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Analysis as Experimental Practice

This collection grapples with analysis as a constitutive process of ethno-
graphic work. It picks up where most discussions on ethnography as a 
form of knowledge production stop: the point at which we are called to 
specify how we perform analysis. If analysis is the practice of immersing 
oneself in ethnographic materials in order to transform them into insights 
that are not automatically apparent, how exactly does that alchemical pro
cess play out? Contributors in this book take a radically ethnographic ap-
proach to answer this question. They examine their own analytic practices 
and thinking habits to offer conceptual and practical insights into analysis 
as a practice that unfolds in concrete social, material, and political con-
texts. That is, instead of developing a universalized discussion of analysis 
as an abstract category of thought, each chapter engages with analysis as 
a concrete mode of action, laying out the specific moves of a particular 
analytic experiment. Put differently, each of the contributors theorizes the 
process of analysis by performing it. The result is something akin to a 
guide, a companion for the reader to borrow thinking habits they can ad-
just and make their own.

In this introduction we frame the analytic experiments the contributors 
offer by laying out the distinct approach the collection follows. To begin, 
let’s consider a familiar (but hypothetical) figure: an ethnographer. She 
is going through her research materials once again. She is immediately 
immersed in the worlds she wants to learn more about and in the worlds 
out of which she conducts her inquiry. Those various worlds may over-
lap geographically, or they may not. She thinks alongside collaborators 
of various sorts: friends, interlocutors, authors, ancestors, advisors. She 
goes through sound files, notes, memories, stories, found and constructed 
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objects. She mobilizes categories that she has inherited: kinship, religion, 
technology, law, embodiment, colonization, territory. She borrows other 
categories: biopolitics, capital, cyborg, naturecultures, governance, becom-
ings, rhizome. Additionally, in the past ten years, our ethnographer has 
encountered new ethnographic labs, studios, and collaboratories where 
experiments with media, narrative genre, and the creation of new publics 
proliferate. And yet, amid all of that richness of resources, she is still after 
something that remains unruly and often is collapsed into preexisting the-
oretical concepts: an explicit take on analytic practice.

Our ethnographer is after a form of analysis that creates an opening for 
making sense of something that she cannot fully anticipate, despite having 
a fleeting sense of its presence. During her training, there was little dis-
cussion about how to establish and navigate that analytic opening. She 
learned to mobilize categories such as scale, time, process, and relations to 
craft a theoretical parallax or a provocation (Ballestero 2015). She learned 
techniques for interviewing, notetaking, coding, categorization, and data 
visualization (LeCompte and Schensul  1999; Bernard  2006; Lave  2011). 
She has also learned to think about the affective power of literary moves 
and poetic licenses (MacGranahan 2020; Pandian and McLean  2017). 
But the opening she is after is elusive. It is difficult to pinpoint because it 
can emerge at any phase of the research process and can take a variety of 
forms. Throughout her training, our hypothetical ethnographer was told 
that such an analytic opening could appear serendipitously, emerge after 
long periods of staring at the blank page, irrupt in conversations with col-
leagues, hit her emotionally in the field, or transpire from cyclical recod-
ings of her notes and rewritings of her narrative. Furthermore, to generate 
said opening, she might even have to “go back” to the field to conduct fol-
low-up research. She has also heard many ethnographers praise beautiful 
writing, detecting an intrinsic ascription: if you have literary skill, analytic 
power follows.

Our hypothetical ethnographer may observe that these takes on analy
sis can result in a dual and contradictory mystification. On the one hand, 
they can turn analysis into an ethereal process that depends on a creative 
and affective spark, made explicit only through the craft of writing, and that 
can never be systematized without exhausting it. On the other hand, they 
can turn analysis into a mechanical procedure that flattens the richness of 
our ethnographic encounters, creating a subject-object partition through 
practices of capture, breaking down, and dissection (Holbraad et al. 2018, 19). 
This book challenges both forms of mystification and does not assume 
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analysis has to be an intractable creative process or a violent mechanistic 
procedure. Rather, we argue that analysis is a creative and organized pro
cess of generating insights. It is a process that can be full of space for imagi-
native thinking while resolutely grounded in a distinct understanding of 
empirics that is thoroughly ethnographic. In our rendering, analysis is a 
practice by which we can intensify the conceptual creativity and relational 
commitments that sit at the core of ethnography in its best forms. Thus the 
purpose of this book is to offer ways to perform this form of analysis in a 
way that allows us to stay steadfastly bound to the creative and inventive 
edge of ethnographic knowledge production. Our aim is to refuse to black-
box analysis as something that is, in the best case, inaccessible, happening 
in the background as you do other things, and in the worst case, a violent 
imposition of hegemonic thought. Quite to the contrary, the authors in 
this collection take analysis as a process that entails careful and deliberate 
crafting. This process is one with fieldwork experiences, interpersonal re-
lations, institutional and organizational settings, and the material, historical, 
and conceptual infrastructures on which all research depends.

O P E N I N G   A N A LY S I S

As you go through the chapters in this collection, you will see that the 
contributors operate under the assumption that analysis is an exercise in 
seeking an unanticipated insight—something that could have not been 
predicted with existing categories yet nevertheless depends on them. Col-
lectively, contributors see analysis as a means to approach something that 
lies beyond the “predictable and the uncertain” and sits in the “space of 
excess, of telling us more than we knew to ask” (McGranahan  2018, 7). 
This does not imply that analysis is always about pursuing the new. It does 
mean, however, that analysis seeks ways of noticing that which seems to 
be there in one’s materials and relations but cannot be immediately articu-
lated as such. In this sense, ethnographic analysis shares a lot with what the 
Nigerian poet Ben Okri (1997) refers to as the quickening of the unknown. 
Jane Guyer (2013) elaborates on Okri’s usage of the notion of quicken-
ing by noting how it does not refer to speed but rather to something else, 
to the enlivening of an unknown, marking its presence by drawing it into 
recognizable existence. Veena Das (2018) uses the language of concepts 
and the production of anthropological texts to make a similar point. She 
notes that ethnographic analysis flourishes when it works through “sin-
gular concepts [. . .] whose mode of generality is different from that 
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of comparison between different objects or cases” (10). A singular con-
cept is not meaningful because it illustrates a typified series, for example, 
a new ethnographic example of coming-of-age rituals, human-nonhuman 
relations, or settler colonialism. Rather, the power of singularity lies in how 
ethnography enlivens a concept itself, becoming its flesh (Das 2018, 10) and 
thus bringing it into existence in a different manner than how it previously 
was. In this sense, “what counts as empirical [in ethnographic knowledge 
production] already bears the imprint of the conceptual” (11), and, at the 
same time, what is conceptual is given life and existence through the empiri-
cal charge of ethnographic relations. Thus ethnographic analysis at its best 
enlivens thought and concepts through a type of singularity that cannot be 
reduced to an example or an instantiation of a predetermined category.

This notion of analysis as the process of enlivening concepts frames 
a necessary question that ethnographers in anthropology do not discuss 
often: By what specific procedures or habits of thought does that quick-
ening, enlivening, or opening happen? If analysis is a concrete process of 
opening our insights, we should see it happening in particular times and 
places and through concrete means (e.g., writing, conducting fieldwork, 
following protocols, reorganizing materials). Concretely, this enlivening 
unfolds in a condition of immersion that yields an ethnographic effect 
(Strathern 1999). Immersion in the worlds that we want to make sense of, 
and immersion in the act of producing knowledge, with all its inherited 
instruments (Helmreich 2007), and political entanglements and implica-
tions. But immersion can easily become drowning if it is not crafted with 
embodied and theoretical skill. It is not uncommon for ethnographers 
to have a moment of feeling drowned by the rich and extensive reach of 
ethnographic relations that our work enacts. Each of the chapters in this 
book offers one concrete way to dwell in generative immersion rather than 
drown.

Along with fieldwork, theory, writing, and method, analysis is part of a 
semantic cloud that orients research design, fieldwork, and narrative com-
position. The necessity or impossibility of establishing borders between 
these concepts has historically generated deep intellectual discussions.1 In 
this book we do not focus on this kind of boundary-making, for numerous 
reasons. First, the contributors come from various intellectual traditions 
and would arrange those concepts, and their boundaries, in very differ
ent configurations according to their own epistemic commitments. Thus, 
presenting a unified theory of what analysis is and where it sits in relation 
to method or writing would imply a kind of homogeneity that does not 



adequately capture the rich diversity that this collection highlights. An-
other reason for avoiding establishing boundaries is that we deliberately 
engage analysis as a historically specific exercise that channels our atten-
tion to grasp something in the world that at first seems elusive. We do not 
take analysis as an abstract category in need of definition but consider it 
a historically and materially grounded practice. Consequently, we have 
designed the book so that each chapter enlivens the concept of analysis 
through the singularity of the concrete historic form the author gives to 
analytic practice. As a result, we bracket what for some is a necessary place 
to begin: the question of what analysis is. Instead of asking “what is analy
sis,” this book engages with the question of “how is analysis,” and it offers 
nineteen answers.

Finally, asking “how is analysis” instead of “what is analysis” prevents us 
from reducing analytic practice to a transitional stage between fieldwork 
and theory, something to get over quickly, a mere point of passage before 
settling on an empirical finding or category. That rush to pass through 
analysis feeds into the desire to produce insights that travel quickly, usu-
ally in the form of a concept or argument, so that they can be “applied” to 
other cases. Through nominalist categories or propositional statements, 
these traveling insights promise to move seamlessly across contexts and 
among readers, losing in the process the lively power of their singularity. 
Each of the chapters in this collection expands the duration of analysis 
through concrete experiments designed to draw on ethnographic liveli-
ness, quicken conceptual power, and open space for that which could not 
be anticipated. These experiments open up space to cultivate the incred-
ible power of ethnographic knowledge forms while embracing the inter-
personal commitments of our research practice as inherent to its analytic 
power.

T H E  T I M E S P A C E  O F   A N A LY S I S

It is possible to think that in order to “make space” for this kind of analytic 
singularity it is necessary to “make time,” that is, to carve out hours in the 
calendar. But making space does not necessarily mean adding more hours 
to the workday or more days to the research schedule. As ethnographers 
ourselves, we are in no way strangers to the pressures of the neoliberal 
university or to the demands for quick, actionable knowledge outside of 
it. Furthermore, the sars-Cov2 pandemic that began in 2020 once again 
sharply revealed the gendered, classed, and racialized conditions that 
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structure not only social relations but academic inquiry globally. Never-
theless, we do not argue for a return to some idealized era when thinking 
was supposedly an intrinsically slow and egalitarian practice. What we 
are proposing are a series of techniques to help craft the conditions for 
enlivening analytic insights through experiments that create a distinct 
timespace. An example might help bring our point home.

Let us think with the well-known notion of the dazzle, an idea that 
Marilyn Strathern (1999) put forward twenty years ago to describe being 
grabbed by an image from fieldwork and being unable to let it go. The no-
tion of being dazzled has traveled widely, and many refer to it to capture 
powerful moments when ethnographic research puts in front of us some-
thing that arrests our imagination, a situation in which we are entrapped 
in the net of another world (Wagner 2001; Corsín Jiménez and Nahum-
Claudel 2019). Although this notion has been widely embraced, something 
is lost when the “dazzle” is transplanted into a new ethnographic context. 
The dazzle was a singular response to a particular ethnographic encounter; 
it was not meant to become an abstract concept to be dis-embedded and 
re-embedded as if it could be seamlessly transplanted into any context. For 
Strathern, the notion of the dazzle was a way of suspending the grip of 
the ethnographer’s theoretical models, halting what she already knew and 
what she thought she should focus on, in the face of an encounter that 
required she make sense of it on its own terms. The idea of being dazzled 
offered a timespace for the bodily labor of analysis to unfold—the tasks 
of organizing interviews, composing index cards, crafting vignettes. This 
kind of labor pauses the thinking body, slowing down thoughts that rush 
ahead to make the encounter fit under preexisting categories. As Strathern 
notes, the dazzle created suspension to deal with the problem that “as soon 
as you drop one theory, another rushes in. [This is the problem:] that one 
never has an empty head. There’s always something to fill it with and it’ll 
be common sense if it’s nothing else.”2 Ultimately, it is by crafting this kind 
of suspended analytic timespace that one can precipitate that sense of im-
mersion that allows one to approximate the elusive ethnographic insight, 
to precipitate the enlivening of our sense-making process.

It is this notion of a timespace for suspension that this collection puts 
at the center of the systematized but messy labor of analysis. This entails 
committing oneself to analysis-as-craft, in kinship with the Greek concept 
of technē. In this rendering, analysis is a practice where bodies, instruments, 
theories, debts, curiosities, and responsibilities coalesce around the desire 
to make something present, to draw something into being. This practice 



depends on cutting-edge and rudimentary tools: it can be achieved with 
index cards, data visualization software, handwriting, and satellite images 
alike. What is inescapable, though, is that analysis-as-craft is not invention 
out of thin air, nor is it flat reproduction of the already known. It cannot be 
reduced to developing better observational skills, precise data collection 
techniques, or more accurate abstractions. Nor is it enough to write evoca-
tive texts. It is not about choosing a theorist in advance or claiming to have 
no theoretical preferences. Analysis transpires at the intersection of many 
of these and according to the specific problems and questions at hand.

The contributions in this book embody this idea of analysis-as-craft 
and translate it into a series of techniques to generate suspension, to ex-
pand the timespace of analysis. Each of the techniques you will encounter 
is an experiment to wonder, a process that depends on a “certain duration 
so that doubt and confusion can endure long enough to allow qualitative 
leaps and contradictions in our sense-making” (Ballestero 2019, 32). This 
kind of wonder is possible when conditions for structured play are put in 
place (Fortun  2009). Furthermore, we understand these conditions as 
ways of “staying with the trouble” (Haraway 2016) and directing our an-
alytic movement athwart (Helmreich 2009). They are the conditions of 
possibility for finding companion concepts (Winthereik 2019), embracing 
unwanted afterlives (Murphy 2017b), and experimenting with kinky forms 
of empiricism (Rutherford  2012). Each technique offers an opportunity 
to co-labor (De la Cadena 2015) with what peers and interlocutors share 
with us.

A N A LY T I C  P R A C T I C E  I N  C O M P A N I O N S H I P

We invite readers to think about this volume as a companion to analysis. 
A companion text sits somewhere between handbook and guidebook, and 
this collection fulfills that sense of the term. It has been conceived as a 
resource to turn to for concrete suggestions on how to begin or continue 
ethnographic analysis. But companionship is also a particular type of rela-
tionality. It is a form of copresence that entails proximity during highs and 
lows. Not devoid of asymmetries or completely smooth, companionship 
entails a persistence across the waves of events that populate our lives. This 
book came into being in that kind of companionship.

In spring  2016 we held a workshop through the Ethnography Studio 
(www​.ethnographystudio​.org) that Andrea runs. The workshop explored 
notions of intervention and collaboration through the Skyspace, an 
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installation by artist James Turell (figure I.1) at the Rice University cam-
pus.3 We had already initiated a conversation to connect the Studio with 
the ethos Lab (https://ethos​.itu​.dk​/) that Brit led at the it University 
of Copenhagen, and this was the first opportunity for a joint event. One 
of the reasons why we chose the Skyspace stemmed from what ethnogra-
phers learn early in their practice: they have to work with what is there. 
They cannot always catch a spectacular event or craft an experimental 
setup while doing fieldwork. The Skyspace offered an opportunity to ex-
periment with how to think with something that was just there, however 
spectacular it is.

As an art piece, the Skyspace becomes breathtaking at dawn and dusk 
when a light show transforms, softly but continuously, the ceiling of the 
structure by changing its color and with it the visitor’s perception of 
the sky that is visible through an opening at its center. Our workshop did 
not take place at any of those times. Thus, the time we spent inside the 
Skyspace was not exactly breathtaking. Like so many instances of ethno-
graphic research, nothing eventful seemed to happen while we were there. 
We—Andrea, Brit, and a group of graduate students—stayed inside the in-
stallation for approximately fifteen minutes; some of us sat on the granite 
benches designed for audiences to see the light show, while others climbed 

FIGURE I.1 Twilight Epiphany (2012), the James Turrell Skyspace at the Suzanne Deal 

Booth Centennial Pavilion at Rice University. Photo by Florian Holzherr. Courtesy of Rice 

Public Art.



to the second level. We were all trying to be fully present, as ethnographers 
would. As we attuned our senses to our surroundings what we captured 
was the sound of motorized lawn mowers circling the structure, the sirens 
of ambulances rapidly approaching the medical center across the street, 
and the conversations among students from the music school briskly cut-
ting across the installation to make it to class on time. Any unique insight 
about intervention, collaboration, or noticing (the keywords in the title 
of the workshop) that we wished to generate out of the experience would 
need considerable intellectual labor to be drawn out. And yet, despite its 
lack of dazzle, being there was not a completely flat experience. Our imagi-
nation was cautiously enlivened with potentialities as we noticed threads: 
the aesthetics of higher education in the US, the burdens of labor on im-
migrant bodies, the motorized lawn mower as a technological device, the 
rhythms of sound, and the practice of listening.

After the workshop was over, as we debriefed, the conversation circled 
back to the questions of what role analytic practices have in ethnography 
and how they help open up ethnographic encounters that (1) are far from 
exceptional occurrences, (2) feel more like unremarkable events waiting to 
be untangled, and yet, (3) tease our imagination with something that needs 
to be deciphered even if it cannot be immediately articulated. Our think-
ing about this kind of ethnographic encounter was inspired by feminist 
and sts (science and technology studies) scholars who have taught us that 
the world is not a flat or passive entity available for reflection at the will of 
a disembodied and “objective” explorer (Daston and Galison 1992; Hard-
ing 2015; Noble 2016; TallBear 2019). Considering these epistemic affini-
ties and the fact that both of us did ethnographic fieldwork in what could 
be classified as unremarkable settings (e.g., office spaces, meetings, docu-
ments, laboratories), we wondered about the techniques we used to craft 
the sense of exceptional analytic openness that we so often experienced in 
our ethnographic work. We quickly arrived at a rich array of resources that 
anthropologists have developed to address the three issues that dominate 
discussions about ethnography: fieldwork, theory, and writing (Clifford 
and Marcus 1986; Hammersley and Atkinson 1995; Boellstorff et al. 2012; 
Nielsen and Rapport 2017; Estalella and Criado 2018; Hegel, Cantarella, 
and Marcus 2019). And yet, we craved resources that focused on analysis 
as a practice that does not fall into cognitivist or mechanical territories but 
can, nevertheless, be engaged as an organized and methodical process.

In searching for those resources, we were struck by many ethnographers 
using their creativity to design techniques to conduct the kind of analysis 
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that captured our imagination. Those techniques, however, had remained 
unpublished for the most part and did not circulate as widely as resources 
on qualitative methods or ethnographic writing have. Our own experi-
ences in the Ethnography Studio and ethos Lab were evidence of this: 
while we had designed a number of analytic experiments with our students, 
they remained unpublished and circulated only within small circles. At 
that moment, we could think of two exceptions: the “Implosion” exercise 
as conceived by Donna Haraway and developed by Joe Dumit (2014), and 
Kim Fortun’s (2009) “Figuring Out Ethnography” memo system. Both 
of these had indeed traveled widely in anthropology and sts, filling an 
important gap and becoming part of many methods and research-design 
courses. We knew that many more analytic experiments like those were 
happening around us; a good number of researchers were developing 
analytic techniques and collaborations to engage ethnographic materials 
in generative and open-ended forms. Many of those were connected to a 
proliferation of centers, labs, and studios that have emerged recently, and 
yet, there were no sources where they could be consulted.

That is how this book emerged: out of the desire for a companion to 
analytic practices that preserves the open-ended and creative forms of 
thinking we were fond of and that brings together many of the inven-
tive techniques ethnographers have produced to recapture analysis. We 
reached out to colleagues whose work we had found particularly inspiring 
and invited them to join us in creating the companion we wished for. The 
invitation was not without requirements. First, we asked the contributors 
to produce pieces that were shorter than a standard academic text—no 
more than four thousand words. We also asked them to include in their 
chapters a description or example of how they used the technique they 
were sharing.4 The texts had to show by doing. And finally, we requested 
they condense their technique into a set of instructions, something we de
cided to call an “analytic protocol.”

A N A LY T I C  P R O T O C O L S

Our decision to use the concept of an analytic protocol links this collec-
tion to the tumultuous history of experimental spaces in laboratories and 
experimental settings (Rheinberger 1997; Latour 1999; Tilley 2011; Kowal, 
Radin, and Reardon 2013; Davies et al. 2018; Wolfe 2018). In those spaces, a 
protocol is the experimenter’s purported practical guide to generating new 
insights while following standardized steps from one iteration to the next. 



But that connection does not imply that the authors in this book replicate 
the premises that shape the use of protocols in those settings. In particular, 
we wanted to work with the figure of the protocol while also refusing to 
reproduce the violent, extractivist, and essentializing legacies it carries. As 
we finish this book, the protocol has become part of our everyday lives as 
governments depend on its form to handle contagion and reshape social 
interactions in public spaces. At the time we were conceiving this book, 
however, we moved carefully wanting to generate straightforward, almost 
telegraphic, sets of instructions—something like condensed versions of 
broader analytic trajectories that offered orientations but could never be 
taken as comprehensive, totalizing. We also knew that a protocol is probably 
an imperfect name for what the authors are offering. Calling a technique 
designed to open up analytic possibilities a “protocol” can potentially 
bring to mind a sense of closure, of decontextualized repetition. And yet, 
we committed to it as a way to work from within its constraints to show 
how fixed structures provide space for improvisation and inventiveness.

As we deploy the notion of a protocol, we also refuse the fiction of pure 
replicability, rejecting any connotations of a protocol as a device to close 
off variation. Instead of disciplined reduction to secure replicable results, 
the protocols the authors have crafted set up conditions to create analytic 
timespace. The protocols help suspend the rush. They create the condi-
tions to slow the urge to swiftly elucidate an ethnographic puzzle or pin 
down a slippery encounter. They do so by increasing analytic duration, 
enlivening ethnographic singularities. Protocols invoke a sense of orga
nized reflection that, we argue, is essential for the unruly creativity of eth-
nographic analysis to flourish. Thus, although the idea of a protocol might 
elicit suspicion, we want to hold on to that feeling. We mobilize it to explore 
the power of ethnographic thinking in suspension of both “assumptions 
and disbelief ” in order to allow different arrangements and possibilities to 
emerge (Choy and Zee 2015). After all, suspicion and suspension share a 
lot and warrant joint consideration. The urgent demands we face require 
this kind of creativity.

As you go through the pages in this companion to analysis, you will 
feel summoned by some protocols but not others. You might decide to 
experiment with a technique that does not seem to fit very well with your 
questions, or, conversely, you might want to go directly to the ones that 
intuitively make sense. Regardless of where you choose to begin, the tech-
niques and their protocols will give you a starting point for creatively ad-
justing them according to the specific questions at stake. The power of the 
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techniques these protocols embody is that they are deeply explorative and 
experimental while also being structured and methodical.

We have grouped the protocols into four clusters according to how they 
carry out the work of suspension. In part I, you will find the techniques 
that center on forms of bodily labor, representation, or both. The chapters 
in part II all involve handling, comparing, and designing physical objects. 
Part III contains techniques that gain their efficacies through infrastruc-
tures, digital or otherwise. And last, in part IV you will find techniques 
that toy with incommensurabilities and with the (im)possibility of over-
coming them during analysis. Two afterwords close the collection in lieu 
of a conclusion. Written by four researchers that were PhD students at 
the time, the afterwords frame the analytic techniques in the context of 
their pedagogical trajectory, crafting their own ethnographic projects for 
the first time. One of the pieces engages the chapters from a pre-fieldwork 
perspective and the other, post-fieldwork. The overall organization of the 
book is a temporary grouping, a transitional order that does not exhaust 
the techniques, what they have in common, or what makes them different. 
We hope you enjoy playing with the possibilities this companion to analy
sis opens. Each chapter and its protocol is an invitation to cultivate the 
unique analytic power of ethnographic knowledge production. We extend 
each chapter as a lasting invitation to enliven the singularity of analysis in 
your own research and pedagogical practice.

N O T E S

1. In the US tradition, this was already a worry of Boas, who early on challenged 
the role of preexisting categories as ordering devices because they reduced cultural 
traits to isolated examples, erasing their real meaning, which had to be elucidated 
via their historical integration into particular cultural wholes. Since then, the articu-
lation of empirics, method, theory, and writing has been at the core of anthropol-
ogy’s debates around knowledge production.

2. Marilyn Strathern, personal communication, November 2017.
3. The workshop consisted of several parts: a preparatory visit to the artwork by 

Andrea and Brit, a short introductory presentation for students, a collective visit 
by workshop participants to the Skyspace, and a discussion in the Anthropology 
Department’s seminar room.

4. We subjected ourselves to the same restriction and kept this introduction 
within the four-thousand-word limit as well.
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