and humanities
research and community artistic performances did not
emerge. No team members stopped using illicit drugs.
We tested no licit drugs. We asked no questions about inti-
mate sexual practices. We broke no new ground in the-
atrical aesthetics. We offered no policy or program rec-
ommendations. We cannot point to any change in the
material conditions of participants’ lives. Nor has the
three-stage process for negotiating informed consent been
taken up by other researchers working in Downtown
Eastside Vancouver, although many make sincere efforts
to insure research participants understand the forms they
are signing and, in day to day relationships, often must de
facto negotiate and renegotiate “consent.” This new
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process for consent was not adopted as general policy for
research at VNHS either, although their Research Com-
mittee continues to try to hold researchers accountable in
various ways. :

In 2009, the Canadian Institutes for Health Research
(CIHR), Aboriginal Community-Based Research (CBR-

. A) Operating Grants Program soundly rejected a pro-

posal several colleagues and I submitted in partnership
with VNHS/POP for funding to carry out a three-year
research program that would have built on and expanded
the work we began in SPP and other projects in experi-
mental ethnography (see, for example, Krawcyzk et al.
2007). The CIHR adjudication review committee con-
cluded that:

Although this proposal involves communities and
includes many novel, creative, and indigenous method-
ologies that would certainly constitute a fertile training
ground for trainees...Although the involvement of com-
munity is apparent and community letters attest to
strong support for the proposed project...(and)...the
references and methodology are relevant...overall the
committee felt this was not a research project. [empha-
sis added]

Despite this, I am confident that attributing primary
value to the fieldwork process—the first principle of the
“new” experimental ethnography— and considering the
project as a whole (processes and products) as a “utopian
performative,” we can claim modest success.

Therapeutic Effects of a Utopian
Performative

Utopian performatives describe small but profound
moments in which performance calls the attention of
the audience in a way that lifts everyone slightly above
the present, into a hopeful feeling of what the world
might be like if every moment of our lives were as emo-
tionally voluminous, generous, aesthetically striking,
and intersubjectively intense. '

—Dolan (2005:5)

Reflexive Reflections: “Addiction” is a motor force in the
political economy and governance of Downtown Eastside
Vancouver. Biomedical and psychological theories of addic-
tion begin with assumptions that individuals diagnosed
as “addicts” require therapy in order to be cured, nor-
malized and managed, whether through abstinence-based
12-step Alcoholies Anonymous or Narcotics Anonymous,
or harm reduction programs. The concept of therapy pro-
posed by Tyler (1986) and explored by Castafieda (2006b)
is based on different premises and goals. Tyler describes
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therapy as a process “that departs from the commonsense
world only in order to reconfirm it and to return us to it
renewed and mindful of our renewal” (Castafieda
2006b:92; see also work by feminist ethnographers Hogan
and Pink 2010 and performance studies scholars-artists
Cheu 2005:137 and Nash 2005:191). I trace one of the ways
SPP has rippled through structures.of feeling in Down-

town Eastside Vancouver since 2007—or, we might say,

has had therapeutic effects there—through a lens sharp-
ened by Dolan’s idea of the “utopian performative,” and
by critical alternatives to biomedical-psychological con-
cepts of therapy articulated by Hogan and Pink, Nash,
and Tyler.

A few of the participants and a number of VNHS staff
have commented on how participation in SPP served as
a springboard for them to become more involved and less
isolated. One participant later pointed to the moment
when he stepped forward to take a role in “The High-
wayman” as the moment when he decided to do some-
thing for other people, to stop living only for himself. The
participants’ chosen audience of family, friends and serv-
ice providers, meanwhile, clearly enjoyed the finale event
and were proud of the participants’ demonstrations of tal-
ent and skill. In not reproducing the conventional “bare
life entitlement narratives” anticipated by themselves and
by the audience, I believe performers “cracked open,” to
use Garfinkel’s term (Castaneda 2006b:78) a space in
themselves and in the audience to do and imagine them-
selves and each other in unexpected and provocative ways.
Friends and family members experienced their stigma-
tized mothers-fathers- aunts-uncles-cousins-wives-lovers-
husbands-sisters-brothers-friends as smart, funny, attrac-
tive, admirable persons. Stigmatized mothers-fathers-
aunts-uncles-cousins-wives-lovers-husbands-sisters-
brothers-friends experienced themselves being sensed as
such by people they care about.

~ Audience members experienced the “HIV positive-
IVDU-Sex Worker-Homeless-Urban-Aboriginal-Other”
as proud, knowledgeable, entertaining performers. The
HIV positive-IVDU-Sex Worker-Urban-Aboriginal-Other
experienced the “Doctor-Social Worker-Nurse-Pharma-
cist-Security Guard” as laughing, clapping, singing-along
persons. Many staff members expressed surprise about
the talents and knowledge displayed by the performers.
No one became or consumed an “Other.” Differences that
preceded the event succeeded it.

Surprises: While my focus when designing SPP had
been on creating a space for stories other than “bare life
entitlement narratives,” to be told, following writers who
espouse experimental performance methodologies (see
particularly, Conquergood 2006; Hamera 2006; Stewart
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2005), I was intrigued by proposals that performance not
only represents and re-circulates pre-existing knowledge
but may itself be a generative source of new knowledge
(Magnat 2005; Quirt and Kugler 2004; Riley 2009; San-
dahl and Auslander 2005). I believe the “liveness” of the
-SPP final performance (Auslander 1999), the multisen-
sory and embodied experience of performing and wit-
nessing, and the affective “flow” between audiences and

. performers (Schechner 2002) were as significant for audi-

ences and performers as the content of the stories them-
selves. Even less tangible but no less significant were the
ways that traces of the relationships developed during
the 14 workshops shaped and mamfested within and
through the final event.

Questions: What if rather than aspiring to legitimate
ourselves in the terms of natural, social or policy sciences,
we assessed the ethical-political and intellectual-artistic
value—the effects—of “experimental performative
ethnography”—by criteria articulating the following three
principles: (1) an experimental ethnographic principle of
assigning primary value to participants’ experiences of
the process they have engaged in; (2) a performative prin-
ciple as articulated by Powell and Shaffer: “The most
exciting performances...are those that make the audi-
ence think differently about the world far after the per-
formance is done by capturing our attention with the per-
Jormance” (2009:4); and, (3) a political principle that values
interventions in the politics of affect:

What the performative approach shows is in just how

many registers the political and political action operate,

. even as it necessarily questions straitjacketed notions

of what the political and political action consist of....the

performative approach can provide...several new

‘means of enunciation and an ethie. [Thrift 2003:2022;
see also Carmody and Love 2008]

Material Effects of a Therapeutic Utopian
Performative

I trace the individual and collective “therapeutic” effects
described above as simultaneously political-economic
effects.

Reflexive Reflections: As I described earlier, the
research and community arts industries are important
sectors of the Downtown Eastside political economy and
the occupational niche of research subject-community
participant is expanding. This means that research par-
ticipants may reinforce their entitlements to services and
accumulate some paraprofessional capital and legitimate-
legal employment possibilities by their participation. The

- work they can secure is poorly paid on a piece-rate basis,
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temporary and part-time. Nonetheless, these jobs are
safer and freer from direct violence than work in the sex,
drugs and petty crime industries, a consideration partic-
ularly significant for women. Employment as a research
participant is only ever one of many strategies available
to keep the backbone from scratching the belly in a day-
to-day struggle for basic survival. It does not replace other
sources of income or offer possibilities of social mobility
beyond the enclosures of subalternity.

Research participants in Downtown Eastside Van-
couver consistently and vociferously voice critiques of the
political economy we work in. But many also say that along
with the need for money, they are motivated to exchange
their blood, urine, memories and stories with researchers
by the sincere desire to contribute to discovering vaccines
and cures and to changing policy. Many say, too, that they
welcome opportunities to “tell their stories” and to be
heard by interested researchers and the audiences we
can reach, and to develop friendships across difference.
That they receive pittances of cash in exchange does not
exhaust explanations of their motivations to participate
any more than the fact that we researchers receive sub-
stantial financial rewards and accrue professional capital
as collectors of blood, urine, memories and stories
exhausts explanations of our motivations. That we inhabit
contradictory positions that shift and change over time,
that we never fully understand ourselves and that we
desire each other’s recognition, approval and friendship
are what researchers and research subjects have in com-
mon. Of course, we experience similarities and differences
from our diverse locations within the unequal and unjust
social worlds we share.

Surprises: I have come to consider the participants’
final granting of permission to us to publish as a gift in the
Maussian sense; that is, there is no such thing as an “altru-
istic gift” given without expectation of and desire for
return. Gifts are always part of complex systems of
exchanges. Each act of gift-giving necessarily simultane-
ously effects payment of a past debt and incurs a future
debt. Refusal of these obligations severs social relations—
such as when a gift is refused or returned, when one fails
to reciprocate, or when, as givers, we deny the expecta-
tion of return or the capacity of the recipient to return
the gift in some form, someday. Gifting cycles keep open
the possibility of ongoing social relations into an unpre-
dictable future. Unlike the one-off interview, completion
of a questionnaire or deposit of bodily fluids and payment
or receipt of cash for the same that circumscribe research
relationships within the moment of exchange, our ex-
changes of stories and cash and food and sociality through
ethnography and performance in SPP extended over time.
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Question: What if time facilitated more possibilities
for negotiation of relationships and interactions and thus
for moving—even by a small step—away from a com-
modity exchange and—even by a small step—towards a
gift cycle along the commodity-gift continuum?18

Informed Consent to Material Effects of
Therapeutic Utopian Performatives

Reflexive Reflections: Challenging and often fraught rela-
tionships of exchange and reciprocity between anthro-
pologists and research subjects are nothing new. How-
ever, time-space compression, intensified commodification
of all aspects of human life and the particular form of Tay-
lorization of research in places like Downtown Eastside
Vancouver produce complex ethical and political chal-
lenges for ethnographers and artists working in what are
now commonly referred to as “guinea pig” economies.’® In
taking their place as “research subjects” in medical and
epidemiological HIV/AIDS and addiction research, Down-
town Eastside Vancouverites join the ranks of human sub-
jects in clinical trials that have swelled, globally, from 4000
in 1995 to 400,000 in 1999 (see Abadie 2010; Elliott 2008;
Petryna 2009; Rajan 2007). _

Anderson and Weijer argue that the irreducible eth-
ical question is whether an individual participates in clin-
ical trials research as a result of “undue inducement”
(2002:360). This condition can only be satisfied if partici-
pants have sufficient access to other sources of income
and morally uncompromising options to render their par-
ticipation a meaningful choice (see also Dickert and Grady
1999; Rajan 2007; Weijer and Emanuel 2000). In impov-
erished zones like Downtown Eastside Vancouver, Ander-
son’s premise is simply not met. Endemic poverty ren-
ders any notion of “choice”—to be a research participant,
a (licit or illicit) drug consumer or seller; a community arts
project participant, a petty criminal, a binner or a sex
worker—too compromised to be politically or morally
meaningful. Nonetheless, even in conditions of economic
desperation in Downtown Eastside Vancouver, subaltern
persons do, quite regularly, turn down invitations to par-
ticipate in projects they find too objectionable for various
reasons. They may passively resist, through silence, with-
holding or other acts of non-compliance if they do offi-
cially participate. They resign in protest if participation
experiences are unsatisfactory.20

Surprises: When informed consent forms were first
required beginning in earnest about 15 years ago, it was
not unusual for potential research subjects to become so
intimidated or just generally put off that they would opt
out of participating, a situation that continues in many
contexts today. Ethnographers call this “the chill factor”
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and lament it loudly (Bradbund 2006). Initiating rela-
tionships through the signing of legal contracts threat-
ens ethnographer’s desires for “rapport,” “access” and
“dialogic communication.” In Downtown Eastside Van-
couver though, these days, research subjects most often
respond to requests for signatures saying things like “Oh
yeah, I've signed lots of these. Just gimme the pen.”
Surprise: My mantra on the subject of ethics and
informed consent throughout SPP—and the one by which
I have written and taught the question for many years—
was “consent is a process that emerges from relation-
ships; it is not an event sealed in a contract.” Now I would
argue that my initial formulations were too simplistic and
remained trapped in a moralistic and abstract either—or
binary: relationship or contract. Consent forms, after all,

-are far more legally binding on researchers than on -

research subjects. While they increasingly serve as “lia-
bility insurance” for universities, they continue to bear
the traces of their origins in demands by, particularly,
indigenous peoples, for protection of research subjects’
legal rights (see Fassin 2006). Reflecting on the experience
now, I suggest that we integrated contracts and relation-
ships in practice and lived experience that necessarily
produced excesses that the dualistic binary could never
contain. A
In SPP the political and economic underbelly of our

relationship was made visible and experienced bodily and
affectively throughout SPP by explicitly performing eth-
ical consent. We demonstrated through the three-stage
process of negotiating consent and signing new forms that
participants could withhold their ultimate consent and
could exercise the power of a final no after being paid. 1
believe this practice generated a small shift in the power
embedded in the researcher-researched relationship that
was experienced as possibility throughout the project.

'Questions: What if the routinization and repetition of
the so-called “ethical informed consent process” has sub-
verted the influence consent forms actually exert in the
shaping of lived experiences of research relationships?
What if the effects of the pro forma legalistic seript recede,
and the improvisational, performative and far more chal-
lenging face-to-face human relationships ascend? What
if we surrender the protective shields of professional
expertise or step-by-step codified methods set out in text-
books calling themselves “toolkits?”

The Questions: So what? Who cares?

Weems accuses feminist, postcolonial and other
researchers she classifies as committed to “emancipatory
ethnography” of authoring “victory narratives...(about)...
how they eventually gained trust and better data through
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a combination of reflexive collaboration and ethics of car-
ing...[and who]...offer confessions to the research com-
munity as evidence of...authentic connection with partic-
ipants” (2006:995; see, for example, Tomaselli 2003). From
a position in Marxist anthropology, Smith (2006) critiques
the privileging of experiential knowledge that ignores the
fact that “The Logic of Capital is the Real Which Lurks
in the Background” (the title of Smith’s work) behind
social relations in capitalist societies. These authors cau-
tion ethnographers against being seduced by naive real-
ism and empiricism. :

In SPP we did put on a final performance and exhibit,
and the participants did give final consent to our “extrac-
tion of surplus value” from them: I am writing and pub-
lishing this article and others. Students did each receive
stipends, a course credit, and valuable training and expe-
rience. Participants each received honoraria, and we were
all treated to 14 unusually sumptuous meals (plus 14 take-
homes), fun and creative experiences, training and repu-
tation that advanced our respective competitive edges as
researchers and research participants in the local research
economy. We did not overcome the fundamental political,
economic and social differences between researchers and
research participants. A project is not a revolution.

I believe that we succeeded in creating experiences
of ethical engagement in the context of embodied, affective
relationships that generated effects that may have the
potential to be politically productive in the mutually con-
stitutive realms of affect, memory, political power and
economic survival. I also hope that through writing, teach-
ing and speaking about this project we will contribute to
conversations in anthropology, performance studies and
related fields?! and perhaps beyond into what we
euphemistically call “the real world.”

Question: What do you think?

Dara Culhane, Department of Sociology and Anthropology,
Simon Fraser University, 8888 University Drive, Burnaby,
British Columbia, V5A 186, Canada. E-mail: culhane@sfu.ca.
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Notes

1 Sam Cvetkovie, Corinne Gurney, Archie Mayan Jr., Ralph,
Anita Peace Maker, Rod Rock Thunder, Ron Skulsh, Lyanna
Storm and Heather Walkus.

2 Lesley Cerny, Pat Feindel, Lori Gabrielson, Aliya Griffin,
Marian Krawcyzk and Rima Noureddine.

3 This article is excerpted from a larger work in progress
based in ten years of immersed ethnography in Downtown
Eastside Vancouver and focused on three demarcated
“research projects,” of which SPP was the third. The work-
ing title is “Complicity: Performing Ethnography, Autobi-
ography, Ethics and Politics.”

4 The Principal Investigator was Dr. C.K. Patton; co-investi-
gators were Dr. M. Tyndall, Irene Goldstone, Dara Culhane
and Olena Hankivsky. It was funded by the Canadian Aids
Network for Research and Action (CANFAR).

5 Downtown Eastside Vancouver has a long history of polit-
ical activism. Analyses and language of diverse left-wing
and popular movements permeate the consciousness and
vocabulary of many neighbourhood residents. Researchers
are regularly confronted by challenges to explain them-
selves in these terms.

6 See also Bauman (2004), Bourgois and Schonberg (2009),
Rajan (2007), Sharma (2009) and Sylvester (2006).

7 Discussions and debates about formulations of “subalter-
nity” by Spivak and others are vast and it is beyond the
scope of this article to address them in any depth. To trace
Spivak’s development of the concept see Spivak 1988, 1999
and 2000.

8 Asasample survey, see Blomley (1998), Collins et al. (2005),
Culhane (2003a, 2003b, 2005, 2009), Manzoni et al. (2007),
Mehrabadi et al. (2009), O’Donnell (2007), Pullen and
Matthews (2006), Robertson (2006, 2007), Robertson and
Culhane (2005), Roe (2009/1010), Shannon et al. (2005), Wood

. et al. (2008), Woolford (2001) and Wunker (2008).

9 Following Shuman (2006) and Norrick (2005), “available
narratives are the stories that become tellable in a partic-
ular context about a particular topic” (Shuman 2006:150).

10 For in-depth and comprehensive discussions of the current
state of these debates in anthropology, see Bradbund (2006),
Brenneis (2006), Davidson (2007), Fassin (2006), Garber et
al. (2000), Huisman (2008), Lederman (2006), Marshall (2003),
Meskell and Pells (2005), Pels (1999) and Strathern (2006).

11 To demand that anthropologists and their ethnographic
processes be accountable to the people they engage is not,
of course, a new idea. This has long been a tenet of feminist
and indigenous anthropology (see, for example, Visweswaran
[1994] and Tuhiwai-Smith [1999], respectively), and it is an
important raison d’étre of most applied anthropology.

12 A report resulting from an investigation headed by retired
Police Chief, Doug LePard, released in August 2010, criti-
cized the VPD’s and RCMP’s handling of these cases, and
called for a public inquiry (LePard 2010).

13 Here, I am drawing on critical scholarship on community
theatre practices. See, for example, Cheu (2005), Dolan
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(2005), Edmondson (2005, 2007), Goodman and deGay
(2000), Hutchison (2005), Magnat (2005), Miindel (2003),
Nash (2005), Rose (2008), Salverson (1996), Sandahl and
Auslander (2005) and Szeman (2005).

14 For more on the potentialities of considering improvisa-
tion as central to ethnography, see Ingold and Hallam
2007:1-24; Malkki 2007:162-187; Riley 2009:214-222; Sawyer
2001:149-162.

15 I am grateful to Sabine Silberberg for sharing this term
that she invented to describe her own ethnographic work
with drug users in Vancouver.

16 Thanks to Lesley Cerny for pointing this out.

17 Thanks to Adrienne Burk for suggesting the idea of conclud-
ing with a “pause” rather than a conventional “conclusion.”

18 See Morris 2007 on Derrida’s discussion of the relationship
between time and reciprocity.

19 See Hecht 2006, Petryna et al. 2006 and Veissiére 2009 for
discussions about ethical-political dilemmas faced by ethno-
graphers in these zones.

20 Research subjects exercise agency in determining what
form their participation will take. See, for example, Cas-
tafieda 2006b on research participants as “emergent audi-
ences” for “ethnographer’s installations,” and Ortner 1995
on “ethnographic refusal.” Recent work on reconceptualiz-
ing agency is apropos. See, for example, Mahmood 2005.

21 See Castaneda 2009 on “expanded documentation” and
experimental ethnography.
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Articles

Sharia and Shah Bano: Multiculturalism and

Women’s Rights

Amali Philips Wilfrid Laurier University

Abstract: This article is a comparative examination of the 2005
sharia controversy surrounding the establishment of faith-based
arbitration in Ontario, Canada, and a similar controversy in India
after the 1985 Supreme Court Ruling favouring the claim of Shah
Bano, a Muslim woman who challenged her husband in court for
extended maintenance in contravention of Muslim Personal Law.
I use the two controversies to interrogate the contentious issue
of group rights and women’s rights with particular reference to
religious-based personal laws. The two cases demonstrate the
patriarchal aspects of personal laws in the private and public
realms and their politicization in the public realm. They also
underscore the limits of multiculturalism in its potential to deal
with the impacts of multicultural accommodation of group rights
on the equality rights of women within these groups. My paper
emphasizes the need to move beyond multiculturalism and high-
lights the strategic importance of mainstreaming feminist citi-
zenship and human rights discourses into legal norms and prac-
tices relating to family law issues in multicultural societies.

Keywords: multiculturalism, personal laws, women’s rights,
cultural rights

Résumé : Cet article fait un examen comparatif de la contro-
verse de 2005 sur la charia, autour de la création de tribunaux
religieux d’arbitrage familial, en Ontario, au Canada, et une
controverse similaire en Inde, suite a la décision de 1985 de la
Cour Supréme qui donnait raison a la revendication de Shah
Bano, une femme musulmane qui poursuivait son mari pour 'avoir
maintenue pour une longue période de temps en contravention
avec la Muslim Personal Law (c.-a-d. 1a charia). J'utilise les deux
controverses pour interroger la question litigieuse des droits col-

lectifs et des droits des femmes en référant particuliérement aux

lois sur les personnes 4 fondement religieux. Les deux exemples
démontrent les aspects patriarcaux des lois sur les personnes
dans les domaines privé et public, et leur politisation dans le
domaine public. Ils soulignent aussi les limites du multicultura-
lisme dans son potentiel & gérer les impacts de 'accommodement
multiculturel des droits collectifs sur le droit 4 I'égalité des femmes
au sein de ces groupes. Mon article souligne le besoin d’aller au-
dela du multiculturalisme et met en lumiére 'importance straté-
gique d’intégrer les discours féministes sur la citoyenneté et les
droits humains dans les normes et pratiques juridiques relatives
aux enjeux de loi familiale dans les sociétés multiculturelles.

Mots-Clés : multiculturalisme, lois sur les personnes, droits
des femmes, droits culturels
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Introduction

his article traces the unfolding and outcome of the

sharia controversy in Ontario, Canada and the Shah
Bano.conflict in India to discuss their similarities and dif-
ferences in relation to the key issues of women’s rights,
cultural rights and identity politics in multicultural set-
tings. Specifically, I draw insights from the two cases to
examine their implications for multiculturalism and
women’s rights as equal citizens.

The rights of cultural minorities and the ideals and
values of democratic citizenship are two areas that have
received considerable attention in recent times (Kymlicka
and Norman 2000). They are also the areas that have
caused the most tension in Canada and countries such as
France, England and Germany with a significant num-
ber of immigrants. In these countries, personal laws and
other cultural symbols (e.g., veiling) have become the bat-
tleground for the defense of purportedly “authentic” reli- .
gious and ethnic traditions and identities, with gender
often being the focal point in these battles.. Multicultur-
alism has provided a context for groups to negotiate their
collective cultural rights and citizenship rights as part of
multicultural accommodation and equality of citizenship-
(see Asad 2006; Kepel 2004; Soysal 2001; Turner 1993;
Wilson 1997; Yuval-Davis 1997). “Culture” is also becom-
ing a “ubiquitous synonym for identity” (Benhabib 2002:1;
Sahlins 1999), and the “claims of cultures” for recogni-
tion and protection (Kymlicka 1996) have transformed
the “political” and “public” arenas into sites of conflict
and contestation. These developments have brought into
sharp relief the tension between the rights of religious
minorities and the equality rights of women in multicul-
tural societies.

A dramatic manifestation of these tensions occurred
on 8 September 2005, when several cities in Canada and
across Europe held mass protests against a proposal to
establish sharia courts in the Province of Ontario, Canada.
Similar tensions have arisen in the multicultural societies
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of South Asia with plural legal systems governing the
public and private realms. A highly publicized instance is
the Shah Bano case in India, where the Supreme Court,
in 1985, ruled in favour of Shah Bano, a divorced Muslim
woman who challenged her husband for extended main-
tenance in contravention of Muslim Personal Law: The
opposition of Muslim groups to the court ruling forced
the Government of India to override the Supreme Court’s
decision and enact the Muslim Women’s Protection of
Rights on Divorce law, which entrenched Muslim personal
law and placed the responsibility for protecting divorced
women after the iddat! period on their natal families and
not their husbands. In Canada, protests against sharia
courts resulted in the government of Ontario moving away
from religious arbitration in family disputes, previously
permitted under an arbitration law of the province.

I use the sharia and Shah Bano cases as comparative
sites to interrogate the contentious issue of group rights
and women’s citizenship rights with particular reference
to religious-based personal laws. My paper falls within the
tradition of the comparative approach in anthropology,
and is in keeping with critical legal anthropological
(Moore 2001; Wilson 1997) and feminist discourses on cit-
izenship in national and transnational settings (McCain
and Grossman 2009; Merry 2006; Mukhopadhyay 1994;
Sweetman 2004). My interest in personal laws partly
stems from my research on personal law disputes involv-
ing Christian women in the southern Indian state of Ker-
ala. My purpose in comparing Canada and India, how-
ever, needs elaboration.

Multiculturalism emerged in Canada as the “official
doctrine and corresponding practices” (Fleras and Elliott
1992:22) to manage (Bannerji 2000) and accommodate the
cultural diversity of immigrants, Aboriginal communities
and French and English groups (Fleras and Elliott 1992).
Charles Taylor (1992:25) characterizes the “politics of
multiculturalism” as “politics of recognition,” with two
distinet components. The first relates to the equal rights
of citizens regardless of their religious or cultural affilia-
tions; the second is the recognition given to unique iden-
tities of groups, as a basis for positively differential treat-
ment (such as native self-government and protective
discrimination favouring minority groups). The rationale
for multicultural citizenship in Canada, according to Kym-
licka (1996), is “compensatory,” as in the case of First
Nations, and “inclusive,” as it applies to new immigrants.

Historically, Canadian secular laws emerged from
within a largely Christian ethos which influenced Anglo-
French common law and still shapes public articulation
of moral views or opinions on many social issues (see
Chaterjee 2006:61; Kymlicka <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>