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Generating non-trivial knowledge in awkward situations: Anthropology in the UK

Enlivening anthropology’s intellectual project and reassessing its political role will require understanding the conditions of power within which culture and difference become matters of justice, if not life and death. It also requires understanding the transformations going on across universities everywhere, such as the intensifying efforts by private capital to penetrate – or swallow up – the production of academic knowledge. 1
When I was contacted about the World Anthropologies symposium in the spring of 2002, both these questions troubled me. I had just decided to resign from my job at one of the most lively anthropology departments in the country – Goldsmiths College of the University of London. I resented the relentless productivism, felt hampered by lack of funds, was frustrated by administrative time wasting, and sensed confusion about pedagogical aims and the discipline’s public role. And yet the regrets are massive, not least because so much has recently happened that could strengthen British anthropology.  Here I reflect on the changing pressures on our discipline, highlighting, nevertheless, the fact that we already have tools for reflecting on the new challenges. For as I considered World Anthropologies from the perspective of the United Kingdom, I immediately thought about the growing interest in research on modernity at home and on the potentially beneficial impacts of ceasing to worry about what is “real” anthropology and where it should be done. For the analysis of people like ourselves – tourists, activists, administrators – will also promote a thorough investigation of our own motives and institutional limitations.  

Predictably there are misgivings about turning towards the modern at home, some seeing it as a lazy retreat from anthropology’s traditional field – the “margins”. However, ecumenical styles of questioning and more inclusive views of appropriate research location suggest that anthropology’s oyster is the whole world. Furthermore, inclusive definitions of anthropology’s subject matter may challenge hegemonic views of the world as it is invoked in “world music” or “world markets”. There is even hope that it will help undo some of the Eurocentrisms that still plague us. Notably, where anthropologists are evidently both analysts and case studies, knowledge cannot be predicated on distinctions such as us vs. them or complex vs. simple. 

Culture, information and the changing role of academia

Like all disciplines, anthropology has adapted to a managerialist style of work, with administrative processes taking up considerable energy. As a relatively junior member of the department, my administrative load was manageable, but with progress up the career ladder, it could only be expected to get worse. Staff members in many departments I know regularly tried to get around or ignore administrative demands. Humour was an acceptable coping strategy. One tongue-in-cheek suggestion was to mark examination scripts or review manuscripts by reading the first and last pages of a text, plus one in the middle – surely enough to give one a sense of its calibre. Some genuinely labour-saving practices were implemented. For example, we decided to collate data on student absences at certain intervals only, instead of recording them on a continuous basis. But even then we remained annoyed by the very demand to keep such records. Other tactics I have come across include simply leaving allotted tasks undone. There is in fact a relatively convincing argument for pursuing this method in that that if left unattended for long enough, forms, letters and other bits of paper-trail tend to lose their importance anyway. At the same time, normally just enough people elsewhere in the institution will participate in the creation of paper trails for the administration to continue to operate.  


As with public sector employees in the UK more broadly, the lack of trust that the political establishment shows towards higher education is causing not just problems of morale, but is taking up scarce resources and staff energies. Proverbially, audits like the Research Assessment Exercise (RAE) along with Teaching Quality Assessment that departments have to undergo in turn, are the curse of practicing academics across the UK. They are designed to increase public scrutiny of the universities, and to help funding bodies allocate public resources so as to encourage productivity. However, the overwhelming sense is that they are exhausting and even crippling and dangerous to the intellectual project of the universities. This is so despite the fact that anecdotally speaking, many anthropology departments were pleased with the new life that the 1992 RAE breathed into the discipline. But as the pressures continued, a new word crept into the vocabulary of staff-hiring: RAE-ability, that is capacity to display highly competitive academic results. Put even more bluntly, constant professional audit means that even moderately ambitious academics must invest huge energies in publishing and being seen to publish, and securing external funding and being seen to be securing it.


Though still earning comfortably above-average wages, academics are unhappy that their pay has fallen behind growth in average earnings. Economic conditions in higher education as a whole have been cause for concern ever since the Thatcher administration’s assault on social research.2 The Blair government’s questionable goal of increasing student numbers to fifty percent of the age group, lack of new investments and teaching posts, not to mention funding cuts, are the most obvious causes of complaint. 


Anthropology is by no means alone in having to transform its curriculum or its working practices under external pressures. There is considerable nostalgia among all academics for an apparently simpler, and most certainly less pressured, past. But these processes have not happened completely without reflection and certainly not without resistance, as numerous academic (e.g. Shattock 1992) and news articles attest (e.g. The Economist 2002). 


There are, of course, ways in which anthropology’s crisis is specific. According to Jonathan Spencer (2000), large departments are coping well and even flourishing, but smaller ones are under constant strain as they adopt to changes in student numbers, course content, administrative structures and both student and research funding at an exhausting pace. Personal experience and anecdotal evidence suggests that even in the higher profile departments3 administrative changes have taken their toll on academic work not to mention morale. 


The implications of these processes are increasingly being debated in professional publications such as Anthropology Today (AT), whose 2003 issues each tackle anthropology’s future as a professional discipline (Sillitoe 2003), as an undergraduate subject (Mills 2003) and as a player in the public arena of cultural politics (Eriksen 2003, Kurkiala 2003). Such interventions are absolutely vital even if they engender “feelings of concern and frustration” as one letter to AT put it (Hughes-Freeland 2003). My point is that if cultural identity is now a matter of public urgency as well as anthropology’s principal subject matter, the discipline is being asked to adopt a responsible public role in rather difficult circumstances.


Hesitations also stem from the way that anthropology’s claim to speak authoritatively on its subject matter has so long been subject to critique and self-criticism. Yet this has to do with geopolitical transformations that inevitably touch not only academia, but governments and other sponsors. Since anthropology became professionalised nearly 100 years ago, the world has been remade and reclassified in ways that problematise the boundaries of its expertise. There has been disillusionment with science, post-Cold-War hesitations, the growth of cultural studies departments, the blurring of the boundary between sociology and anthropology and so on.


The rise of culture as a hegemonic preoccupation both draws attention to anthropology, but also diminishes its claim to unique expertise. With exemplars such as Malinowski and Lévi-Strauss, anthropology is not hard to criticize as little more than a glorified form of travel, and there remain similarities in between being an anthropologist and just being a typically modern traveler (cf. Augé 1999). By the end of the 20th century everyone, from tourists to niche marketers to leaders of the so-called free world, seemed to have become interested in cultural difference. Individuals are increasingly preoccupied with constructing identities, but as anthropologists, we know that as a form of social organization, Modernity engenders self-consciousness about cultural identity. 


In the United Kingdom, identity politics grew up under Thatcherism, so that the explanatory force of culture in social and political debate has since become a commonplace of politics: a culture of mismanagement is singled out as the culprit when public services such as hospitals or schools are failing, and the culture of an ethnic group is an acceptable explanation for under-achievement, violence and poverty. In short, culture is a cause, not something that invites curiosity and examination. Not the least of the implications of this is that it keeps alive the question at the heart of Thatcherism, “Are you one of us?” (Hall 1993: 356). In today’s Britain, this question is as ubiquitous as it was fifteen years ago. 


The concept of culture has also helped to aesthetisize inequality. Multiculturalism gets packaged as a sales item  by governments as in New Labour’s late-1990s slogan, “Cool Britannia” (Parekh 1998), or by companies like Benetton (Lury 2000). Thus the intellectual aim of those with the privilege of academic reflection has to be a critical study of such uses of culture. It has been around these themes that cultural studies could come into its own, with bookshops, if not university campuses (cf. note 4), classifying much critical scholarship in that category. But the charge is often made – certainly in corridor talk – that sociologically argued debate about culture quickly implodes into an arcane or showy internal argument. 


Fortunately, arguing the case to examine the changing conceptualisation of culture and its role in sustaining social relations in a globalised world, Stuart Hall and his colleagues at the Birmingham Centre of Contemporary Cultural Studies generated diffuse but influential work in sociology and cultural studies.4 The key contribution has undoubtedly been to highlight race and the legacy of imperialism as building blocks of social life at home. The sophistication with which the complexities of race, history and power have been treated by authors like Hall and Paul Gilroy whose associations are with cultural studies and sociology, means that they will probably remain compulsory references for anthropologists who investigate contemporary Britain.


The relationship between cultural studies and anthropology has been chequered (Shore and Nugent 1997). Collaboration flourishes at research level, and is trickling down to undergraduate teaching. Nevertheless, many anthropologists are critical of non-anthropologists’ definitions of ethnography and uneasy with the perceived mismatch between cultural studies’ claim to political radicalism on the one hand, and the closeness of its subject matter to the preoccupations of the political and economic elite on the other. Indeed, John Hutnyk has shown that both cultural studies and what he dubs “post-colonial anthropology” (with the scare quotes) can be caricatured as intellectual fashions, co-opted by capital via the global culture industries (Hutnyk 2002). 


Before culture was problematized publicly as an important political issue in the 1980s, anthropologists could claim a theoretical canon to help identify the truly anthropological. That canon now seems too diffuse to provide grounds for claims to non-trivial knowledge and in-depth ethnography now tends to be invoked as the source of anthropological authority. This means that anthropology remains an empirical pursuit at the same time as it embraces a humanistic and hermeneutic style. 


It is, however, in the interlacing of its practitioners’ theoretical and the empirical concerns that the strengths of anthropology’s tool kit are most apparent.5 Ethnographic method today engenders self-consciousness about moving between locations as much as it ever did, but it is increasingly preoccupied about what connects these locations, both to each other and to shared contexts of power (Gupta and Ferguson 1997). This means that as ethnography pays attention to the realities with which people have to live, it makes ethnographers co-present with their hosts bringing together different “worlds”. Also, ethnographic process, from fieldwork to text or lecture, forces attention to the rather obvious point that answers depend on what questions, when and where, are being asked. Thus, emphasising the empirical does not squeeze out the theoretical, leaving us with specificity only, it simply helps focus it. As Johannes Fabian put it at the symposium, theory should not be reduced to “having a position”, rather it is about being on the move. 

Where anthropology interrogates the culture concept reflexively, in all its myriad contexts, it is likely to remain a key theoretical focus. An increasingly prominent anthropological critique of the uses of culture is that they tend to render exploitation and inequality, which are politico-economic issues, into safe and relatively trivial ones (e.g. Anderson and Berglund 2003). A key example is when “difference” is reduced to exoticism (e.g. Hutnyk 2000). In other contexts, however, anthropology also demonstrates that “culture” can also be empowering and it can be a resource. My point is that anthropology can approach culture quite differently from situation to situation. Equally importantly, it can approach it differently from the government and corporate actors for whom culture is increasingly reduced to its potential for “wealth creation”. In that context it is difference but only within safe limits, and only so long as it does not threaten the status quo.

If culture appears problematic, knowledge and information also pose problems for critical anthropology. As elsewhere, the promises of the information age are part of the discourse of “wealth creation”, now the neo-liberal State’s primary concern. Uses of the word “information” tend towards reducing it (to binary code in many instances) and making it possible to commercialize it (or use it to sell something else). A parallel logic is at work in the way education has become a way of certifying “transferable skills”, defined by UK agencies as banalities such as “communication skills, written and oral’, or “ability to present knowledge or an argument in a way which is comprehensible to others and which is directed at their concerns” (quoted in Goodland 2002). 


Regarding both information and skills, universities and research institutions are centre-stage, apparently promising the keys to knowledge-intensive wealth and prosperity in the future. State and corporate elites routinely now refer to education as the base or ground upon which economic competitiveness can be built and they treat it more and more as the machinery with which to construct the environment necessary for supporting global capitalism. The architects of education policy must know that knowledge is and always has been about complexity and about variety, but these things get sidelined in the short-term goals of corporation-friendly government. In short, universities’ social function has changed: they are being asked to become direct incubators of wealth-creation. There is still huge resistance to this idea, but much acquiescence too. Outcomes are contingent on circumstances in and around specific departments and the efforts of individual academics and research students. 


Where academic research and teaching is expected to pay for itself, anthropology is unlikely to become a money spinner. It remains too caught up in tensions that arise from a historiography firmly anchored in the rise of modern science and Western imperialism, yet has a strong identification with the global South. It tends to lend support to the counter-hegemonic rather than to the status quo. Since the “cultural turn” brought geographers, sociologists, scholars of literature and the arts and historians closer together – some of them anyway – the special privilege of anthropology in the realm of culture has been modified. It now needs to respond to other professionals’ claims, cultural studies’ particularly, to expertise in the area of culture. Departments are anxious about the effects of the proliferation of degree programs in the areas of media and cultural studies, and anthropologists watch with concern as government rhetoric of efficiency and transparency casts a favourable light on media studies because students increasingly enter it believing that they can subsequently apply their degree-skills to work beyond academia. That there is disagreement about the academic respectability of media studies does not alter the fiscal situation nor the continuing growth of degree programmes in media and cultural studies.


Where disciplinary boundaries are debated, the old question about whether something is or is not anthropology is still being asked. Answers are generally, as Spencer (2000: 17) indicated, to be found within the relatively intimate space of the departmental seminar, where negotiations are carried out as to how anthropological, or otherwise, a given topic or style of enquiry is. In an unflattering yet discerning review of current anthropology, John Hutnyk turns his attention to the reproduction of anthropology. He highlights the interests of those not yet caught up in the ongoing internal “crisis” and makes the strong claim that any re-invention of anthropology that merely rehearses old anxieties about fieldwork, but does not address the demands made by students and younger researchers, not to mention the political imperative to put anthropology to work, can only really be treated as a bid to sustain the critics (ourselves) in business. That means keeping anthropology so “anthropological” that it will forever remain a clique (Hutnyk 2002: 30-31). I would add that the discipline would also benefit from writing in several different registers and pushing anthropology outward from the academy, for intellectual as well as political reasons.6

A broadening of the discipline is, indeed, noticeable as research projects and new PhDs are turning to ethnography closer to home. This is, I hope, not only due to world-political and financial constraints, but also to intellectual reasons. Though not always problematized as such, the new locations of study also mean new ways of (temporarily) positioning ourselves, that is, of theorizing.

Ethnography and persuasiveness

What I have described suggests that academic scholarship in general is suffering from lack of time and, to some extent, a sense of losing authority. Contributing to the recent debate, Tim Ingold notes that anthropologists “have a huge way to go in training both ourselves and our students to speak with conviction and authority on anthropological matters” (2003: 23). Crises of representation and fears of misrepresentation notwithstanding, for anthropology and anthropologists to flourish, this issue has to be tackled. The historical legacy of the modern anthropologist studying the non-modern “Other” must be put to best possible use, not carried along as if it were the original sin to be confessed at suitable intervals! 


The authority of modern scientific knowledge relies heavily on erasing its own social and interactive foundations. It is not surprising, therefore, that the claims of a discipline based in ethnographic fieldwork to be scientific are easy to challenge. Yet, anthropologists need not acquiesce to a definition of important or non-trivial knowledge which limits it to something modelled on an idealized but inaccurate image of modern science. 


The fact that anthropology partakes of both science and humanities is a richness to cherish in itself. Another is that their commitment to ethnographic methodology means that anthropologists grapple harder with the ethical and the political implications of knowledge than is probably the case for most other disciplines. Indeed, the tensions of ethnographic method are already an explicit part of the anthropological enterprise. As I already noted, ethnography promotes a kind of practical philosophy. It draws from real people’s real preoccupations in real situations;  I include in this teaching and conference work where we learn about and from each other. Anthropology and anthropologists, however, follow scripts designed for the ever-changing needs of academic institutions and these are still modelled on modern criteria of scholarship and the value judgements of our more powerful sponsors. No wonder the ideal of a detached scientific producer of knowledge is invoked, and ethnographic othering reappears, just as it did prior to Writing Culture, however uncomfortable we may be with it. 


Increasingly, anthropology is carried out in situations where othering is not an option; for instance if our interest is in scientists, managers or other powerful groups. In these cases we tend to adopt the role of “documenter”, offering transcripts – edited ones for sure – of interviews, rather than blatant objectification (e.g. some the chapters in Downey & Dumit 1997). For our questioning makes our ‘”informants” only more self-conscious than they already were, and so they actually behave like ethnographers of their own lives, explaining events against underlying contexts. But if such “anthropological” self-consciousness is often taken as typical of modernity, this does not entail that others (however defined) are not also seeking to make sense of their collective predicaments. 


Because of the explicit tensions of fieldwork, the anthropological study of contemporary modernity at home enhances the potential to reinvigorate, not weaken anthropology. It is not so much a question of the geographical location of the discipline, but about the directions in which we take our intellectual project. For everywhere that anthropologists are studying modernity ethnographically, whether with intellectuals in Indonesia, youth workers in Paris, museum curators in Germany or brain surgeons in London, anthropologists render modernity into specificity. This questions both the assumptions that modernity is homogeneity, and that modernity is Western. It also shows up the limitations of powerful if familiar knowledge practices.


Already in the early 1970s, Laura Nader advocated what she called “studying up”, noting that it would pose important challenges. The most obvious problems are the constraints imposed by those who have power over anthropologists (Nugent and Shore 2001), but also the compromises made as ethnographers move into corporations (Green and Wakeford 2001, Money Programme 2002). And yet such situations present problems for all fieldworkers, whatever their research location. Ethnographic process in all cases is shot through with power relations as well as ethical dilemmas. The latter arise not least from the fact that key anthropological knowledge emerges out of what is an intervention, even an intrusion, into the lives of people whose own questions may not look anything like those we want to pose.


Although access has always posed a problem, anthropology has long been done “at home”. Even more importantly, giving up pretensions to the neutrality and universality of European modernity as a standard of humanity, is a project to which anthropology has contributed for a long time. Yet there has been a reluctance to admit our debts to others, notably cultural and media studies that have had an important influence on those anthropologists who have turned their ethnographic interest homeward. Certainly the locations for the anthropology of modernity overlap with the locations of cultural and media studies: urban space (Green 1996), public spectacles (Harvey 1996) and institutions (Shore 2000), and domestic interiors (Hirsch 1998). In such situations, cultural studies’ insistence on the political nature of contemporary culture and the cultural nature of technology have been brought directly into anthropological discourse, and non-anthropologists like Stuart Hall and Donna Haraway have become references such anthropology cannot do without. 


Their explicitly post-colonialist and feminist sensibilities invite researchers to encounter their subject matter with a sophistication about the complexity of subject positions which more traditional anthropology was able to sidestep. The us-them set-up offered to the metropolitan anthropologist working in the margins is simply not available. My own work, first in my PhD on German environmental activists, subsequently on environmentalists and biotechnology researchers in Finland, has regularly drawn me into debates with “informants” about my relationships with them and about cultural identity in general, but also about the knowledge I can produce about them. Initially, such negotiations revolve around ethics. Most bluntly in their question: “whose side are you on?”, often a pressing concern in environmental conflict as well as in concerns over science. Gradually context brings nuance to this question and different commitments and demands are negotiated, leading to some provisional answered at least, but constantly leading to new domains of enquiry. Ethnography helps to make sense of situations, but it does not explain anything to the point of emptying it! As my understanding of my ethnographic subjects’ work, and their understanding of mine deepen, the debate tends to shift from identity issues (culture) towards epistemology and, in some cases, to accountability for knowledge claims. For example, in the tiny biotech lab where I have most recently conducted research, the power of “the” market is a constant presence in discussions. Its specter looms over the future prospects of the lab itself with each new budget, and each proposal for research funds. Lab workers have not (yet) asked me how I intend to represent the lab in relation to the market, but they are concerned that I understand the complex economic and power relations within which they, living in a remote part of Finland, find themselves. I, a researcher identified with the capital city, and with an academic affiliation in London, also have powers they do not, and they negotiate their relationship to me with care. Identity then becomes a question of how our relationship is mediated. Identity also accrues to the knowledge we produce. From their professional perspective, anthropological knowledge seems to be interesting and worthwhile though its uses are not immediately obvious. There may not be symmetry between the value placed on biochemistry and anthropology, but the encounter produces moments of mutual interrogation as well as recognition and respect.


What I am suggesting is that one of the unique strengths of ethnographic method is – or could be – its dialogue with “informants”, whoever the anthropologist is, and whoever the people being studied are. The encounter ensures that whether acknowledged or not, anthropological exegesis proceeds from an “ethnographic moment”, of overlap between field out there (the lives of “informants”) and field over here (academic discourse), and is thus always in debt to forms of native exegesis (Strathern 1988, 1999, Berglund 2001). Despite this, it seems there has been a fudge in the history of Anglo-American anthropology. In the very act of making its object and thus of legitimating its specificity, it hid from itself the source of some of its more creative impulses: the voices and the questions of the people it used to call informants. 

It is the resolutely contextual practice of ethnography that provides grounds to resist “grand narratives” but it also gives us room to document and analyse without taking sides or moralizing. Parenthetically speaking, since the launching of the so-called “war on terrorism”, an added urgency has characterized anthropological questioning of how cultural difference is organized. We have tools for narrating and analyzing “terrorism”, or the invasion of Iraq that was being prepared even as we discussed these issues at the symposium. In lecture halls for instance, we have plenty within a conventional anthropological tradition with which to work, not least the knowledge that in the places where many of us study, inexplicable disaster is common or the insight that electronic media are extraordinarily powerful political tools. 


Despite the fact that anthropologists know that modernity is not confined to, nor even really born of, the West, and despite decades of post-colonial theory; even in anthropology, dualistic thinking still pits modernity against indigeneity, science against tradition. Yet ethnographic studies of technoscience, not to mention critiques of the discipline, cogently argue that European-style “great divides” (see Latour 1993) are not necessary to the task of maintaining intellectual order or technical effectiveness. If our intellectual as well as our moral impulse is to treat as our concern all human relationships, and if our method is to engage with people as capable (as humans are) of narrating their own predicaments, “great divides” are of more interest to us as symbolic constructs than as analytical aids. And ethnographically speaking, we know that the modern West is neither standard nor uninteresting.


The complexity of the relationship between culture and economics in the neo-colonial world suggests that one of our tasks is to reassess what it might mean to produce non-trivial knowledge of culture and society. Another is to communicate to non-social scientists that there is nothing mere or trivial about culture or context. True, non-trivial is still generally equated with the universal, increasingly with the calculable, a view which carries substantial authority in many places where anthropologists want to have influence. 


The analysis of modernity in all its forms, however, gives anthropology an opportunity to demonstrate that universality and objectivity are themselves historically specific values. We can even demonstrate that natural science and other non-trivial knowledge bend according to the needs of politico-economic power (e.g. Martin 1994), but also that there are limits to such excesses. Alongside the apparent fixity of modern knowledge, modernity and the West/North, including anthropology itself, also operates within a more general Western framework, namely constructionist understandings of knowledge. Not only anthropology, but a whole range of discourses, increasingly account for context/nature/science by always further construction, as Marilyn Strathern’s After Nature  (1992) persuasively argued. This precipitates a generalized crisis, because if nature is treated as culturally constructed, it seems to leave nothing solid enough to ground an argument. This is an uncomfortable predicament for everyone. Here I am concerned with its implications for anthropologists who might want to discriminate, if not adjudicate, between health and pathology, human or environmental. Put differently, in a crisis-ridden world (singular), studying “worlds” (e.g. Augé 1999) would seem to be a relativizing indulgence only the privileged can afford. 

Anthropologizing ourselves
Penny Harvey’s ethnography of the Seville’s 1992 Universal Exhibition shows how playing with worlds can become a pastime. It also traces the ways modern habits of thought have been changing and staying the same:

[I]n its late 20th-century guise this universal fair distinguished itself form the fairs of the previous century in the degree to which it exhibited an awareness of itself, of its own history and its own artifice. The exhibitors mused on the nature of modernity and explicitly addressed the central issues in sociological debates about globalisation such as: multiculturalism and the plural nature of society, the links between the global and the local, the temporal and the universal, the ironic play with similarity and difference, the familiar and the strange, the traditional and the modern, uniqueness and wholeness, discontinuity and continuity (1999: 225).

The visitors with their self-consciousness and their ethnographic sensibilities are not unlike professional anthropologists. But they are not contemplating similarity and difference as resources for an academic pursuit, operating simultaneously at several levels of analysis, and paying scholarly attention to the contexts of power within which their activities unfold. For these are all required of good ethnography, a word that refers less and less to fieldwork method, or even to the resulting text, but to a methodology (Berglund 2001), a mode of questioning rather than a method for gleaning answers. 7 Ethnography today incorporates personal experience, long-term in-depth fieldwork, but also discourse analysis, media analysis, surveys of government documents and increasingly, dialogue with experts in fields as distant (or as close) as business management, medical professionals, engineers and scientists and artists, and of course with students and peers. 


If culture and difference take on new meanings outside the academy, they operate within the academy too. So let me return to the preoccupations with which I began, anthropologists’ experiences of disciplinary transformations within systems of power. A volume published in 2000 called Audit Cultures edited by Marilyn Strathern,8 turns its anthropological attention to precisely these issues.

Audit Cultures was the product of the conference of the European Association of Social Anthropologists held in Frankfurt in 1998 and so reflects the concerns of professional anthropologists beyond the UK also. When the volume’s contributors write about administrative organizations, often rendered faceless and soulless and juxtaposed to the lively cultural features of other arenas of human action, they make them alive with faces and actions. The empirical detail shows that there are many similarities in administrative procedures across a number of national and institutional contexts (a point raised frequently at the symposium). At the same time we learn also that these transformations are inflected through different conditions that resist reduction to blanket conceptions of modernity as simply global or, indeed, of modernization itself. Without the empirical element that connects the micro with the macro, the collection would be less compelling, and the argument that small changes matter in the long run, less persuasive. We learn that “like institutional clients elsewhere, scholars have helped to reproduce the bureaucracies they fear” (Amit 2000: 230). We also learn that universities everywhere are increasingly cast as producers of literal exchange value, at least the source of fuel to power the industries of the information society. Although as a whole I do not read the volume as being naïve about the long history of the academy’s relationship to capitalism (including state-socialism-capitalism), its chapters nevertheless identify something specifically new and worth exploring, in how commerce, State and academy articulate.


The rhetorical force of the contributions is no doubt heightened by juxtaposing – implicitly if not explicitly – “their” mythico-ritual world with “our” rational-technical one. However, “they” are not just evil bureaucrats (let alone primitives), they are people very much like us. The chapters demonstrate that to anthropologize the modern is to relativize it, to make it impossible to measure difference as deviation from a standard – modernity itself. This does not mean, however, that difference and specificity (peculiarity) are erased or aestheticized in the way I suggested has been the fate of culture, quite the opposite. 


Audit, for instance, is presented as an important ritual. It is repetitive and often incomprehensible to its congregation, and yet it is transformative and efficacious. Most bluntly, it can turn numerical representations into tangible reality, for instance into the allocation of resources. Audit, instantiated in the Research Assessment Exercise for example, also revises understandings of what knowledge might be and of who can use it. The rituals of audit and accountability also make and break communities, enabling and constraining individuals in their efforts to occupy certain positions. They tend to homogenize the academic projects, now constrained by narrow and utilitarian definitions of what is worthwhile. 


The chapters play with context and perspective, foregrounding specific relationships. They demonstrate once again that “[a]nthropologists are adept at dividing the world in order to create fresh explanatory contexts for relationships” (Strathern 1995: 166). This may provide excuses to intensify internal debates that leave others unmoved. On the other hand, it surely challenges the metropolitan provincialism (to borrow the editors’ apt phrase) that claims its own totalizing vision as universal. It also encourages anthropologists to treat these relationships as something more than new explanatory contexts. For they appear as forms of sociality in which the authors are themselves accountable. That is, ethnography, like it or not, puts us all into networks of accountability as people. 

Audit Cultures resonates with technoscience in Finland, but above all with my experiences of British academia, both pursuits preoccupied with productivism but also identity. The volume goes beyond a critique of a generalized modernity, and takes to task the assumptions of virtue built into anthropology itself, as well as the impotence with which academics generally responded to the demand for financial accountability. For the problems facing everyone caught up in managerialist structures of accountability are tied directly to Enlightenment ideals of progress not to mention of productivity (e.g. Strathern 1997). Although Audit Cultures is a series of case studies, not a monograph, it still conveys a recognizable unifying logic that invites analysis. 

It might be suggestive to compare its approach to sociology’s predicament, another discipline apparently in crisis (e.g. Beck 2000). Sociology increasingly offers a vision of a world that is unmanageable due to its global scale, and because it is constituted as an amalgam of individuals or at best, networks, society having been proclaimed dead by Britain’s Mrs Thatcher herself. The universe that social thinkers are asked to deal with is fragmented as opposed to consisting of “society” or “societies”, and is horizontally and flexibly networked as opposed to vertically integrated. This requires a response from the social sciences. One good response is to “do anthropology”, insisting on realities that are based in human relations rather than in Eurocentric “grand narratives” and their crises: “the end of history”, “society is dead” and so on. 


A key insight of Strathern’s After Nature was that treating context as grounds for knowledge, including knowledge of nature/science, precipitates epistemological and political crisis. We know that European modernity has bequeathed an obsession, namely the requirement that inside and outside – e.g. of a society – be clearly separated. In the constructionist view of knowledge where context provides explanation, if the global (as in global culture) or indeed the world (world markets) is the object of analysis, there is no candidate for the context that provides the (back)ground, that is, the explanatory context. After all, what is more global, more encompassing, than the world, even the global economic environment? Does society really construct nature? Does culture? Does globalisation kill anthropology? 


The answer to the last three is no, but then, ethnography/anthropology does not even beg these questions. Imperialist anthropology might have been tempted to, because “a” (primitive) society could be imagined as a world unto itself, one which ethnography could capture holistically. Modernity on the other hand, was always too “complex” to even offer the possibility of being grasped holistically, so we still strive to make it more manageable by treating only a part of it. Thus it is not society or culture as such, but “ethics, audit, policy”, which more and more are taken to be “the places to be looking these days if one is looking for society” (Strathern 2000: 282). Ethics, audit, policy are domains that can be named, and they allow us to trace networks that effect change and mediate power, but also that renew understandings of the connections between such domains. Like in the arctic or the tropics, religion is connected to politics is connected to medicine is connected to everything, but questions must be asked about how and with what consequences. And also like in the arctic and the tropics, the ethnographer is caught up in several relationships of accountability and always has to make decisions about what to represent. 


One of the principles that guides work on European modernity like Audit Cultures (and some of which is referenced in my bibliography) is that it is not necessary to discriminate between complex and simple social systems (Harvey 1996). Whatever complexity inheres in anthropological work is in the analysis: home and away are as simple or complex as one’s questioning allow. And so, in ethnographic perspective, anthropologizing is not at all about contextualizing to the point of making reality vanish. It is more about different ways of making power visible. It is also about giving us the confidence first, that social power can be analyzed, and second, that we do not have to idealize scientific method as a unitary language from which social scientists are unhappily excluded. 


Michel Foucault’s work continues to inspire such projects, but more specifically I would note the influence of Bruno Latour and Marilyn Strathern. Their contributions to analyzing Euro-american knowledge practices provide good models for anthropologizing modernity. The constructionist arguments regarding knowledge and power in domains where constructionism used not to apply – specifically technoscience – resonate, and so help to provide new understandings across a very broad range of situations, from the uses of information technology (Green and Harvey 1999), to the creation of the European Union (Shore 2000) and to environmentalism (Berglund 1998). Importantly, these contributions interrogate the criteria by which they themselves might be judged, but the authors do not let that stop them from trying to be persuasive. Truth claims may be culturally specific but nowhere are they insignificant. Also, in the supposedly modern West, they are certainly undergoing change (see my quotation from Harvey, above). 


For in the contemporary world, seeing is no longer believing. Harvey’s ethnography of the Seville Expo demonstrates the continuing impulse in European modernity to treat knowledge as image (1996: 161). This too exacerbates the crisis unleashed by “too much” constructionism, since it helps make knowledge into opinion. Where images are treated as representations of something else, they are always slightly inaccurate and partial. Yet European modernity, Harvey seems to suggest, provokes less worry than before, over representation. Events like the Expo confront visitors and analysts alike with culture as image only. The context for new knowledge is, then, not nature or ground, but more culture – for instance in a high-tech interactive display of Spanish history (1996: 151). What moves people is difference that is visible. And what moves people has to be real, yet in contemporary high-tech surroundings, it is often also virtual.


Such epistemological but also technological shifts are nuanced and contingent. On the other hand they can also lock people and societies into irreversible trajectories. Reflecting on what realities move people and how societies judge knowledge claims, we know that the modern categories of thought that used to legitimate claims to non-trivial knowledge still operate in some institutions – notably those committed to modernization of one kind or other. We also know that in many places the power of dualistic thought is diminished or superseded. Nevertheless, we cannot ignore the significance of profits in how triviality and importance are currently judged. And yet the ethnographic enterprise, whether carried out in situations of extreme inequality or not, constantly brings to the fore the impoverishment that such a conceptualization brings about. As Penny Harvey (personal communication) put it, anthropology is geared less towards knowing more than towards knowing otherwise, something that our quantity-obsessed world desperately needs. 


Thus, as anthropology seeks a viable role, it must have the conviction of its own principle that though it is irreducible to calculation, ethnographic knowledge is non-trivial. Ethnographic dialogue means that culture and society, and their meanings, are themselves treated as dynamic as well as specific to particular social forms and cultural norms. In fact, anthropologists over the decades have argued that mechanisms for being persuasive, non-trivial, or even real are hardly universal. At the same time, they have discovered that such mechanisms are also a necessary part of being human, as are existing in relations of power.

Experiences in the academy suggest that the more we have tried to be persuasive by adapting to hegemonic economic credentials (like league tables), the less we have of something we might consider distinctive or productive. Although anthropologists too have submitted to an ideology which pretends to value only demonstrable improvement in results rather than passion and dialogue, we know the significance of the university and our scholarship is not only that which is accessible to administrative scrutiny. 

My personal career decisions notwithstanding, I believe anthropological research, wherever its primary focus, provides precious tools for expanding experience and making sense of the chaos around us. I muse on the possible implications for world anthropologies. Need anthropologists cease to be anthropologists once they resign their posts? Could anthropology be strengthened if the policing of disciplinary boundaries within the anthropological community were treated with the same disdain as the policing of ethnic boundaries beyond it? And further, does anthropological knowledge not already refuse the modern conceit that knowledge that cannot be represented and fixed is trivial? If we insist on the non-triviality of such forms of knowledge we are already operating against hegemonic leveling devices – numbers and, as I have emphasized, culture as difference.    

Notes
1 Thanks to Emma Tarlo, Adam Reed, Mitchell Sedgwick, Penny Harvey, Pat Caplan (all of whom said very different, often contradictory things) and to the wonderful participants of the Wenner Gren symposium. The views and analyses on these pages remain my own.

2 The grant-giving State body, the earlier Social Science Research Council, established in 1965, was then transformed into the ESRC: the Economic and Social Research Council. It was so named in consequence of the government’s suspicions over the scientific credentials of social research – not science but research. It also highlighted economic research as the key social science. From the inception of the ESRC, funding for research students was curtailed (Spencer 2000: 11). 

3 I can only speak from personal experiences and anecdote, but I have in mind two of the country’s outstanding departments, Cambridge and the London School of Economics.

4 Birmingham’s Department of Cultural studies and Sociology, the direct institutional outcome of this now famous research, was forced to close down last summer (2002), leaving staff as well as students to seek academic homes in other departments.

5  Michael Herzfeld has even called it a practice of theory, in his innovative and collaborative book, Anthropology: Theoretical Practice in Culture and Society.

6 Further, what counts as academic work should include much that is not peer-reviewed articles or monographs, an argument recently made by many non-anthropologists involved in fieldwork and/or activism (e.g. Mountz 2002). 

7 We cannot afford, however, to ignore the fact that for those, like the market researchers recently enthralled by it, (Money Programme 2002) ethnographic research equates to following people around.

8 Strathern 1997 also discusses this.
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