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Preface

This book derives from an informal workshop ‘Global Science, International 
Health and the Ethics of Collaborative Practice’ convened in 2005 by the 
then newly formed PLACEB-O research group (Partners Linked Across Col-
laborations in Ethics and the Biosciences – Orbital) based at the Department 
of Social Anthropology, University of Cambridge. The workshop itself took 
place at Girton College, Cambridge and I am grateful to all the participants 
for their inspirational insights. Most of the original presenters have contrib-
uted to this volume. Following the workshop, I invited a number of scholars 
working on related issues to write chapters specifically for this book: we are 
further grateful to Françoise Barbira-Freedman, Barbara Bodenhorn, Rebecca 
Empson, Doug Holmes, Celia Lowe and George E. Marcus for each of their 
contributions. The manuscript was completed whilst I was involved with an 
ESRC-funded project ‘International Science and Bioethics Collaborations’ 
awarded to the Universities of Cambridge, Durham and Sussex (2007–2010), 
and I wish to take this opportunity to thank the UK Economic and Social 
Research Council (ESRC grant RES-062-23-0215) for grant funding, as do 
project co-investigators Robert Simpson, Margaret Sleeboom-Faulkner and 
Marilyn Strathern, and other associated members. Professor Nick White of 
Oxford University has always inspired me with his intellectual generosity over 
many engaging conversations about collaboration and global health. Thanks 
go also to the reviewers for Berghahn for their constructive comments, and 
to Ann Przyzycki for her constant support of this project, as well as Charlotte 
Mosedale, Lauren Weiss and Ben Parker. 

Monica Konrad 
Cambridge, January 2011
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Chapter 1

a Feel for detail: new directions  
in collaborative anthropology

Monica Konrad

The value of detail has long been central to the ethnographer’s sensibilities. 
As the art of suggestive possibility, detailing will give us the story to assuage a 
thousand disbelievers; the elements of consistency (or otherwise) to canonize 
the aesthetics of myth making; or even, as with Umberto Eco’s playful ‘Report 
on Field Research’ outlining La Pensée Sauvage in a Po Valley society, the 
occasion for simultaneous readings and misreadings (Eco 1994).1 Whether or 
not we want to tell all as it really happened, or indeed whether we are able to 
do so, most academic ethnographers today would concur that the find of a par-
ticular detail, no matter its relative proportions to the rest, will say something 
about the animator(s) of its selection. There may be many possible ways to 
go within the life of detailing, and plentiful chances to follow through to at-
tributions. From its original acquisition, or perhaps we shall say subconscious 
surfacing, to the work of analytic processing – the placement and juxtaposi-
tional effects of association, omission and evasion within oral, textual, visual, 
kinaesthetic and other communicational frames – a detail, it can be argued, 
may only be brought to life because it has been made to stand out.2 Details, in 
other words, need intellectual creators. And details that are shared as their de-
scriptiveness comes into being, we might also say, need a conceptual language 
made out of the terms of their creators’ own creative relationality. And so we 
come to the confluence of details that have become this particular book.

First, though, a word about those surfaces just mentioned. Standing out, 
as it happens, was a major preoccupation of the first generation of profes-
sional ethnologists, mostly men of course, who were quite obsessed with 
detailing, as indeed they were with a certain self-mythicizing. At the turn of 
the last century, at just the time when accounts about non-European native 
life by the nascent ‘fieldworker’ had to be seen as different in kind from those 
produced by the likes of missionaries, government officials and casual travel-
lers, what mattered was scrupulous attentiveness to observation. To capture 
as W.H.R. Rivers once put it ‘every detail of a culture…. every feature of life 
and custom in concrete detail’ – this was the aim of the new anthropological 
professionalism and its modernist corollary, the ethnographic innovation of 
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fieldwork. Rivers, who had moved into social anthropology from a training 
in neurology, psychiatry and his own medical encounters with others’ shell 
shock, had been keen – following Alfred Haddon’s example – that profes-
sional placement in the field be known as the labour of ‘intensive work’ 
(Rivers 1913: 7). This idea of intensification was linked at the time to the new 
notion of ethnographic empathy and it pertained not only to the descrip-
tive ideals of a totalizing cultural performance – as that was then imagined 
– but set in train what since has become a discipline-specific and enduring 
normative standard. Today, within the terms of our early twenty-first century 
professionalism, the notion of the good anthropologist as the good ‘detailer’ 
is as pervasive as ever.

Collaborators Collaborating is a collection of critical essays by social an-
thropologists and intellectual corollaries that brings together fresh insights 
about contemporary forms of knowledge intensification and intellectual 
creatorship in sites allied to ‘research’. Where the push to amass data and 
information has become the near-ubiquitous proclivity of culture almost ev-
erywhere, what kind of details can stand out in today’s knowledge economy? 
That is of course one generalized question, but in any event not to restrict the 
terms, what kind of details do we now think we want, and how is the work of 
detailing to be recognized as such? There are a number of reasons propelling 
renewed attention here towards critical theoretical debate within anthropo-
logical circles, as well as more widely across the humanities and social sciences, 
not least of which is the intensification of research as adjunct to collaborative 
enquiry in so-called ‘knowledge societies’. Assertions today that the ethical 
conduct of fieldwork requires fresh approaches towards collaborative models 
of research (see, for instance, Fluehr-Lobban 2003; Lassiter 2005) have 
arisen in part as a response to emerging organizational and epistemic shifts 
in the growth of global contexts of research and learning.3 Collaborative 
fieldwork, whether it is undertaken with other scholars and fieldworkers or 
with the people, organizations and groups we work with and write about, or 
some mix of both, takes us straight to the heart of creative relationality. One 
aim of this collection is to foreground the kind of complexities that attend 
to the work of positionality and relationalities as interactions unfolding along 
spectrums of intellectual association and as professional alliances. This cannot 
be anything but the revision of new social intensities.

Whatever the arrangements and combination of sensibilities that creative 
relationality assumes in these fieldwork contexts – and the following chapters 
we hope speak for themselves – such work arguably is taking place at a time 
of increased investment in the ethos of social collaboration. Collaborative 
endeavour between countries, universities, and individuals is a growing phe-
nomenon in diverse spheres of human activity as ‘collaborators’ today com-
municate in the languages of different nations and disciplines, and through an 
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array of technologies and multiple forms of expertise. Mindful of these trends, 
the contributors to this volume are all writing with a view to describing the 
kinds of professional networks that are relevant to the conduct of particular 
kinds of research. As a number of essays here observe, there may be times 
when one neither works exactly ‘with’ other persons, nor can one necessar-
ily identify collaborators as ‘others’ in the sense anthropologists traditionally 
evoke.4 Collaboration may be about working as kinds of knowledge coun-
terparts and assuming positions ‘alongside’, whereby collaborative endeavour 
occasions forms of juxtapositionality generated through complex relational 
moves of compromise, cathexis, extrication and so on. It is then collabora-
tive practices at the level of conducting research and the ways in which such 
processes of research can be analysed ethnographically – and given more le-
gitimacy in scholarship – that we are primarily interested to explore.

Some quandaries have caught our attention too. Thinking through the 
conceptual models anthropology can offer to theorize how knowledge is 
produced and disseminated by collaborative research raises philosophical 
questions about the very idea of collaboration, and therefore its possible mo-
dalities as collaborative fieldwork. If collaborative ethnography is to recognize 
shared intellectual ‘returns’ between plurally invested knowledge producers, is 
a relation among equals a prerequisite? Are minimum commonalities needed 
as a basic starting point for collaboration? If not, what conditions for collabo-
ration do prevail, or should prevail, when no level playing field is apparent?

In different ways, the authors all provide concrete exemplars that bear on 
these questions. At the same time as grounding fresh empirical material, the 
present volume links with and loops back to some notable turning points in 
the genesis of recent social critique. As a critical rejoinder to the problem-
atic of relevance, applicability, publics and engagement that inform a recent 
body of writing about ethics, the academy and anthropological knowledge 
futures (for example, Moore 1996; Riles 2000; Strathern 2000; Brenneis 
2004; Ong and Collier 2005; Eriksen 2006; Konrad 2007), Collaborators 
Collaborating offers a contemporary response to Observers Observed. In his 
collection, George Stocking remarked that despite anthropology’s century 
as an academic discipline, the ways in which we attribute social value to an-
thropological enquiry remains, in certain respects, more problematic today 
than at the time of the subject’s early institutionalization (Stocking 1983). At 
the same time, Collaborators Collaborating picks up from another pioneer-
ing critique about the relation between weakly and strongly contextualized 
knowledges in knowledge society. Re-thinking Science by Helga Nowotny 
and colleagues argues that changes in the production of knowledge and the 
emergence of hybrid institutions in advanced democracies have brought about 
profound shifts in the nature and distribution of expertise in science–society 
relations (Nowotny et al. 2001). A third moment, and one which speaks 
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back indirectly to both aforementioned texts, is the late Diana Forsythe’s 
(2001) Studying Those Who Study Us. In my student tutorials, I have found 
this monograph a brilliant teaching resource for the way it begins to detail 
some of the recursive relations in the writing of an interactive ethnography 
between North American artificial intelligence engineers who were ‘studying’ 
the science studies anthropologist, as Forsythe herself was ‘studying up’.

Yet the position we take in Collaborating is not one of documenting an 
inevitable epistemological crisis as such. We are addressing ourselves rather 
to emergent forms of international research collaboration at a time when 
knowledge intensification appears to assume explicitly collaborative forms. 
And it is quite particularly this newly pronounced explicitness that we want 
to question carefully and put through its conceptual paces. In its entirety, the 
collection derives analytical coherence by confining its focus to a particular 
field of action. This coalescent field is international bioscientific collaboration.

Why international collaboration in the biosciences? One oft-cited reason 
for the expansive growth of collaboration in the ‘knowledge economy’ is 
the widely held assumption among leaders of OECD countries, and many 
of their counterparts in resource-constrained states, that economic growth 
depends on science-driven technological innovation. Adherence to this belief 
has resulted in numerous decisions by governments all over the globe to 
commit investments in science and technology as part of national or cross-
country collaborations in innovation (Box 2001; Sonnenwald 2007; Wagner 
2008; Xu 2008). In turn, formulating inclusive polices for the long-term 
sustainability of international science is seen to correlate in large part with 
increased funding commitments by national governments and other stake-
holders. As biocapital – in the form of knowledge, skills and investments 
– moves with ever greater frequency from its locus of origin in First World 
settings to resource-poor communities with weak or little infrastructure in 
healthcare research and provisioning, at the same time a number of countries 
with emerging economies, notably Brazil, India and China, are building up 
indigenous science bases of their own,5 and while much of this effort takes 
place domestically, increasingly there are calls to engage external country 
partners. Japan, South Korea and Singapore, also with advanced market 
economies, have been heralded in science innovation and policy domains as 
rising ‘research superstars’; but it is clear, too, that it is becoming increasingly 
circumspect not to take heed of politically weaker neighbours whose ruling 
elites are starting to invest substantial sums in science hubs for their own 
regions (e.g., for the case of Southeast Asia, see Chapter 12).

It is therefore significant that a number of UK and overseas development 
agencies are taking steps to move away from the design of capacity-building 
initiatives as uniquely developmental aid-driven donor models.6 Attention 
these days is directed instead towards bi- and multi-lateral ventures that are 
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explicitly collaborative in design. These ventures may be cultivated as strategic 
plans or ideas that seek to bring together global science and technology with 
local knowledge and realities, and where collaboration is seen as key both to 
the promotion of scientific capacity and economic competitiveness, as well as 
being a criterion for relations of ‘best practice’ for international knowledge 
exchange. Whilst these initiatives develop apace on the ground, it is striking 
that little is known about the ways in which these joint ventures come into 
being and how they are enacted in practice.

To begin to address the gap, most of the volume authors take the subject of 
international research collaborations as their central ethnographic focus and 
deal with aspects of social innovation within and between academic settings, 
corporate worlds and biosciences research. The chapters focus on the actu-
alities of doing research collaboration: they analyse some of the ways that 
protocols, clinical samples, ethics review boards and ideas of beneficence are 
configuring as forms of engaged alignment, whether this be the implementa-
tion of cross-country experimental clinical drug trials (Chapters 2, 3, 7, 8); or 
as particular biomedical interventions or emerging health alliances between 
high- and low-income country partners (Chapters 4, 5, 9, 10). Two of the 
essays focus on bioconservation practices in the context of international col-
laborations between environmental scientists (Chapters 11, 12). Overall, the 
point of such intellectual endeavour is to begin to specify the ambiguities, 
tensions and complexities of collaborative practice, and by the same token, to 
attempt to link such enquiry to a series of critical responses that address how 
the collaboration concept itself can be articulated as forms of social value.

In many of the cases outlined, we see that regional disparities in economic 
capacities between country collaborators pose ethical and political questions 
about the relation between equity claims and collaborative endeavours. We 
take this as an invitation for anthropologists and others to think about the 
following issues: in what sense can we speak of collaborative egalitarianism 
as a virtue? What kind of meritocracy could collaborative egalitarianism be 
and what forms of attribution would support such knowledge conventions? 
At the same time we are moved by the way that these equity claims play 
themselves back as a critical analytics of detailing at a time when anthropo-
logical strategies for disciplinary distinctiveness are politicized anew. On the 
one side, it can be no accident that both within and beyond the academy the 
programmatic ascendancy of interdisciplinarity is being promoted as the new 
virtue of institutional collaboration (see this volume, Holmes and Marcus; cf. 
Bodenhorn). Equally, though, it may not be so surprising to find that social 
anthropologists are starting to discern processes of internal differentiation on 
the ground and that they are seeking ways to commit their critical expositions 
to descriptive caveats that resemble ‘collaboration within collaboration’.
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collaborative Impetus: contexts and antecedents

Across much of academic and public life these days, it would seem there is no 
easy way of getting away from the multiplicity of calls to act upon collabora-
tion. ‘Join our collaboration! Be collaborative! You too can collaborate!’

What is behind this collaborative impetus? The following summary, which 
is by no means an exhaustive overview, traces five formative aspects that 
practicing anthropologists may find clarifying and which, by way of intro-
duction to the volume, makes our argument hopefully more accessible to 
those beginning, or altogether outside, social anthropology. The five aspects, 
strongly interrelated, can be grouped as follows:

1. Presumption of Benefit

The presumption of benefit is often elided with the transformative effects of 
collaborative outcomes on social spheres. Across wide-ranging policy arenas 
and associated literatures such as ethics codes and other norm-inflected 
documents, the collaboration ideal is taken up usually in terms of the prag-
matism of anticipated outcomes and certain strengthening measures, for 
instance, on infrastructural organization and resource acquisition. As initia-
tives or guides for action, these anticipated outcomes are commonly grouped 
around the policy rhetoric of ‘capacity building’.

In his critical exegesis of risk in collaborative research groups, Edward 
Hackett introduces one conventional rendition of the term. ‘Collaboration’, 
he notes, is seen as ‘a family of purposeful working relationship between two or 
more people, groups, or organisations’. They are formed with a view to ‘share 
expertise, credibility, material and technical resources, symbolic and social 
capital’ (Hackett 2005a: 671). According to this definition, which appears to 
be a powerful one in the drafting worlds of international cooperation policy and 
the non-profit sector, people invest in the idea of collaboration in the hope that 
favourable outcomes will accrue to the collaborating parties. The view, however, 
that collaboration will deliver its own benefits turns additionally upon the less 
explicitly articulated presumption of amelioration. It is not just that benefits 
are expected to accrue to collaborators; it is that collaboration is supposed to 
make it all the more self-evident that things do seem that much better! In this 
sense, the collaboration ideal is commonly euphemized as ‘solution finding’ 
and solutions themselves are thought to engender substitutive value for the 
way they cut the flow of escalating problems. A problem, it is said, goes away. 
Alternatively, the redress of a ‘solution’ may be a refusal to acknowledge certain 
problems and hence part of the cultural syndrome that medical anthropologist 
Didier Fassin (2007) calls ‘political anaesthesia’.
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Rolled into the presumption of collaborative beneficence, then, are a 
number of associations tied to notions of ‘use’ which themselves stand for 
criteria of success. Commonly bracketed as a means to finding solutions, the 
collaboration ideal is generally isomorphic with: (i) identification of some 
kind of common ground between parties; (ii) expectation of mutual ad-
vantages otherwise termed ‘added value’; (iii) increased awareness of other 
parties’ work; and (iv) more effective complementary working styles and 
enhanced organizational capacity. The interplay between these associations, 
and the collaborative value attributed to their functionality (namely, expecta-
tion of baseline degree of trust and interaction), appears pivotal in the bio-
sciences and international health arena where the assumed virtue of benefit 
is galvanized typically in the name of poverty reduction and the alleviation 
of human suffering (see, for instance, Medicines for Malaria Venture 2007; 
Medical Research Council 2003; cf. La Piana 2001). Collaboration may also 
be pressed into service as a combination of traditions or efficacies. As social 
anthropologists have shown, however, it is often a matter of guarded conten-
tion – shaped in part by attributions of cultural efficacy – whether healing 
systems that combine elements of biomedicine with allopathic remedies and 
other forms of traditional medicine may or may not be linked with certain 
ameliorative effects (Whyte et al. 2002).

Another manifestation of this presumptive thesis is the global alliance. En-
terprises that partner as ‘global public goods’, for example, enjoin mixed-
funded inter-institutional ventures of variable life-span, at times traversing 
region upon region, and combining – more often than not – professional 
alliance within alliance through multiple cross-cutting competencies (Dossal 
2004; Kaul et al. 1999). Such intersectoral arrangements may be put into 
practice, certain mission statements say, to extol the virtues of philanthropic 
entrepreneurship, scientific collaboration and innovation for knowledge-
based economies. What could be more self-evidently beneficial to society 
than engagement with the new ‘philanthrocapitalism’? So, as advocates of 
‘corporate social responsibility’ hitch their ameliorative case to the ethical 
bastion of collaborative practice, the act of conjoining business interests with 
those of charities is seen to stand for nothing short of ‘good causes’.7

Now, where imputed benefit is taken as so obvious that it requires no 
additional explanation (no strategic addendum), the cue to run with a phe-
nomenon that looks so assuredly pervasive as to evade its own possibilities for 
anything else may also enjoin the instigative momentum otherwise known as 
‘sociality’. This position – I mean its very enunciation – might have all the 
rigour of a cultural paradox, and indeed the sceptical enquirer may well be 
inclined to ask whether the collaborative idiom is so ubiquitous that it has 
in fact lost its power of nuancing capacity (see below: Detailing, Relations, 
Positionalities).
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2. Dispersed Collaboration

The capacity for researchers from different locations to work together 
on joint projects, like the aforementioned global alliance, reflects a wider 
tendency to organize socially distributed knowledge within new institutional 
structures. ‘Distributed work’ or ‘distributed intelligence’ (Zare 1997; Hinds 
and Kiesler 2002) sets up novel configurations of dispersed collaboration, 
whereby processes of knowledge acquisition blur or disrupt traditional enter-
prise boundaries, and new accountabilities materialize as the self-descriptive 
accounts that institutions are increasingly expected to provide for their own 
and others’ scrutiny (Cramton 2001; Callon 2002; Cummings and Kiesler 
2005; cf. Box 2006).8 As changing associations between industry, universi-
ties and non-profit research institutes give rise to new organizational sites 
– for example various kinds of public–private partnerships, contract research 
organisations, virtual companies and platforms, and experimental kinds of 
collaboratories and globalized research groups – new forms of knowledge are 
emerging together with new knowledge-making forms. ‘Open innovation’ is 
one example.

As noted above, scientific and technological collaborations do not escape 
this trend toward more fluid, flexible and temporary organizational arrange-
ments, and it is generally acknowledged that the rapid increase in turnovers 
in collaborative research is a pervasive driver of our late modern technosci-
ences. In research and development settings, we see that collaborative part-
nerships between industry, government and academia are generating novel 
organizational and institutional forms, and the point to note here is that 
these emerging forms pertain as much to local modalities of professionalism 
and resource accounting of the small firm or organizational unit, as they do 
to the scientific developments that are connecting specialist and non-special-
ist researchers as new global elites (see below 4(i): Interactional Expertise). 
Spin-off companies and technology transfer offices are prime examples of 
such proliferating forms whose institutional remits – often accompanied by 
the entrepreneurially inflected discourses of ‘outsourcing’ and ‘venturing’ or 
‘streamlining’ and ‘pooling’ – confirm the prevalence of emergent boundary 
organizations (see this volume, Barbira-Freedman, Kelly, Marjanovic).

3. Institutional Convergence

Closely related to dispersed collaboration is the phenomenon of institutional 
convergence. This is the idea that in the age of ‘academic capitalism’ the very 
notion of the university has been supplanted by commerce, whilst industry 
itself starts to look more like academia (Kerr 1963; Slaughter and Leslie 
1997). Collaboration here may take the form of substitutive exchanges and 
what cannot always be seen clearly – that is to say, convergent collaboration 
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may show up as the effects of cultural elision. The interface or the intersec-
tion may be a condition for extensionality and collaborative possibility, but 
its parameters may be shifting along stretches of imperceptibility that set up 
what are in effect other knowledge divergences.

So, as international research collaboration depends increasingly upon 
multi-directional flows of material and intellectual exchange between collab-
orators, publics and funders, it becomes increasingly requisite to document 
and account for the ways in which such transnational knowledge flows 
produce meta-forms: knowledge about knowledge; organizations from or-
ganizations; innovation upon innovation. Sponsors’ programme planners, 
publishing houses, equipment suppliers and distributors, science consumers 
and patients, the military and the media, are just a few of the vested parties 
or so-called ‘stakeholders’ of the international science community. Since all 
are potentially powerful players, all can make collaboration happen. And 
as divergent combinations and configurations, these agencies not only cut 
across government and extra-governmental bodies, they may transect them-
selves: a confluence of multi-sectors (working) upon multi-sectors.

Several chapters in this volume (Barbira-Freedman, Geissler et al., Kelly, 
Simpson) discuss the ways in which (inter-) institutional exchanges support-
ing ‘sponsor–host’ collaborative clinical trials typically bring together inter-
national investigators as multi-country initiatives. Often involving multi-sited 
laboratory research within and among universities or other ‘centres of excel-
lence’, these forms of medico-scientific experimentation are a stark example 
of the way collaborations between resource-constrained countries and the 
OECD states entail political, financial and therapeutic flows that simulta-
neously generate and shortcut circuits of innovation across the otherwise 
engrained stereotypes of North–South divides. When collaborations are 
primarily conceived and financed by First World sponsors, Southern infra-
structures are being tapped with local societal needs and compliance in mind. 
Locally embedded investigators, for instance, depend on the enrolment of 
groupings of vulnerable patients – the new science of recruitmentology, as 
Epstein (2007) puts it – but also emergent networks are forming as proactive 
South–South hubs of research and advocacy, which might include the 
agentive powers of ‘subject populations’.

Study of the internationalization of the ‘trial community’ and its institu-
tional convergences provides a topical window onto conceptual work on in-
teractions between contemporary science studies and the subfield of medical 
anthropology, as scholars today approach cultural and scientific innovation 
in ways that displace earlier analytic assumptions in clinical ethnography 
research. In brief, where trial populations were once delimited principally as 
community-focused, disease-endemic or unhealthy populations – for example, 
Arthur Kleinman’s clinical trial studies on depression in China in the 1970s 
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and 1980s – contemporary trial ethnography is necessarily implicated in in-
ternational transfers of biocapital and the rise of global pharmaceuticals. In 
these circumstances, the defining modalities for ‘science’ and ‘medicine’ are 
as much about the conditions for medicines availability and the international 
politics of procurement or delivery to local communities and users as they are 
about ideational constructs and the repertoire of sympathetic magic. What has 
changed as a significant research shift is that medical ethnographers now attach 
conceptual significance to the play of intersections posed by and between such 
extra-community phenomena, especially in terms of the theoretical relations 
between health, well-being and international political economy.9

In their commentaries on different aspects of therapeutic modelling, Sonja 
Marjavonic and Ann Kelly lay out some of the interdependencies and boundary 
conditions across divergent health consortia for biosciences innovation. They 
consider the complexities of intersections that take shape between public and 
private interests, and the ways these may simultaneously facilitate and hinder 
mergers designed as organizational partnerships between clinical research 
centres, the pharmaceuticals industry, and intergovernmental agencies.

Taking the case of the internationalization of the ‘trial community’ as a 
complex microcosm of contemporary institutional knowledge convergences 
and divergences, these commentaries all demonstrate that innovations in bio-
medical science and technology can no longer be imagined as confined to the 
Western world but are increasingly global in their reach and consequences. 
Transnational and cross-regional flows of knowledge in science and technol-
ogy capacity building raise of course their own normative standards: they 
are supposed to create opportunities for diffuse borrowings of material and 
intangible assets, as well as remedial structures for open collegial participa-
tion, such as ‘new invisible colleges’ (Wagner 2008). Nonetheless, as these 
essays illustrate, various knowledge flows and the precise arrangements and 
expectations that attend them may activate potential sites of conflict as inter-
institutional collaboration prompts novel modes of reckoning or awkward 
frames of social enquiry. In those instances where the collaborative impetus 
subsumes power as differentials and forms of inequality, what we begin to 
see is a more nuanced picture of the shifting panoply that are versions of 
collaborative relations between ‘guest and sponsor’, ‘host and facilitator’, 
‘benefactor and beneficiary’, ‘donor and recipient’, as well as a more exacting 
frame for the complexities of positionality entailed within these categoriza-
tions when they are contextualized as people’s actual experiences.

4. Interactional Expertise

(i) Democratization of Research
As knowledge comes to be socially distributed in less hierarchical forms, 
what were once the old boundaries between lay and expert begin to look less 
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certain. They may even implode. An extreme instancing of this is the view that 
research stands for inclusive and universal capacities. Anthropologist Arjun 
Appadurai’s research citizenship model argues for a democracy of researchers 
for which the activity of research itself becomes a distributable good. This 
idea of research ‘capacities’ for democratic citizenship in knowledge produc-
tion converts at once the sociological imagination of research into forms of 
practice-based populism and engagement with political and social exigen-
cies. Research is seen as ‘part of everyday life in the contemporary world’; 
as Appadurai suggests: ‘it is a specialised name for a generalised capacity 
… to make disciplined inquiries into those things we need to know, but 
do not know yet. All human beings are, in this sense, researchers, since all 
human beings make decisions that require them to make systematic forays 
beyond their current knowledge horizons’ (Appadurai 2001: 167). While 
the argument is potentially applicable to all humankind, Appadurai wants to 
say, there are clearly levels of specificity and degrees of abstraction at work 
in this rights-based definition of research. Strategically egalitarian knowledge 
acquisition is, in the author’s view, delimited to certain populations, or to 
certain socially disadvantaged groups such as (in his chosen example) the 30 
per cent of the total world population in poorer countries who may get past 
elementary education to the bottom rung of secondary and post-second-
ary education. However, generalized capacities may not always conform to 
existing socioeconomic categorization. In the case of PUKAR (Partners for 
Urban Knowledge Action and Research), a Mumbai-based research collective 
and charitable trust which conceives inclusive and universally available capaci-
ties as interconnected imperatives, the collaborative endeavour is imagined 
by virtue of the desire to link creative, artistic and political action as ‘globali-
sation from below’ with ‘research from below’(ibid.: 173–76).

Milder versions of the ‘democratization of research’ thesis have mush-
roomed of late and it is significant that these popular efforts are running in 
parallel with the technological innovations of ‘remix culture’ – the digital 
worlds of ‘mash-ups’ where the distributed mind of the creative commons is 
seen as coterminous with the extended life of the original (and where rights 
to research may be extemporized as ‘free’ publicity, for example).10 Assump-
tions of non-exclusivity are often said to characterize the capacities of ‘users’ 
or laypersons designated as research participants or knowledge co-producers 
– consider, inter alia, Callon and Rabeharisoa’s (2003) example of muscular 
dystrophy patients actively conducting ‘research in the wild’; Hess’s (2007) 
notion of ‘epistemic modernisation’ to describe the advocacy of alternative 
pathways in industrial innovation based on ‘narrow band competency’; or 
the extended processes of collective sense-making that comprise post 9/11 
‘communities of interpretation’ as New York citizens go about creating civic 
public spaces in which to deliberate – alongside professional architects and 
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urban planners – how best to rebuild the city vision of Manhattan (Girard 
and Stark 2007).

Now when designers, users and ‘laypeople’ view themselves on an equal 
footing, there may be a suite of practical indeterminacies about the exact 
location and identity of a researcher or intellectual innovator. This issue is 
often formulated as a problem of expertise: in short, who and what counts 
as ‘expert’? Inside academia, the question tends to be translated more or 
less along the lines of how and to what extent academic expertise will be 
affected by the recognition of forms of cultural capital emerging outside the 
‘academic field’; and, what is happening to understandings of expertise as 
‘specialization’? However, simply in posing such issues and alighting upon 
questions about changing conceptions of research practice, we are con-
fronted with the remaining problem that little agreement exists within and 
between knowledge communities about what ‘research’ actually is. What 
appears to have happened, both inside and beyond ‘University, Inc’, is that 
lack of knowledge over ‘research’ has been substituted by a proliferation of 
discourses around ‘expertise’. Moreover, to play devil’s advocate here, which 
in this case means the transposition of a pressing problematic: what happens 
when we look from the other side of Appadurai’s ‘de-parochialization’ of 
research claims? Who actually needs the anthropologist on board when 
people and organizations are already doing their own extensive research?

(ii) Epistemic Crossings
Why is it that social anthropologists have not looked to the ways in which 
the developments noted in the previous sections comprise today a prime 
subject area for the discipline of organizational and management theory? 
Management analysis has begun to document brokerage and mediation 
between consultancies and institutional sectors as practices of ‘interstitial 
emergence’ (see for instance the range of expertise informing contributors 
to Croissant and Restivo [2001]), while studies of cross-disciplinary research 
management address what anthropologists would see as classic elements 
of ‘social drama’ – the interplay between distance, proximity and conflict 
(Hinds and Kiesler 2002; Jeffrey 2003; Hinds and Bailey 2003; Cummings 
and Kiesler 2005; see also Marjanovic, this volume). A more popular genre 
appears in ‘how to’ instruction-type manuals which correlate ‘extraordinary 
collaborations’ with kinds of creativity in leadership (for example, Bennis 
and Biederman 1997). Likewise, in current debates on educational theory 
and the future of pedagogy, emerging policy concerns about the changing 
‘multiversity’ and the governance of multi-organizational forms in relation to 
the value of scholarship in a global knowledge economy assume procedural 
form: this is management talk. Such manner of debate impinges upon the 
kinds of educational training programmes that are being envisioned and im-
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plemented up and down educational and university offices as cross-country 
exchange collaborations (Dawson 2008; Gill 2008). Organizational diversity, 
in other words, has become a key index of the generation of social value for 
knowledge-making.

Yet one could say in same breath that outside of social anthropology it is 
barely acknowledged that some of the discipline’s recent and most pioneer-
ing conceptual work has been sited within complex institutional fields such 
as finance, banking, laboratories, factories, clinics, hospitals, courts of law, 
informatics (see Harper 1998; Marcus 1998 and 1999; Rabinow 1999; Riles 
2000; Gellner and Hirsch 2001; Rabinow and Dan-Cohen 2005; Fischer 
and Downey 2006). Nonetheless, this digest on epistemic boundary work is 
not intended as a finger-pointing exercise about disciplinary excursus per se. 
Since these sites have been studied across a variety of levels and commitments 
of engagement, encompassing alike intergovernmental and nongovernmen-
tal, public and private sectors, the task of framing anthropological analysis as 
it moves into organizational diversity for the generation of novel ethnogra-
phy is to attend closely to the ways that social anthropologists – as organiza-
tional ethnographers – can find themselves engaged in the explicit analysis of 
collaborative organizational forms. In the age of reallocated resources, where 
changes to the research process are profound and pervasive, the work of as-
sembling and producing the conditions for knowledge generation call for 
new ethnographic accounts that detail precisely what these emerging profes-
sional tensions are (Konrad n.d.a and b).

Fielding organizational ethnography with ethnographies of collaboration, 
this stress on the labour of ethnography portends, as we see it in this volume, 
an important contribution to future disciplinary and interdisciplinary con-
ceptualization. In part, this has to do with the way in which, within the social 
sciences at large, most of the existing literature on international collaboration 
and global research cooperation between the North and South has leaned 
toward quantitative assessment (Melin 1997; Georghiou 1998). In these 
enquiries, the idea of collaboration is elided with meta-numerical studies that 
seek to measure and categorize research collaboration against statistical in-
dicators (Luukkonen et al. 1993; Katz and Martin 1997; cf. Sagasti 2004).

Another body of work, comprising a somewhat eclectic authorship, has 
instigated rather more exploratory and critically reflexive lines of enquiry. 
Addressing how the increasing necessity of combining research knowledge 
enfolds collaborative practice in relations of social and technological complex-
ity, insights about the play of ambivalence as ‘essential tensions’ have been 
advanced (Hackett 2005b; Shrum et al. 2007), alongside of which exemplars 
and critiques of ‘trading zones’ and ‘borderlands’ between subject disciplines 
have begun to reconfigure older philosophical debates about positivism and 
value (in)commensurability in scholarly production (see Galison 1997; Star 
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and Griesemer 1999; Strathern 2004). While some of these commentaries 
draw upon demonstrable case material, a dearth of knowledge about the 
nuances of lived collaborative experiences remains for further analysis. Signif-
icantly, this is yet to be remedied from the viewpoint of the project narrated 
as ethnographic retrospects.11

Still a further area of scholarship can be delineated in terms of what is 
largely in the ascendant as ‘collaboration studies’ (Laudel 2001; Wagner et al. 
2001; Wagner 2006, 2008; Sonnenenwald 2007).12 Melin (1997) remarks 
that collaboration studies entail multidisciplinary enquiry with input from 
divergent scholarship across history, sociology, psychology, political science 
or economics, including business administration. However, since the same 
claim could be upheld for the interdisciplinary arena of ‘science studies’, 
for example, it is not always clear what counts here as the defining units or 
features of study, nor why conceptual parameters should be set in the first 
instance around the chosen designate of ‘collaboration’.

5. Teams and Projects

While it is true that the production of knowledge within social anthropology 
and more particularly within the Anglo-American model of intensive partici-
pant observation has been highly individualized, and that the classic image of 
the lone ethnographer is an oft romanticized one, nonetheless the discipline 
can look to what are in fact its own early precedents of institutional conver-
gence. Consider the Torres Straits model of the expedition comprising a team 
of associates as divided scientific labour. This was based on the nineteenth-
century maritime schematic of exploration as a multidisciplinary division 
of work. When writing his antidote to the perceived loss of vanishing data, 
Haddon would commend what he envisioned as the cooperative ideal; albeit 
in quaint register this was voiced as the injunction that ‘two or three good 
men should always be in the field’ (Haddon 1903). While among the Dogon 
of Sanga, it was the idea of teamwork which informed Marcel Griaule’s belief 
in the efficiency of collaborative endeavour as he sought during the inter-war 
years to raise funds for group expeditions to West Africa. Working closely 
with a number of ‘collaborateurs indigènes’, Griaule would select native in-
formants, translators and tribal authorities, most famously the Dogon sage 
Ogotemmêli, and he assembled at same instance a number of European ‘co-
workers’, amongst whom Michel Leiris and Germaine Dieterlen rose most 
notably to professional prominence. What quite to make of these intellectual 
legacies as collaborative work is however less than clear: for despite signs of 
possible multi-authorship by a number of European and African contributors 
(notably in the seminal works, Le Renard Pâle and Ethnologie et Langage), it 
remains inconclusive to what extent the fieldworker was ‘Dogonised’ and his 
key informants ‘Griaulized’ (Clifford 1988). In Holmes and Marcus’s essay 
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(Chapter 6 this volume), similar kinds of boundary uncertainties over the 
informalities of intellectual exchange, appropriation and credit are relayed as 
the authors unpick strands of relational engagement between three conversa-
tionalists whose working ‘imperatives’ comprise their contemporary field (see 
also this volume, Part VI).

Nonetheless it may be possible to counter-assert that in practice Griaule 
did concretize what we might recognize today as a version of distributed 
collaboration. Adopting a technique of ‘aerial overview’ in a given locale, it 
was not simply that collaborative work was viewed as a pragmatic solution to 
the complexities of social reality as events that fell beyond the grasp of any 
single researcher. Rather, the field teams that Griaule put together, seen as a 
specific knowledge form, were themselves the abstracted embodiment of the 
researcher’s panoptical aspirations. ‘Fieldwork’, as such, was already being 
pressed into service as a multivariate scaling up and down of action on the 
ground, as informed by the idea of a physical map or plan for contours of 
work. In practical terms, this entailed the construction of a series of carefully 
orchestrated vantage points whose set coordinates were to be pre-staged 
via the strategic placement of distributed observers. Each field observer to 
a Dogon funeral rite, as Clifford remarks, was to be in position ready to 
document the particularities of action from their specific location.

Today as ‘experts’ come together around projects of limited duration, 
the role of the team – its formation and processes of team-based research 
– assumes an increasingly prominent place in the knowledge economy. 
Teamwork now is said to be characterized by the explicit turn to interdis-
ciplinarity and organizational flexibility. Yet while the team may be defined 
by the ‘projects’ people work on – since the project by definition is itself 
temporary – there may be little difference in actual practice between the 
idea of the ‘project-based organization’, as one might call it, and the call 
to the project itself as the prime unit of organizational organization. This 
is one reason why the discursive and organizational dominance of project-
based work has given way to infrastructural ‘project ecologies’ which are 
said to integrate ways of thinking, planning and evaluating as relational links 
between people, protocols and technologies (Hobday 2000; Grabher 2002). 
In their respective essays on the new phenomenon of collaborative transplant 
surgery in Mongolian science (Empson, Chapter 4) and the international 
Human Genome Diversity Project (M’charek, Chapter 10), we see how the 
integrative channelling effects of dispersed collaboration concentrates and 
dissipates inter-institutional teamwork as project flows.

Such ‘project-ness’, the chapters further suggest, may be associated with 
the rapid interchangeability of researchers between institutional locations and 
affiliated positions. ‘Moving on’ has become symptomatic of a discerning op-
portunism amid what Hackett calls the ‘filter feeder’ of networked research 
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clusters (Hackett 2005b). Yet as the essays in Collaborators suggest, we think 
there might be significant discrepancies to note between these mobile dimen-
sions of knowledge-intensified team labour and the organizational contexts 
of contemporary institutional ethnography. When the motivations for col-
laboration lie in the efforts that ethnographers hope to make through shared 
data collection and theory creation, transient relations premised upon loose 
inter-institutional or ephemeral personal ties may not present as optimum – 
or even doable – conditions for knowledge co-production. The point is worth 
some emphasis since there is next to no systematized detailing at present 
documenting the work of contemporary groups of fieldworkers as in-situ or 
project-based ‘thinking collectivities’. Indeed, insofar as it is possible to trace 
modern collaborative ethnography as an emergent trend for methodological 
and conceptual revision, the record to date is consigned to a small number 
of testimonies limited to usually no more than two-way (person-to-person) 
exchanges (for example, Humphrey with Onon 1996; Marcus and Mascar-
enhas 2005). Contemporary collaborative ethnography, in fact, has yet to 
record itself as relationally polyphonous.13

detailing, relations, Positionalities

If dispersed collaboration is evident today as explicit and complexly layered 
organizational demands, pulling at once on any number of national and inter-
national purse strings, then which internal components, amongst a plurality 
of collaborative counterparts otherwise reified as ‘the collaboration’, can be 
held responsible for producing its own accounts – for bringing everything 
together into one purportedly holistic report and to one conceivable point? 
Where in the discriminating is the ‘detailing’?

Our reason for spending time in the above section detailing various ante-
cedents goes beyond acknowledging essential contexts for our contributions 
in the following pages. That much of course is obvious: standard fare. So what 
else? Let me clarify at this point that the contextualization, if we can term 
it such, is also its own metonymical reference point. That is to say it should 
become further evident that the collaborations researched and written about 
here are of a different order to the increasing prevalence with which the col-
laboration idiom features in institutional public life, the corporate sector and 
across policy arenas. In pointing to how anthropologically informed profes-
sional interests come up against the bigger political canvas of research resourc-
ing in the global knowledge economy, we want to show why ‘collaborative 
anthropology’ is not simply interchangeable with collaborative business nor 
synonymous with the standard model of collaboration dominant in much of 
the natural sciences. Let me remind readers too that our concern with the 
contexts of ubiquitous collaboration, at least as this is taken up by the chapter 
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authors, runs a parallel analytical track. For by implication we are enquiring 
whether there is any singularity grantable to the collaborative anthropology 
enterprise. In other words: how – and with what consequences for theoretical 
praxis – is critical work of the contemporary that self-describes as ‘collaborative 
anthropology’ to be distinguishable from any other claim to collaboration?

Now to get to the idea of a social theory that will understand its own 
processes of production, we need to know what happens, within domains of 
critical analysis, to allocations of detail. We return again to the points raised 
by Arjun Appadurai, as discussed above. The contention is not so much 
whether we agree or disagree with his version of extended research rights 
to a critical mass, but rather the problem, when collaboration comes to be 
taken as the procedural virtue for good practice, of what happens to under-
standings of ‘specialization’ and ‘expertise’. If collaborative work practices can 
be effected through institutional convergence, how does the figure of the 
specialist preserve his, her or its collective distinctiveness? What knowledge 
is magnified, lost or otherwise subsumed? More to the point, since each col-
laborator may already be known as a composite of multiple relations – and 
not only because one must first in some sense be able to collaborate with 
oneself – it could be said that experimental forms such as the ‘collaboratory’ 
(Wulf 1993; Finholt 2002) are the magnification of the relational person 
many times over. Numerous examples can be called upon to demonstrate the 
organizational agency that creates external partnerships but is itself already 
comprised of multiple ‘internal’ collaborations. The World Health Organ-
isation’s (WHO) Special Programme for Research and Training in Tropical 
Diseases (TDR) is a notable case: TDR comes into existence through the col-
laborative sponsorship and knowledge relations between the United Nations 
Children’s Fund (UNICEF), the United Nations Development Programme 
(UNDP) and the World Bank. For the interested ethnographer to be able to 
research the flow of materials, persons, resources and relations as compressive 
and expansive registers of organizational action, or what in policy terms they 
call the problem of ‘coordination’, is one thing. But it follows that before we 
can ask whether the work of detailing itself can be effected as a redistribut-
able good, we need to know where amongst the confluence of knowledge 
sources (for example, orienting sitemaps, interclassificatory hyperlinks, dis-
ciplinary and other intersections) is the detail. If it is not obvious what social 
value of writing aesthetics – thick, thicker, thin, thinning, finer textures – can 
be attributed to the precisions of detailing in terms of the ethical ‘care of 
data’, following environmental anthropologists Mike Fortun and Kim Fortun 
(2005), it may not always be clear to the collaborator’s publics – our audiences 
– how a detail can be recognized as furnishing itself into a discriminatory 
marker. What, in other words, makes a detail one thing as opposed to another, 
and by extension, how does the provisioning of detail – contrary to the actual 



20   |   Monica Konrad

detail itself – act as epistemic marker that variably keeps things apart and holds 
relations together.

This line of argument suggests that critical attention to detailing and its 
various placements – to the work of justifying how a detail sits alongside other 
detail – has radical argumentative and conceptual potential for a contempo-
rary collaborative ethics. One way of putting this is that the distribution of 
analytics as allocatory units of expended detail is both a scalar constellation 
and abstraction of knowledge society’s organizational preoccupation with 
forms of distributed intelligence.14 Another way of putting this is in terms of a 
feel for detail – how the intellectual and affective investments in detailing work 
create relations in their own right between intellectual creators themselves.

As noted above, anthropological research traditionally has been carried 
out by trained scholars from the First World undertaking fieldwork in another 
place, gathering materials and then returning to write up the results. Yet 
when the people amongst whom ethnographers work – or upon whom re-
searchers increasingly depend for primary access to institutional spaces – are 
repositioned as active, participatory knowledge creators in their own right, 
the asymmetrical relations of power that once differentiated ‘subject’ from 
‘object’ in the field are no longer tenable. We become counterparts and intel-
lectual partners in enquiry – rather than each other’s ‘other’. In practice such 
repositioning means a conceptual and methodological broadening of our 
professional remit, as Luke Lassiter’s exposition to collaborative ethnography 
starts to summarize (Lassiter 2005). By its own terms Lassiter’s introductory 
text offers to be no more than a ‘guide’, and despite the prescriptive tone 
running at turns throughout, what his outline shows more than anything is 
that there can be no hard-and-fast formula when we look to expanding key 
disciplinary terms of reference. This is an important rejoinder as we move 
from (codified) ideas about ‘the proper relationship and ethical obligation to 
those studied’, to exploring notions about engagement with collaborators as 
the basis for new working relationships.

Now just as the generics of title – whether by gender, class, occupation, 
and so on – do not properly describe what any given title-holder actually 
does, so researchers with collaborative intent have begun to reject the linguis-
tic imprecision and implied passivity associated with the traditional term of 
‘informant’. In its place a range of designators have come into use, at times 
seemingly interchangeable, such as interlocutors, consultants, co-intellectu-
als (Lassiter 2005), indigenous intellectuals (Field 1999), activists, volun-
teers (Geissler et al., this volume), para-ethnographers, epistemic partners, 
reflexive subjects (Holmes and Marcus, this volume). Into the equation we 
may add a number of variations around the figures of the discussion partner, 
the writing partner, and the dissemination partner. Unsurprisingly, there can 
be nothing formulaic or standardized about these alternative terms. Their 
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appropriateness may turn on complex imperceptibles and intangibles that 
encompass manifold negotiations about the scope, anticipation, promise, 
latitude and demarcation of shared endeavour. So when we look to the field-
worker as, say, the social embodiment of a combination of interdependencies 
– how can knowledge that is made explicit as a joint product or outcome be 
made simultaneously detachable and respectful of the collaborative ethos?

the Volume

Specifically, it is to the actions and knowledges of diverse specialists that the 
essays take us. This includes: conservationists, communities of biologists 
and ethnobotanist plant growers, climatologists and archaeologists (Barbira-
Freedman, Bodenhorn, Lowe); malariologists (Geissler et al.); toxicologists 
(Simpson); medical statisticians, geneticists, clinicians and healthcare profes-
sionals (Empson, M’charek, Strathern); pharmacologists, epidemiologists, in-
dustrialists and drug marketers (Kelly); bankers and venture capitalists (Holmes 
and Marcus); and other experts involved in the generation of officializing strat-
egies, for example, protocol design and policy development (Marjanovic).

The inclusion of work by scholars in applied public health, political 
science, and organizational management studies not only offers complemen-
tary analogues, but also pushes the volume to address itself beyond purely 
anthropological interests. This means, at least for the contributors, that their 
own relational placements within the volume set up what is yet a further 
critical context for the accounts of paradoxical collaboration that the authors 
themselves are describing. The chapters for example by Marjanovic (Chapter 
9) and Bodenhorn (Chapter 11), written from different analytic perspec-
tives, each discuss matters of alliance building as cross-disciplinary modalities 
of collaboration, while Geissler and co-authors (Chapter 3) and M’charek 
(Chapter 10) join the conversation with the benefit of a prior training in 
public health and the biological sciences. On another track, we can discern 
the contours of a near ‘round journey’. From collaborative moves that are 
posited outside of any explicit cross-disciplinary conjecturing (Holmes and 
Marcus) we are taken to an ‘indigenous’ version of ‘interdisciplinarity’ in the 
field that counter-narrates academic formulations of successful communica-
tion across disciplinary boundaries (Bodenhorn). It might be anticipated that 
amongst this mix we would be likely to encounter diverse local sites. Indeed 
we can point to fieldwork across continents and regions, but what in the end 
is the real point for anthropology of saying that data have been collected 
from West Africa, Sri Lanka, Amazonia, Indonesia, Mongolia, Alaska and 
elsewhere? It is certainly not the geography as such which sets up our orga-
nizing rationale, since in asking ourselves here how we can go about doing 
comparison across collaboration we are by default having to question how 
collaborative practices can put comparability to work.15
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The chapters, as exemplary counterparts, are arranged as six themed 
pairings (Parts I–VI) on: Intersections and Alignments (I); Transactions and 
Benefits (II); Currencies and Imperatives (III); Research and Ethics (IV); 
Alliances and Diversity (V); Expertises and Attributions (VI). This thematic 
arrangement, itself a kind of conversation across the whole volume, as well as 
its parts – namely the critical inter-articulations between the chapters – plays 
out what are obviously artificial, and hence provisional, analytical distinctions. 
In several cases, the identified themes persist in running across each other and 
thereby we have wanted to show, to hold up quite boldly as a marker, that 
these areas of enquiry are more likely than not to become irreducibly impli-
cated, each in the other. Another way of putting this is that the collaborative 
impetus, as introduced in the above sections, may keep itself ‘open’ in certain 
(analytical) circumstances, or within certain conceptual stretches, as the ac-
cessibility of entwined form. The critical counterparts then are counters as 
well as being parts to and of each other.

In the following chapter, Françoise Barbira-Freedman discusses the 
identification of a dental plant analgesic and its conversion into a chemical 
compound for therapeutic drug development as it traverses sites of research 
in Peru and the UK. We learn that it is the processes of conversion that 
become embedded in the anthropologist’s fieldwork notes during the very 
moments when she – and her medical and non-medical collaborators – must 
take due care not to reveal too much information to possible innovation 
competitors. To that purpose, Barbira-Freedman finds herself caught within 
as well as part of the critical intersections she describes. Between the experi-
mental rat trials, the formation of the entrepreneurial development company 
Ampika in Cambridge, and the anthropologist’s own social critique of the re-
ification of indigenous knowledge (by those wishing to tap Amazonian native 
resources), which also, in some form, must be ‘taken back’ to those who 
have facilitated and assisted her enquiries, a critical ethnography surfaces. 
Her account shows that very few partners were able to understand and meet 
the needs of their collaborating counterparts and the project of research es-
sentially tilts from one procedural crisis to the next. What fieldwork there is 
that can be reported subsequently exists at those places where ‘compromises’ 
can be found and detailed on the ground. Indeed, compromises which can 
be made to be ‘worked with’ and ‘worked over’ in analytical terms, and their 
relation to what has happened, might also play back the very form of the 
resultant commentary; namely, that there is a profound and insistent elision 
between ‘native intelligence’ and biomedical translational medicine.

Part II introduces us to the tangible and intangible counterparts between 
Transactions and Benefits. In their essays Paul Wenzel Geissler and co-au-
thors, and Rebecca Empson (Chapters 3 and 4), discuss how value can be 
measured against outcomes of benefit where the very idea of ‘outcome’ is 
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suggestive of the transactions that are effected through collaborative agency. 
What we see is how their anthropological detailing provides alternative reck-
onings of value to the presumption of benefit thesis outlined above.

A close overview of the Farafenni Demographic Surveillance System as it 
has been implemented by the UK Medical Research Council (MRC) during 
a malaria vaccine trial study in West Africa is the setting for the first case. 
Analysing how the experimental medical study was coordinated in conjunc-
tion with the local vaccine trial community, Geissler and colleagues argue 
that it is tangible contact in the form of blood and medicinal transactions 
that shape local understandings of the research. One transacts blood (bodily 
specimens) for the hope of medicines (benefit). Yet in fact, as the authors go 
on to show, it is the mismatch of expectations by the trial sponsors and trial 
recruits which assumes poignant embodied effects in terms of a ‘diverging 
kinship-ethics of protocol and village’.

While the MRC study design saw itself as research focused, coopted 
villagers saw the intervention in terms of anticipated material benefits. These 
they equated with future access to healthcare, and thus as security for physical 
livelihood. The local perception that giving blood and receiving medicines 
amounted to a reciprocal exchange relation – one would give blood and 
then get medicines – did not square with the vaccine trial ethics protocol 
itself. Though the formal ethics document omitted to specify how its terms 
of engagement could approximate to the ideal of benefit as community 
return, the analysis suggests that on the ground what matters are the rela-
tional interactions between the visiting anthropological fieldworker in the 
form of trained ethnographers (the research team from the London School of 
Hygiene and Tropical Medicine), the MRC coopted employees in the form 
of locally sourced Gambian ‘fieldworkers’, and the MRC staff scientists who 
are working as long-term embedded foreigners cum local inhabitants. These 
overlapping sets of research relations encompass the nuanced and ambivalent 
complexities of ‘collaborative’ work as situated positionality. It is striking that 
the two sets of ‘fieldworkers’ – though both working in the field and under 
the same terminological label – are proceeding with their enquiries in quite 
different ways (cf. Chapter 6). Thus while doubts over the vaccine’s thera-
peutic efficacy is taken by the clinical investigators as legitimate ground to 
suspend the experimental treatment, and hence the trial itself, the authors 
report that many of the villagers see the researchers’ denial of efficacy as 
deceptive and ‘unethical’. For them, it is not the epistemological status of sci-
entific knowledge claims that counts most – namely, whether one substance 
or technique can be valued as better than another – but rather pragmatic 
concerns about expected material provision through continued supply and 
access to medicines. On the part of the social scientists, meanwhile, we cannot 
overlook the point that it is the abandonment of a previously unsuccessful 
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trial that set up what was to become the anthropologists’ own permissible 
entry point to the field. This case shows with force that one party’s failure 
can secure what counts as the terms of collaborative success for another. In 
other words, bad or unfavourable conditions have been ‘transacted’ for good 
and favourable work conditions; and this is how this particular ethnographic 
present came to be.

Rebecca Empson’s chapter further explores some of the transactional 
paradoxes of doing collaboration. Showing how national identity building, 
state-based resourcing and international interests entail complex and unresolved 
positions between politico-ethical actors, her essay traces the involvement of 
multiple players in new configurations of Mongolian science. Her detailing, 
like the Gambian vaccine trial case, explicates why collaborative endeavour is 
not simply about expecting or achieving a discrete outcome as singular event; 
however, the account she tells takes a different edge to the previous chapter.

In 2006 the first successful organ transplant in Mongolia was conducted 
under the collaborative directorship of a native medical doctor whose revered 
status in the national media lent him the title of national ‘hero’. Empson 
explains why many people saw this health intervention as a momentous 
political turning point for countrywide ideals of national sovereignty. 
Focusing on the experiential aspects of the transplant operation for the 
donor–recipient identical-twin sisters, she emphasizes that these collabora-
tive scientific practices have been enabled in the inter-institutional context of 
a newly founded Mongolian–Chinese working surgical team.

This unprecedented trans-border and cross-country collaboration, she 
contends, has been used as a political resource against the backdrop of in-
creasing privatization and economic difference in contemporary post-social-
ist Mongolia. Not only is the outward success of the transplant operation 
entwined with cultural notions of progress and national aspirations towards 
future prosperity, but in the public imagination at least – and certainly as the 
associated media reportage itself attests – the new lease of life that has been 
given to the kidney-recipient sister can be transposed in people’s minds to the 
scaled-up entity of an invigorated, more powerful state. The collaboration, 
on this count, has assisted the social imaginary and stirred people’s hopes. At 
the same time, however, long-held beliefs about Mongolian sovereignty as a 
distinct ethnic identity resonate with fears about encroachment from outside 
and the dangers of national enfeeblement, as exemplified by the taboo of 
‘mixed blood’ kinship. Empson observes that while the international element 
appears central to the formation of the medical transplant team and its signs 
of visible success – materializing for instance in the provision of medical 
equipment, knowledge and training – this particular aspect of cross-coun-
try engagement was strategically downplayed in the national media. What 
she finds highlighted instead are stories that privilege some kind of national 
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‘ownership’ over the imputed benefit of the operation and its implications for 
‘Mongolian science’. In other words, no mention is made that Dr Nergui’s 
contribution is an outcome of a more nuanced and historicized agonistic col-
laboration with exactly those against whom Mongolians are trying to define 
themselves. ‘How’, she asks, ‘could they claim that the ‘blood’ of the nation 
was being contained within Mongolia via the skilled hands of others?’

This example brings home the chasm that can open up between collabora-
tive knowledge making and collaborative value generation. The wider point 
– and the one commonly under the surface – is that a regional collaboration 
may be fraught with internal friction between different participating partners 
and regions. Yet the success story that is attributed to it as the formal and 
public account of a collaborative endeavour may be one that can be made 
exportable to other far-flung places. The counterpart then to an ‘exemplar’ 
that effectively, if deleteriously in the long run, oils the wheels of the collab-
orative impetus, so to speak, is a successful account whose discursive power 
is located within its own circulatory knowledge flows. So from a small corner 
of a post-socialist state that most OECD countries would shun in terms of 
others’ perception of its negligible role as global strategic scientific player, 
Empson’s ethnographic commentary sheds light ‘from within’ on what it is 
that can feed the suggestibility of the new collaborative ubiquity.

Part III on Currencies and Imperatives goes straight to the heart of the 
aforementioned problematic on collaborative value. It can be read both as 
a counter-disquisition to Part II, and as an internal running narrative on 
relations of analogy and contrast between the two chapter essayists. In the 
latter instance, the counterparts are inflected by key analytical operators which 
turn respectively upon the value of intangibles (Strathern, Chapter 5) and the 
imperatives of retooling and reimagining (Holmes and Marcus, Chapter 6).

Strathern’s chapter concerns itself with the ways in which collaboration 
can be computed as currencies of good practice. While people may be framed 
within ‘collaborative’ arrangements, she emphasizes that holding values in 
common often remains elusive. With reference to the notion of ‘intangible 
benefits’, her essay offers four interlinked vignettes from the biosciences and 
biomedical praxis. These explore, first, the procurement of tissue cultures 
and ethics of obtaining corporeal ‘specimens’ as research materials; second, 
the clinical discovery and research development in the US of the anti-cancer 
drug, Taxol; third, biodiversity conservation protocols and bioprospecting 
for plant materials; and fourth, anthropological critiques of knowledge con-
ventions and intellectual property in Melanesia.

In severing the concept of benefit away from the Western tradition of 
bioethics and norm-based claims, this chapter develops a case for demate-
rialization and rematerialization as critical analytical strategies. In concrete 
terms, Strathern suggests that we can compare the convertibility of organic 
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products into informational resources with the objectification (dematerial-
ization) and re-objectification (rematerialization) as these processes stand 
for practices of collaboration. This formulation is embedded within a critical 
hiatus and what the author identifies as the value of disjunction between 
practices of collaboration and collaborative ethos making. Here we run up 
against another exemplar of a kind: the notion of the beneficiary. A common 
descriptor today, the term benefit-sharing would have been an anachronism 
in the 1950s. Even if Fore of Papua New Guinea were aware that the bodily 
extractions in which they participated had a medico-scientific value, and even 
if they had understood the medical procedures from Carlton Gadjusek’s 
own point of view – given his professional motivations in the scientific study 
of kuru – this does not mean that a class of so-called ‘informed’ research 
subjects can be seen as informative ‘collaborators’. Laying claim to common 
knowledge does not ensure that the conditions of collaboration are isomor-
phic with collaborative currencies.

In other words, since acts of collaboration may be perceived quite differ-
ently by the parties involved, whoever is party to a benefit-sharing or other 
co-arrangement may be beneficiaries in quite different ways. As Strathern 
puts it: ‘There is no need for an ethic of collaboration to be shared between 
the collaborating parties in order for some to lay claims to it’. When we 
follow how collaboration arises out of different capacities and intentions, or 
the ways in which these different capacities may be taken as the very prereq-
uisite for collaborative relations, then the idea of holding up divergent expec-
tations between collaborators as some kind of ‘mismatch’ (evident as certain 
outcomes in the sense introduced in Chapter 3) exposes what are simply 
presumptions rather than the realizations of alignment (cf. Chapter 2). The 
idea of a mismatch, in this sense, is a misnomer. And so it follows, within the 
terms of Strathern’s analysis, that the eventuation of ‘outcomes’ – and the 
related measures of use, relevance and applicability – may be more remote 
than material. This is an anthropological insight whose policy counterparts 
could have yet untold theoretical value.

Taking the idea of mismatched expectations as a conceptual starting point 
happens to be part of the account informing the ‘table-turning’ that Doug 
Holmes and George Marcus detail in their chapter on ‘collaborative impera-
tives’. In this instance there are certain histories of scholarly effort and interac-
tion to contextualize since the two social anthropologists had already worked 
together as long-time intellectual collaborators when David Westbrook, a 
professor in corporate law, entered their circle as an ‘unanticipated inter-
locutor’. With an avid interest in the analytical suggestibility of ethnography, 
Westbrook has no formal training in anthropology, and Holmes and Marcus 
initially respond encouragingly to his fascination by casting him as an ethno-
graphic curiosity of their own.
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The anthropologists reflect here upon the shifting intellectual terrain 
enabling such positionings and the oft imperceptible nature of shifting 
knowledge claims as these were played out in real time during their informal 
conversational exchanges. The effects of this ‘mutual situation’, as they put it, 
materialized all too tangibly when Westbrook suddenly revealed to them he 
was ready to publish a book-length manuscript whose eventual form became 
Navigators of the Contemporary: Why Ethnography Matters (Westbrook 2008). 
‘It is now for us’, Holmes and Marcus retort, ‘to defer to this appropriation 
of us, to return Westbrook’s “gift”, the unexpected “table-turning” counter-
ethnographic gesture of the reflexive subject, and to draw some lessons from 
it for a model of fieldwork practice.’

What they argue is that collaborative work is not simply additive in its 
scope or vantage. It does not merely ‘add on’ an extra element here or there. 
Rather, the importance of scholarly collaboration, and indeed the raison 
d’être for articulating this position as the basis of an intellectual defence, 
turns on the necessity to reimagine other possibilities for epistemological 
rupture. Incidental conversations that ‘just happen’ and the critical associa-
tional chains they set in motion are a key modality for contemporary forms 
of anthropological collaboration, such as re-tooling work. As they see it, 
the re-functioning of ethnography, and the preservation of anthropology’s 
claim to disciplinary distinctiveness in ethnographic knowledge production, 
depends upon making such acts of conceptual work demonstrable as dynamic 
exchanges in and from the field. ‘Table-turning’ is also about the humility of 
deferral and handing over – one gives both a form of recognition and sense 
of initiative to others to ‘define the imaginary and plot of our own enquiries’. 
In this rendition, the conversations in which Westbrook, Holmes and Marcus 
engaged are not just incidental moments of talk. Both the verbal exchanges 
and the descriptive counter-ethnography produced as this chapter’s counter-
writing are ‘collaborative imperatives’. Since these imperatives are turned 
towards the specificity of anthropological knowledge forms, their effects are 
distinguishable from what I have termed the ‘collaborative impetus’. The 
impetus and the imperative here are not one and the same.

Across all disciplines and types of enquiry, ethics in research and the research 
of ethics are often taken as each other’s counterparts. Part IV draws attention 
to some of the complex elisions between research and ethics, and some of 
the breaches between. Our point of departure is research cultures in general 
as a contemporary value idiom for knowledge society. A point to note is that 
there is a widening gulf these days between ‘mission creep’ in the form of the 
expansiveness of regulatory intensification and the phenomenon of institu-
tional overview on the one side; and, on the other, the expectation – fuelled 
in large part by the institutionalized protocols of agenda-shaping research 
funders – for the spread of collaborating knowledge within the academy. In 
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certain contexts, this latter idea of the expansive collaborative academy may 
be promoted as the manifest growth of relations among disciplines.

The two chapters comprising Research and Ethics expose one local 
analogue of such expansiveness: the gap within medical cultures between 
research into health and health care as deliverables to patient populations. 
In Robert Simpson’s essay on capacity building and the local suspicions 
generated by an externally sponsored anti-poisons trial in Sri Lanka, the black 
charcoal substance that the Western researchers have brought with them has 
resulted, it is believed, in the death of a local man. How can the medical trial 
be justified as being for the good of the community?

While a Sri Lankan team of professional experts was seen to be working 
with outsiders, and a non-Sri-Lankan team of medics came to be installed 
within the country’s interior, and both were charged with upholding a 
minimum set of standards, Simpson asks in what sense we can call this venture 
an international collaboration. Indirectly, the essay is asking us to think about 
what happens when researchers from Western institutions, or whose work is 
supported by Western-administered sponsors or funding agencies, find them-
selves battling charges of impropriety even if they have satisfied international 
ethical requirements?

As in much of Africa, snake poisoning would be a cause for treatment by 
traditional remedy under the materia medica of local healers or herbalists. 
But instead of treating ‘like with like’, as in traditional Ayurvedic homeopa-
thy, the experiment described by Simpson shows up knowledge practices of 
a reverse ordering. It not only amplifies the pitting of incommensurables 
as a knowledge problem – namely, how is the community to deal with the 
coexistence of dissimilarity – but exposes these very divergences through 
anomalous means: this medical experiment was supposedly a mutual under-
taking between different country nationals for those same nationals.

Simpson charts how these ‘sponsor–host’ relations turn into a practical 
contestation between practitioners. But unlike the differences retrospectively 
drawn out of the epistemic partner relations between Doug Holmes, George 
Marcus and David Westbrook (Chapter 6), this partnership unfolds as an open 
dispute. On the one side Western science, in bypassing indigenous practices 
of healing, is juxtaposed against another disjunction: the way knowledge 
elisions have been turned backwards upon Sri Lankan civilians. The local 
Attorney General, as one professional of high status, is seen to stand apart 
from the judgement of another native expert, the coroner. In commandeering 
his claims to scientific expertise, the latter correlates the knowledge obtained 
from a post-mortem analysis with a call to suspend the trial research (cf. 
Chapter 3). But on the other side, in openly disagreeing with his Sri Lankan 
colleague, the judge extends credibility to the exogenous research team, and 
the Attorney in fact gives permission for the trial to continue. As Simpson 
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explains, the black activated substance brought to Sri Lanka has combusted 
the fragile knowledge networks between the metropolis and provinces; and 
while the cross-country collaboration might have strengthened knowledge 
claims for some, it has also brought to the fore the realization that pathways 
of ethical responsibility have failed to align social realities with local needs. 
The stark message here is that more ethics review does not necessarily mean 
better or more comprehensive regulation.

Ann Kelly’s focus on the real clinic and matters of ‘real people’ returns us 
in Chapter 8 to the ‘real life’ predicaments of the para-ethnographic opened 
up earlier by Holmes and Marcus’s essay. Her chapter enquires into processes 
of research that are conducted by pharmaceutical companies and how the 
notion of ‘context’ works to align scientific proof with medical practice.

While the process of translating research participants into medical informa-
tion involves multiple agencies – local transportation drivers, data entry clerks, 
fieldworkers, medical experts, ethics boards, funding bodies, and so on – it 
is, she asserts, the work of contextualization as critical analytical strategy that 
sets up the background from which good (read ‘collaborative’) research can 
be produced. Exposing what she sees as a questionable correlation between 
sample research populations recruited to drug trials and the general patient 
public as a population of potential health users, Kelly introduces the notion 
of the ‘epidemiological subject’ through the twinned movement of ‘decon-
textualization’ and ‘recontextualization’. Her analysis here follows through 
links between processes of ethical exposition – or the value of the ‘good’ – 
and processes of abstraction, and her remarks resonate with points taken up 
elsewhere in the volume on dematerialization and rematerialization (Chapter 
5); and aggregation and disaggregation (Chapter 3).

In recontextualizing the anthropological significance of ‘real results’, Kelly 
highlights how medical knowledge and value may be enfolded in each other 
as discursive conjunctions about ‘evidence-based’ health care. When the 
effects of these narratives elide how social contexts have been divorced from 
scientific knowledge generation, recontextualizing strategies must attend not 
only to questions about the reliability of data or claims to scientific integrity. 
More fundamentally – and more radically for her thesis – they can look to dis-
closures that reveal the unmassaged features of research-based populations. 
These analytic strategies may be activated as powerful tools to bring to the 
fore critical details about the real messiness of doing complex research.

Turning to Alliances and Diversity, Part V unravels some of tensions 
between researcher interdependences and conditions for independence. 
Both chapters are concerned with policy and procedural dimensions of global 
health alliances that bring together large teams of researchers with multiple 
skill sets. Sonja Marjanovic and Amade M’charek show that when the very 
people on whom one is dependent for success and recognition are themselves 
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competing for the same kinds of resources or recognition, strategic alliances 
can be expected to form not because the stakes are so low, but because gen-
erative knowledge systems are set up to hold in place relations of collabo-
ration and competition. Collaborative modalities, in other words, may be 
responsive to systemic instabilities.

Marjanovic’s argument (Chapter 9) considers the ways that management 
analysts can develop innovative alliance-building approaches to organizations 
whose remit is bioscientific innovation. Her essay takes an overtly applied focus 
within the policy frame of North–South international collaboration and makes 
no bones that it is interested in addressing procedures and practices for best 
facilitation (cf. Part VI). Despite this practical focus, the chapter is centrally 
concerned with the relation between collaborative knowledge and value 
reckoning.

Part of the complexity of international health alliances concerns the 
divergent positions between multiple stakeholder groups and formations. 
This is especially the case when stakeholders and investors become com-
petitors, each chasing limited financial resources in the global health sector. 
Marjanovic argues that although these stakeholder groups may be brought 
together under one formal alliance or notional umbrella organization, their 
interests cannot always be brought together as shared evaluative assessments. 
In particular, evaluation is not always best attuned to the production of col-
laborative knowledge relations when its measurement criteria take the form 
of explicit performance targets. There may be instances, she contends, when 
‘softer’ targets can capture more of what goes on as the immaterial aspects of 
collaboration (cf. Chapter 5). In this vein, Marjavonic stresses the empirical 
and conceptual value of an interdisciplinary approach for the study of future 
global alliances. Interdisciplinarity here is offered as an approach that not 
only provides the possible contours of an enriched knowledge base, but can 
set out – as Marjanovic intimates – a critical agenda for interdisciplinary man-
agement studies as a purposeful strategy of social redress.

The critical reevaluation of a US-government funded, multi-year inter-
national scientific study, The Human Genome Diversity Project (HGDP), 
provides the basis for Amade M’charek’s analytical recontextualization of 
‘partial lineages’ in Chapter 10. In setting out two accounts of one actual 
collaboration, the paper effectively holds up different versions of the same 
research activity as its own reflexive counterpart. HGDP 1 is described as an 
intentional plan of interdisciplinary scope; however amongst affected ethnic 
community groups as well as within scientific and public health circles, the 
research is generally regarded as a collaborative project that ran into consid-
erable difficulties. Some bemoan the project as an embarrassing failure and 
badly managed deployment of public financial resources. In the contrasting 
account of HGDP 2, M’charek suggests that the partial lineage can be used 
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as a critical modality for understanding scientific collaborations. The onus 
here is on a form of analysis that resists singularity and structured forms 
(linearity, centrality, chronologically bounded systems with neat histories 
or summations of the future) in order to show how knowledge is neither 
unified nor centred in one place. Akin to the Farafenni villagers’ abstracted 
knowledge of medical possibilities that never quite materializes as available 
treatments within their reach (Chapter 3), M’charek’s envisioning of the 
‘common ancestor’ is another imaginary outlier. Spending laboratory time 
with some of the project scientists and drawing upon her former training in 
human biology, M’charek positions herself as a natural scientist and critical 
science studies scholar ‘alongside’ those who are doing the collaborating, and 
she observes that her identities are caught up, sometimes in awkward ways, 
amongst the diffuse networks and conversational streams of her scientific 
colleagues. Transactional relations between researchers through exchange 
visits, data and sample sharing become a routine part of her extra-scientific 
field diary too, and she is at pains to stress that the often impromptu nature 
of these transactions evade the parameters of formal project ‘planning’. 
The phenomenon of ‘projecteering’, she argues, lies at times beyond the 
boundary of explicit design and clear intentionality (cf. Chapter 9, Chapter 
8); a point that reinforces the intensity of the incidental as an instancing of 
collaborative value making (Chapter 6).

The relation between elites, public intellectuals and social activism in the 
life sciences remains a neglected though vital area of critical social study. Re-
searching spaces between worlds of research-in-action as forms of collab-
orative engagement, Part VI on Expertises and Attributions asks how intel-
lectuals and others whose situations or allegiances lie primarily outside the 
academy are to be coopted. What academic genres, conventions, epistemic 
departures or knowledge displacements can be brought about by relational 
processes of collaborative knowledge production? Both chapters address at-
tributions of knowledge, power and accreditation within the collaborative 
set-up, but they outline what are rather different trajectories with regard to 
their own evaluations about the place of facilitation.

In ‘Meeting Minds; Encountering Worlds’, Barbara Bodenhorn (Chapter 
11) details her role as anthropologist-facilitator in Barrow, Alaska, where 
recent collaborative science projects have been underway, linked to externally 
funded US initiatives in environmental education. Implemented by local Iñu-
piaq-led institutions, the ‘residential learning’ project she describes brings 
together youth groups from Barrow and from two communities in Mexico 
with academic whale biologists and practising whalers; archaeologists and 
elders; and a biocomplexity group studying climate change.

Amongst these communities, climatology has become everyone’s daily 
concern. As the polar icecap of the central Arctic continues to melt due to 
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global warming, vast deposits of gas and oil below the seabed look set to 
become newly accessible resources. Though the question of who owns what 
in the polar region is far from clear, recent efforts to bolster the ‘idea of the 
North pole as a pole of peace’ have been directed towards the aim of harmo-
nious transnational governance and intellectual collaboration. This continues 
to involve a range of scientists and policy makers from the five Arctic coastal 
states – Russia, Denmark, Norway, Canada and the United States.

For her part Bodenhorn attends to the political and strategic importance 
of local forms of interactional expertise within and across the Iñupiat, and the 
communities of knowledge in which she has worked and lived. What elsewhere 
might be promoted as social investments in interdisciplinary engagement is 
held up here as a practical resource that reflects attuned sensibilities to ways 
of knowledge-reckoning – the new manifest stress on collaborative relations is 
received more or less as a familiar call for action, she emphasizes. The related 
point however is that the people whom the anthropologist ‘facilitated’ were 
themselves already intent on, and indeed well practised in, mutual interac-
tions with each other. It is with this in mind that Bodenhorn counterbalances 
her own positionality of scepticism (a propos ‘the contemporary institutional 
promotion of collaboration as ethical practice’) with her ‘indigenous’ version 
of others’ knowledges as disciplinary boundary crossing.

Yet these pragmatic orientations to the world do not exist in a political 
vacuum. Running through Bodenhorn’s commentary we see that shared 
endeavours in ‘collaborative’ knowledge practices are not simply ways of 
sourcing relevant information, such as annual statistics about whaling. Out 
of these youth-friendly training projects, and embedded within their skilful 
interrelations, come possibilities for preventative action: fending off govern-
ment-led intrusions and such like is politically self-determining. This is, as she 
demonstrates, the community’s engagement with being Barrow, and being a 
Barrow person is necessary work of a good kind.

In Celia Lowe’s account of the Indonesian villagers and bureaucrats who 
travel together to visit the local forestry office in Lampung, the idea is that the 
officials will watch and learn from the community forestry workers, and likewise 
the latter are meant to acquire a more informed understanding of the problems 
faced by government bureaucrats (Chapter 12). This is another ‘on the ground’ 
example of project ‘facilitation’ designed as an interactive learning model of 
‘exchange visits’. And in this instance, the particular solutions to be found lie 
within the domain of ‘forest conflict’ studies, conducted under the auspices of 
the Tjitradjaja Research Institute, as part of its Program for the Study and Facili-
tation of Ecological Anthropology at the University of Indonesia.

Commenting upon the time she spent working with Indonesian natural 
scientists and the value placed on transnational biodiversity discourses in 
the context of biologists’ own conservation practices in the Togean Islands 
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(Central Sulawesi), Lowe’s ethnography can be read as an indirect critique 
of the facilitation discourse, and its associated rhetoric of problem resolu-
tion and capacity building. As a project stitched to an international science 
collaboration supported by US-funded sponsorship, she finds that the speci-
ficity of Togean conservation science (‘Indonesians’ science’) is tied to the 
domestic project of nation-state building. Here her comments regarding the 
perceived relevance of nationalist ideologies and postcolonial development 
discourses on citizenship offer certain parallels with Empson’s observations on 
Mongolian sovereignty as political power straddling emergent cross-country 
partnership building (Chapter 4). Pointing to some of the darker sides of col-
laboration that seem to be imposed via the authoritative mandate of universal 
imperatives, or via the standardized use of referents such as ‘ecosystem’ and 
‘species’, Lowe’s piece documents how the Indonesian biology experts were 
expected to fit in with patterns of knowledge making that were recognizable 
to their Northern colleagues as ‘science’ and ‘knowledge management’.

Though the essay does not ask whether the discourse of facilitation is being 
‘industrialized’ through its conversion into commoditized measures of appli-
cability, a partial answer is set out by way of a critical comparative discussion 
of Indonesian, Thai and Vietnamese academies. Lowe situates this ‘project’ 
against the wider agenda of decolonizing scholarly collaboration. What if, 
she speculates, segments of US academia could be repositioned as potential 
recipient communities receiving knowledge ‘returns’ from Southeast Asian 
models of learning? This takes us back to the theme of transactional value 
and currencies of collaborative benefit discussed in the chapters by Strathern, 
Empson and Geissler et al. ‘Borrowing back’, as Lowe phrases it, means criti-
cally reevaluating shifts in scholarly paradigm production as newly transacted 
cross-regional knowledge flows.

Such facilitation would imply a kind of world scholarship premised on 
revised credit systems and political forms of ‘re-cognition’ where recognition 
works politically and symbolically. To receive recognition in this sense is sug-
gestive of modalities of cognitive dissonance and perceptual reframing, akin 
to counterparts in mental and material modalities. Similarly, in Bodenhorn’s 
essay, ‘re-cognition’ assumes social value as the by-product of a revisited 
‘familiar’. The implication of ‘meeting minds’ is that altered mentalities may 
be facilitated – as shifts in seeing – that go beyond any reductionist modelling 
of psychologistic-inflected humanism. We might see in these moves a type of 
‘table-turning’ (pace Holmes and Marcus, Chapter 6) whereby political (re)
appropriation enjoins transformative power as a shifting epistemic configura-
tion. The matter of enduring interest, though, is whether alternative social 
imaginaries can be generated collaboratively for the long-term sustainability 
of new ideas and new expertises.
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notes
 1.  Umberto Eco, Italian scholar and modern-day polymath (semiotician, historian, novelist, 

literary critic, aesthetician) is not a professional social anthropologist, though his own self-
description in Travels in Hyperreality sounds as real as anything Claude Lévi-Strauss might 
have penned: ‘At the academic level I concern myself with the problems of language, com-
munication, organisation of the system of signs that we use to describe the world and to 
tell it to one another’ (Eco 1998: viii).

 2.  As much as a detail is a singularity and event of severance, it is conjunctive: details can only 
be known for what they are because they are linked to elsewheres. It is the work of detailing 
that ensures the detachability, and hence the viability, of the descriptiveness.

 3.  As Arjun Appadurai (2001) and others have remarked, these contexts are necessarily inter-
connected, and often it is the diffuse character of these interconnections which instigates 
the call for further critical enquiry about what precisely counts as credible constitutions 
of ‘global knowledge’, including variations of cosmopolitics within a renewed institution-
alization of international anthropology (see, for example, Brenneis 1999; Marcus 1999; 
Restrepo and Escobar 2005; Tsing 2005; Ribeiro 2006).

 4.  See for example discussion in Fabian (1983).
 5.  See, inter alia, Brodwin (2000), Farmer (2003), Rockefeller Foundation (2004), Sunder 

Rajan (2006).
 6.  House of Commons (2004), InterAcademy Council (2004), Third World Academy of 

Sciences (2004).
 7.  More importantly still, there may be concomitant obviation of the financial equation itself: 

the object of money appearing to be displaced to naturalizing effect at the same time as 
public messages – for instance, from one British spokesman and household name known 
for his capital-oriented social entrepreneurialism – inform various media that (worldwide) 
charity (alliances) are not to become a casualty of the new global recession (see Branson 
2009). 

 8.  For instance, the US National Science Foundation research programme known as KDI 
(Knowledge and Distributed Intelligence) was initiated in 1998. Its stated purpose was to 
‘to span the scientific and engineering communities … to generate, model, and represent 
more complex and cross-disciplinary scientific data from new sources and at enormously 
varying scales’.

 9.  See, for example, Petryna et al. (2006) on the ‘pharmaceutical nexus’, McGoey et al. 
(2011) on the ‘global health complex’; also Lakoff (2005), Nguyen (2005), Wahlberg and 
McGoey (2007), and Will and Moreira (2010). Kleinman’s early work on neurasthenia and 
depression is reported in Kleinman (1982).

 10.  The question of the meanings of research democratization are tied up here with the decen-
tralized effects and infrastructures of knowledge production – the diffusion and velocity 
at which knowledge is created, distributed and used; the rate of formation of knowledge-
based communities and decentralized networks; and the speed of technological online 
exchanges.

 11.  A notable exception is Wieberdink (2005).
 12.  This body of work has also been termed the ‘sociology of collaborative production’ (see for 

example Girard and Stark 2007).
 13.  Though see Bamo et al. (2007). To my mind, this narrative reads as a group-based poly-

phonic on field positionalities and imbricated relations.
 14.  This is about the types of linkages that are relevant to the making and reception of knowledge 

claims as clusters of linked detail. Specifically, it concerns the way these clusters may generate 
further series of detail through their analytical expansion and contraction to other knowledge 
claims. Here we arrive at trans-boundary conceptual linkages as intellectual exchange 
processes, and elsewhere I discuss the example of the ‘deep portfolio’ as a metaphorization of 
the problem as this is opened out, folded back and carried around (Konrad. n.d.a.)
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 15.  The problematic, as we seek to advance it, may be a contested one for the future of an-
thropology. However our aim is not to reach any definitive consensus or solution about 
comparability by collaboration. Nor do the arguments we introduce assume an expositional 
shape we would want necessarily to see replicated elsewhere as generalized formula. What 
we are putting forward rather is a series of speculative counterparts whose allegiances are 
as much to the anthropological subject as they are to the knowledge practitioners (anthro-
pologists and others) who are working alongside each other. It has not been possible in 
this work to include detailed insights gained from anthropologists collaborating alongside 
other anthropologists: this remains deserving focus for future study.
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Chapter 2

An Amazon Plant in Clinical Trial: 
Intersections of Knowledge and Practice

Françoise Barbira-Freedman

Back in the mid 1970s I was walking with a small group of Lamista Quechua 
people in a then remote area of forest in the Peruvian Upper Amazon, mapping 
the expansion of their frontier cycle. At the time my new wisdom teeth were 
just pushing through and I can recall vividly the sensation of severe pain as 
a childhood filling fell out to expose a raw nerve. One of my companions, 
Eliseo, noticed my distress and went to collect a plant from along our trail 
path. He made a little ball of buds and leaves, like a coca wad, and showed 
me how to press it between my teeth on the painful side. My pain disappeared 
instantly. I noticed that Eliseo, who was not a shaman, picked some more of 
the plant which he put inside his small woven bag. An hour or so later, Eliseo 
produced another wad to replace the first and I was relieved not to feel any 
further sensations of pain. We kept on walking. Then two hours later, after 
we had stopped for the night, Eliseo gave me another wad and told me to 
keep it in place until I was ready to go to sleep. I completely forgot about the 
toothache and it was not until three months later, upon visiting a dentist in 
Lima to check my wisdom teeth that I recalled having lost a filling. I happened 
to mention the use of the Amazonian plant to the dentist who was surprised 
that I had not developed an infection and expressed an interest in the plant.

This incident was barely consigned to my field notebook at the time. Yet 
set within broader historical context, it was doubtless a meaningful occur-
rence: Indians have helped me, a Gringa (white foreigner), with their plants 
more than once during my time in the field; and while Indians have always 
helped white intruders, be they soldiers, missionaries, colonists, adventur-
ers and anthropologists – often saving their lives to boot – it seems that in 
return they have been demonized if not persecuted for their troubles. More 
to the point, Amazonian Indians have contributed many items to the world 
pharmacopoeia, 50 per cent of which is derived from plants: cinchona bark 
is the source of quinine; curare has changed the face of surgery since the 
1950s; and fishing poisons are the origin of Rotenone and a new generation 
of pesticides, to name a few. All these have been modified, semi-synthesized 
or synthesized in the lab. Other Amazonian plants have been held as panaceas 
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at specific historical times: sarsaparilla in eighteenth century England, cat’s 
claw and guarana in today’s global supermarkets. And tobacco and coca loom 
large in controversies on the harms and benefits of plant substances.

The anecdote, as it is narrated, also exposes of course the jungle fantasy. 
True, we were walking in the forest, but forest paths often cut across old 
clearings, or at least these are areas that may have been disturbed once by 
hunting or logging camps. The point is that plants, people and spirits are 
always interacting not only metaphorically, but in the real world of the jungle 
forest. And as it happens, our plant, like most medicinal herbaceous plants or 
shrubs, thrives in secondary regrowth; its presence is associated with human 
activity. Like nicotiana, it is a ‘ruderal’; the technical term for plants that 
grow best in disturbed soil or trampled ground and which get stronger when 
pruned or cut back (Grime 1979). So much then for the imagined discovery 
of miracle cures in pristine primary forests! Nonetheless, ancient trails are 
proving to be considerably helpful to paleobotanists as they endeavour to 
trace plant exchanges and collection routes in Amazonia, and that is a fact we 
should not dismiss too quickly.

Academic research, political economic interests and industry have always 
overlapped in the collection of Amazonian medicinal plants and plant 
knowledge since the first floras that ensued from the Spanish Conquest. Since 
the Second World War, American and European pharmaceutical companies 
have conducted systematic medicinal plant collections in Amazonia, notably 
for the National Cancer Institute’s mass screenings in the 1960s and the 
1970s in the USA. The 1992 Biodiversity Convention in Rio marked a 
turning point in bringing to world attention the issue of conservation 
practices through economic exploitation, while at the same time registering 
the significance of Indigenous Knowledge (IK). Mark Plotkin put crudely 
what his teacher Richard Schultes had only hinted at: ‘The tribal healers hold 
the key to unlocking one of the great mysteries of our day and age – how 
to demonstrate the value of the rainforest in concrete economic terms and, 
in so doing, provide the rationale for protecting Mother Nature’s ultimate 
creation’ (Plotkin 1993:16). Six years later, he would recant publicly in the 
New York media as increasing denunciations of biopiracy equated ethno-
botany with instruments of theft.

Today, bioprospecting is at the centre of contemporary contests over in-
digenous rights, corporate accountabilities and ethical scientific research. 
Drug development based on medicinal plants, traditional knowledge and 
microbes from biodiversity-rich regions of the globe operates largely within 
a North–South divide through relations activated in articulation with neolib-
eral, entrepreneurial modes of participation. While the 1990s saw the rise and 
decline of state-mediated contracts between institutions in the North and 
South in the attempt to merge conservation and commercial exploitation, 
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a new trend of decentred, multinational enterprises is now rapidly evolving 
in the context of global capitalism. At the same time, flagship legal cases 
mobilize social protest on behalf of local rights: the march of Andean farmers 
in 2004 to contest the Maca patent; the ongoing case of the San people’s 
Council with Phytopharm and Unilever; the high profile recent court case 
of Novartis against the Indian patent office – these are just a few instances 
that have challenged the TRIPS (agreement on trade-related aspects of in-
tellectual property rights) of the WTO (World Trade Organisation) and the 
OECD’s Multilateral Agreement of Investments (MAI).

In light of these developments, this paper traces specific episodes in the 
process of setting up and managing an international clinical trial that aims to 
test the neurological efficacy of a toothache plant in humans in Peru (Phase 
2) after an experiment in vivo (Phase 1) in the UK indicated strong potential 
for drug development in 2006. Most studies of clinical research have pointed 
to the inevitable tension between the need for the singular and the linear 
in ‘projects’ of sociotechnical experimentation (Law 2004; cf. Chapter 10 
this volume) and the multiple, chaotic strands of the messy business of 
producing knowledge. There are also political and ontological dimensions 
in this tension. My interest here is to explore how, in a global clinical trial, 
fractional and reflexive processes are highlighted by cultural difference within 
a common framework of neoliberal accountability.

Further to Andrew Pickering’s (1995) notion of the ‘mangle of practice’ 
and from my own positionality as an agent-cum-observer, I present some of 
the multiple contexts of bringing a plant to a Phase 2 human trial. To convey 
the unfolding of this trial in real time, I am going to weave a narrative in over-
lapping arenas, with the use of vignettes and critical commentaries. My focus is 
on intersections – at which both my collaborators and I are all partly connected 
and interconnected – in the transitory common purpose of the trial. Mary 
Bouquet’s (1996) metaphor of ‘rhizomatic networks’ in contrast with vertical 
arborescences is particularly apt in this plant-based trial. In traversing the multi-
sited space of Amazonian native communities, drug discovery companies, 
research institutions in the UK and in Peru, government and private agencies, 
laboratories and hospitals, I could have chosen other stories, other partial 
contexts. Those presented in this paper are prompted by the various facets of 
my accountability and the particular context in which I create a representation. 
Like Ann Kelly (2007: 45), I have to stress that ‘the ethical character of my 
research … will hinge upon a resistance to a politics of exposure. The primary 
goal of my project cannot be the revelation of the radical contingency of the 
evidence produced by clinical research’ (cf. Chapter 8 this volume).

By necessity, my inquiry is based on modes of knowing grounded in lived 
experience and everyday constitutive behaviour during months of intense in-
volvement. Just as I am accountable to Neurodiscovery, the research sponsor, 
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and to the University of Cambridge through CUTS (Cambridge University 
Technical Consultancy Services), I am also morally accountable to various 
native Amazonian organisations, Peruvian institutions and to my academic 
department in the UK.1

Arena 1: From Fieldwork to Ampika

Ampika, which means ‘strong medicines’ in Quechua, is the name that was 
given to the spin-off company created by the University of Cambridge in 
2002 to facilitate, on a beneficial and ethical basis, possible commercial ap-
plications of medicinal plant data derived from my anthropological fieldwork. 
The constitution of Ampika Ltd came about through various intersections in 
inter-institutional space-time around the call to make academic research work 
for and within industry.

Ampika was one of several new companies financed through the Univer-
sity of Cambridge’s Challenge Fund. This is a funding source whose explicit 
aim is the development of novel enterprises in the form of start-up companies 
and the associated conversion of intellectual property (IP) from research into 
marketable industrial applications. An invitation to present to a biotech en-
terprise project led to the constitution of Ampika’s multidisciplinary board 
of members and advisors. As for the design of the company, this conformed 
rather carefully to so-called ELSI planning; the attempt to think simulta-
neously about the ‘ethical, legal and social implications’ of the outcomes 
of research in advance of its actual conduct. Besides an intensive training 
ranging from ‘elevator pitches’2 to corporate presentations, mentoring and 
meetings sessions resulted in the concurrent formation of a network (labs, 
sister companies); the acquisition of a portfolio of potential clients (Boots, 
Unilever) and targeted activities to interact with investors (Founders’ 
Breakfast, ERBI conference)3 among many other public relations events.

Developing Ampika, then, entailed developing a mission statement and an 
image that met the expectations of sponsors and investors, which, in turn, led 
to all kinds of conflicts between dominant and reductionist views of ‘indig-
enous knowledge’ – particularly among lawyers – and accepted positions in 
anthropology. Ampika’s brochure reflects the appeal of a direct, unmediated 
transfer from the vanishing rainforest and shamans’ knowledge to high-tech 
labs, as used already by the American company Shaman Pharmaceuticals 
in the 1990s. In the context of abandoned molecule drug development 
pipelines in Big Pharma, the lure of and fascination with rainforest exoticism 
as a marketing ploy was seen to add robustness to the renewed industrial 
interest in plant-derived medicines. As new portable bioassays made bioactiv-
ity readily identifiable on the spot, plants and other living organisms were 
again seen as a potential source of new molecules to fuel the classic route of 
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synthetic discovery.4 Another appeal, ancillary yet non negligible in view of 
its rapidly growing revenues, was that of ‘natural medicines’, from nutraceu-
ticals (benecol, açai) to drugs that appeal to a global public in the quest for 
‘well being’ rather than medical substances targeted exclusively for ill-health. 
Over-the-counter sales of Green Pharma have risen three hundred-fold in the 
last decade, totalling over $20 billion (US), while natural medicinals add a 
raw product value of $60 billion (US) to international pharma.

Short of instantly producing a new Digitalis, Ampika faced all the con-
tradictions entailed in its remit of ‘de-risking’ the drug discovery process by 
transforming ‘native intelligence’ (IK) of novel plants into evidence-based 
portfolios that would be attractive to the pharmaceutical industry. In the 
Cambridge biotech context, Ampika elicited evaluations from different 
standpoints: comments such as ‘this area of knowledge transfer is not very 
sexy’ contrasted with ‘what’s wrong with mercurochrome?’ and ‘what if she 
[Barbira-Freedman] falls under a bus tomorrow?’

The proverbial Clapham omnibus, as dollar signs become attached to 
potential molecules from my notebook entries, suddenly became a magnified 
concern. Without university vaults – the ultimate IP (Intellectual Property) 
protection – my field notebooks were transferred to fireproof filing cabinets, 
indexed and coded. This was perceived to be far greater an imperative for the 
research than the parallel process of setting up an interdisciplinary Memo-
randum of Understanding between four Cambridge University Departments 
and the Peruvian Amazonian Research Institute (IIAP). Meanwhile the 
Yacumamay ‘Live Pharmacy’ forest reserve, established with Lamista Quechua 
migrants near Iquitos in order to create a live, in-situ plant collection related 
to the Cambridge-held phytobase, was considered as a laudable research ini-
tiative, but it was a negligible asset for Ampika as a social enterprise.

The declared goal was: ‘to mine (my) data’ and find gold nuggets in the 
‘well ploughed field’ of Amazonian bioprospecting. Neither miners nor 
farmers, though, fit well in the Amazon. To no avail, I attempted repeatedly 
to explain that no one ‘owned’ plant knowledge; that plants travelled freely 
across populations and regions; that extensive data sheets on plants, based on 
cosmopolitan botanical and medical categories, did not correspond to local 
understandings of medicinal plant knowledge as entities which are only partly 
detachable from their owners. A choice to compromise was based on the 
fact that similar misunderstandings applied also at both national and regional 
levels in Amazonian countries. A paradox emerged: an intensive phase of 
‘defensive publishing’ aimed at placing indigenous knowledge resolutely in 
the public domain through plant encyclopaedias and biodiversity inventories 
post-Rio 1992,5 with internet sites following suit.

At the same time, the resistance efforts of indigenous organisations against 
foreign patents based on cosmopolitan perceptions of property and intel-
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lectual property rights created entangled processes of social and territorial 
exclusion. As Corinne Hayden eloquently shows in her book When Nature 
Goes Public (2003), both processes unwittingly opened new possibilities 
for exploitation through bioprospecting contracts. A breakthrough came 
for Ampika in the form of selective screening of plant extracts for Central 
Nervous System activity on residual rat lines in NeuroSolutions, a UK drug 
discovery company whose neurologist chairman was on Ampika’s board. 
This opened another arena, in which connections between ‘the field’ – in 
Amazonia, and Ampika, and in Cambridge – became fractionated and recom-
bined in the move from distant to closer potential value.

Not only in Ampika but also in other drug discovery ventures relying on 
Indigenous Knowledge (such as Shaman and Phytopharm), value is initially 
carved out from several fallacies: such as the fallacy of legitimately transmit-
ted plant knowledge as ‘trade secrets’, seen as exclusive, secured species-and-
knowledge packages attached to individuals who are acting as spokesmen 
for their community as localized village or tribe. The fallacy of novelty, as-
sociated with the misleading perception that only novel plants are of interest 
for drug discovery, is that plant extracts should be presented complete with 
toxicity and stability studies, a chemical profile and ideally an interpretation 
of the mechanism of action. This took ten years to establish before Taxol 
went into clinical trials in the 1980s (Goodman and Walsh 2001; cf. Chapter 
5 this volume). In cosmopolitan clinical research, plant medicines cannot 
be researched as formulae, as they are in Chinese medicine or Ayurveda, 
because of the mandatory principle of isolating actives and the complexity 
of analysing synergetic effects. The recent entry barriers in the European 
regulatory framework have also contributed to widen the gap between legally 
authorized (patented) plants and rogue formulas sold over the counter and 
through the internet with a spiralling spin of indirect claims that sail close 
to the wind of legal prohibitions. The development of Hoodia currently ex-
emplifies this conundrum as a host of Hoodia products already sold over 
the counter bypass the patent on P57 held by Phytopharm and its partner 
Unilever, even before they have fully developed and tested a legitimate 
product.

A ‘phytobase’, funded by the DTI (Department of Trade and Industry) 
and developed by a multidisciplinary team as part of the portfolio of Ampika 
(2003–2005), addressed the challenge of reconciling native categories (them-
selves a complex historical outcome) with those of botany, plant taxonomy, 
anatomy, medicine and pharmacognosy. Which and whose intellectual 
property was being transferred to Ampika? How could the anthropological 
‘residue’ in my data be separated from the utilitarian information extracted 
from my field notes (now colluding, it would seem, with an abundance of 
information increasingly accessible on the internet)? The web of correspon-
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dences, symbolic associations, kinship relations and transformations that 
make up ‘yachay’, the shamanic plant knowledge of the Lamista Quechua 
and other Western Amazonian forest people, was extrinsic to value. These 
data were consigned to a reserved area of the phytobase, as non-IP ‘stuff’ for 
personal research. How could I explain that for the shamans who ‘authorized’ 
knowledge transfer, as per the Ampika brochure, legitimacy took the form of 
an Ayahuasca ceremony to elicit whether my activities with Ampika would be 
favourable or not? The plant spirits responded affirmatively of course, not just 
because of the dollar signs but also because shamans are acutely aware of the 
global contexts in which they operate.6

As I have mentioned, Ampika was designed as an ethical company. 
Hayden (2003) talks of the ‘fragile obligation’ incurred by drug and biotech 
companies in order to generate ‘equitable returns’ and ensure benefit-shar-
ing agreements for the source nations and communities who provide them 
with lucrative leads. As Shaman Pharmaceuticals bitterly discovered, even the 
most generous schemes are contestable. In fact, attributing putative origins 
to shamans and tribes is an artificial strategy that creates a web of relations 
and interests around a plant as an entity both known (to local owners) and 
novel (to science). In most cases, as for Hoodia, plants entered for drug 
discovery are already used by local people, sold in local markets and inves-
tigated. Arguably what has happened is that the sedimentation of IK in the 
institutional life of biodiversity-related projects has precipitated its reification: 
recontextualization is problematized by the very concept of IK itself.

But if, as Darrell Posey (1984, 1995) passionately argued, epistemologi-
cal advocacy (that is, work to translate IK into biochemical rationality and 
efficacy) does not just valorize plants but also adds reflexivity to modalities 
of local knowledge, then the bioprospecting imaginary – with its ethical ret-
ribution model – cannot be condemned outright. This reflexivity may assist 
people in ‘valuing their values’ even though the inbuilt limits of benefit-shar-
ing are all too obvious for recipients (cf. Chapters 3, 5 and 7 this volume). 
Ampika’s ‘business proposition’ – to de-risk and shortcut the search for new 
drugs from ethnobotany on the basis of ‘native intelligence’ – fits well with 
the recently ubiquitous concept and science-in-society drive of ‘translational 
medicine’. Captured in the motto: ‘from bench to bedside’, its aim is to 
channel research more directly into evidence-based therapies. Peer-reviewed 
clinical research – in vitro, in vivo and finally in the form of randomized 
clinical trials in humans – is the medium of exchange through which IK can 
become translated.
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Arena 2: The Creation of NSL101

Drug discovery responds to the identified need in a defined disease area, 
often in relation to an anticipated research breakthrough that has agreed ap-
plicability in response to a valid therapeutic demand. Identification of need, 
agreed applicability and valid therapeutic demand are all qualifiable (Williams 
and Malick 1987).

In the autumn of 2004, a coded set of ten sealed plastic pouches contain-
ing dried pulverized plants to be tested for effects on the central nervous 
system (CNS) were delivered to the dedicated laboratory of NeuroSolutions 
at the Warwick University School of Medicine. The plant material had been 
brought over legally as ‘traditional medicines’ from Peru in an unlabelled 
suitcase, an exportation which was made illegal only the following year. 
Moreover, the material had been purchased from an established supplier in 
the Amazonian city of Iquitos, rather than from local collectors, whether 
indigenous or not. Including the toothache plant in the CNS test set was an 
afterthought since it is not much valued in Lamista Quechua IK. It happened 
to be tested first and to show clear activity. To this day, none of the other nine 
plants have been tested.

The discovery of a novel chemical entity that modulates some aspect 
of cell or tissue function is only the first step in the drug development 
process. Once shown to be selective and efficacious, a compound must be 
nontoxic, bioavailable and marketable before it can be considered to be a 
potential therapeutic entity. The extract entity from the toothache plant, 
named NSL101, following a convention in naming novel compounds with a 
company prefix and a number, met all these requirements. NeuroSolutions, 
a small Cambridge-based virtual public drug discovery company, creates one 
of its revenue streams through its engagement with clinical research and sales 
of drug development packages to the pharmaceutical industry. Two years 
hence, the exhilaration that followed this experiment is still vivid, as is the 
optimism that would ensure the viability of the trial: leaps of faith tempered 
by caution; trust in the face of uncertainty; laughter and camaraderie; and the 
sense of a hazardous but exciting adventure that together are the hallmark of 
scientific research. This was also the start of a race for patents and the realiza-
tion that at any time a leak could compromise chances of success along the 
bumpy drug discovery route. But trust was tenuous as Brazilian competitors 
inevitably kept watch. Since everyone talks within collaboration networks that 
span across institutional and national boundaries, the informal marketplace 
of biodiversity and biotech information – at intersections between collabora-
tion, competition and antagonism – can be extremely active. Often national 
loyalties come to be placed over the benefits of collaboration with foreigners 
(cf. Chapter 4 this volume). However, rather than resorting to local tactics of 
translocation of research components in order to limit these risks of scientific 
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espionage, NeuroSolutions steered a steady course on a path of clinical excel-
lence and transparency within the international regulatory framework.

As Bruno Latour and others after him have shown in various settings, the 
‘inscription device’, besides offering irrefutable visible evidence of efficacy in 
vivo, also operates as the lynchpin of a complex erasing process (see Latour 
1987; Law 2002): in our particular case, the decontextualized plant entered 
a drug pipeline as a supposedly neutral compound for science and profit 
combined. The intervening material activity, the author of the experiment 
and all other contextual aspects were bracketed off in the presentation of 
graphs, tables and figures. In fact a patent search about the plant revealed 
that NSL101 was already entangled in a thick mesh of global dissemination. 
Archive research to document historical use revealed that the plant was a 
popular Inca medicine used throughout the empire for dental hygiene. In 
post-Conquest times, both the Spanish and Portuguese were aware of its 
properties: sailors took it with them to South India and to China where it 
became integrated in local pharmacopoeias. Moreover, several related species 
were used for different purposes in other parts of the world, such as Mada-
gascar. And the more the evidence collected, the greater the diversity of the 
therapeutic claims. Was a miracle plant outlined, or was it a quack’s cure-all? 
Rumours that L’Oreal integrated a concentrated extract in a new anti-wrin-
kle cream circulated among my Amazonian colleagues. No patent could be 
sighted, but another source confirmed that the plant was cultivated in com-
mercial plantations in West Africa. In 2006, a Brazilian cosmetic manufacturer 
launched its own brand with claims of 100 per cent increase in the potency 
of the plant’s anti-wrinkle properties. Undeterred by this competition lacking 
a clinical evidence base, NeuroSolutions embarked on the design of a clinical 
trial in Peru.

At the same time as this unsuspected information was unveiled, confi-
dentiality tightened its grip around NSL101: the plant could no longer be 
named or identified except under the protocol of signed confidentiality dis-
closure agreements (CDAs). While confidentiality was just a standard ethical 
issue in Cambridge and Lima, the erasure process proved to be more difficult 
in the Amazon region. Treading cautiously, and being careful not to name 
the plant inadvertently, was something of a contrived behaviour for those 
involved with the project. Think of neem or turmeric in India, or thyme in 
Europe. In Iquitos, the Laboratory for Research on Natural Products at the 
University of Amazonia (LIPNAA) provided a ‘passage point’ through which 
the collected plant material was transformed into a new kind of substance 
(extract) and signs (bioactivity values), legible and usable by all researchers 
in space-time. As a pulverized or liquid extract, the plant was less identifi-
able in taxonomic terms. There had to be further differentiation of NSL101, 
however, from a local process of ethanol extraction in this particular lab. 
Indeed, the scheme of practical applications of Amazonian traditional plant 
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knowledge launched by the Peruvian Amazonian Research Institute in 2006 
included this product as a cheap dental analgesic.

The transformation from plant to NSL101 took place through further 
extraction, processing and testing in various Lima laboratories. The differ-
ence was one of context. New relationships among subjects, institutions 
and nations, all questionable, are entailed by this passage from plant to 
compound. In relation to future patents, the more formalized this passage is, 
the closer the promise of measurable efficacy and claims on value production. 
Lab processes broker access not just to the potential value of the plant, but 
establish a proximity to value production itself.

By consistently erasing the plant name from official paper trails and 
insisting on the use of NSL101 in all exchanges, I too played a conscious 
part in this artificial abstraction. At the local level, a grey area of possible 
realignments of allegiances had to be monitored among all agents, entailing 
‘pharmacovigilance’. This is by no means over at the present stage of the 
game, as a potential enlivening of partial connections could take place at 
any time and create more ‘complexities’, in John Law and Annemarie Mol’s 
sense of the term (Law and Mol 2002; cf. Mol 2002). Shifting contexts could 
bring about shifting allegiances. In this arena, as in the first arena of Ampika, 
loyalties are upheld by conventions that are both part of the mechanisms of 
accountability and – beyond them – part of shared social ideals of knowledge 
construction, value creation and public good.

New anaesthetic and analgesic drugs are among the pharmaceuticals that 
have irreversibly changed society in the second half of the twentieth century, 
together with antibiotics, contraceptives, and psychotherapeutic agents. The 
demand for them is constantly rising as the suppression of pain has come 
to be expected as part of both self-care and medical treatment in all parts 
of the world. To a medical anthropologist, the fact that Amazonian people 
mostly use the toothache plant as an anti-infective, offering alternative ways 
of managing tooth decay in the absence of dentistry, rather than predomi-
nantly as a pain killer, is relevant to the understanding of local knowledge. 
For the purpose of drug discovery, however, NeuroSolutions isolated pain 
control mechanisms and ignored other applications. In humans, the classic 
pain model used in clinical trials to evaluate anaesthetic and analgesic efficacy 
is the third molar extraction model. This model seemed particularly suitable 
given the history of traditional use of the toothache plant. In contrast with 
rational biomedical drug design, based on molecular models and now genetic 
sequences of particular pathologies, this clinical trial started from a compound 
found in nature and matched a selected biological activity to a specific target 
– dental pain – as a model for other possible future applications.

The rationale of holding the clinical trial in Peru was also an intersection of 
several arenas. Global clinical trials have become the norm in drug discovery, 



50   |   Françoise Barbira-Freedman

with over 60 per cent of all clinical work now outsourced to Contract Research 
Organisations (CROs). Latin America offers an attractive context for what in 
pharma jargon is called ‘practical fast-track development’, with the majority 
of its over five hundred million people living in cities and affected by pa-
thologies that pertain both to the developed and developing worlds. For 
small drug discovery companies like NeuroSolutions, the cost of CROs is 
still prohibitive although employing them halves the cost of a European trial. 
The research organisation I3 (Intelligence, Information, Interface), a rising 
dynamic global CRO corporation undercutting larger international competi-
tors, provided NeuroSolutions with a research and development (R&D) flow 
chart template that effectively became a road map for realizing the trial in 
Peru without a CRO. This would reduce costs to a minimum. Consultant 
experts would be used as guarantors of value for key components of the trial 
(design, lab analyses, clinical record forms, drug delivery models), some of 
which could be obtained for free and others paid for at European rates. Neu-
roSolutions’s strategy is the current state of the art in drug discovery, with 
a sophisticated Phase 1 trial in the UK, Phase 2 in ROW (rest of the world) 
and further evaluation in a British lab. The validity of a trial in Peru, although 
not rated as highly as that of a trial conducted in Europe or North America, is 
guaranteed internationally by harmonized standards of good manufacturing 
practice (GMP) and good clinical practice (GCP). ‘This is the only way to 
fund research at present’ was a recurrent intercontinental phrase.

The uncertainty in natural product research beats that commonly described 
in clinical studies. Even if some of the molecular structures of compounds are 
known, efficacy can only be evaluated from the measured effects of plant 
extracts on biological targets: what a plant does becomes privileged over 
knowledge. This is precisely the basis for this clinical trial, within an idiom 
of knowledge ownership by neurodiscovery. Phase 1, therefore, is a tangle 
of intersections where connections and disconnections are played out. The 
main paradox of a trial based on IK is that, by design, the ties between plant 
and indigenous knowledge, plant and owned extract, knowledge and practice 
needed to be severed in order to satisfy interlinked research conventions and 
commercial interests.

In the transition to Phase 2, another arena was created. Designed as 
a double, later triple, randomized trial on a single site, the second phase 
involved a classic mix of agents: clinicians, nurses, assistants, biostatisticians, 
managers, ethics committees, auditors and monitors, government agencies, 
consultant experts. The design and evaluation of the product and placebo 
were also an integral part of the trial, including a botanist, a pharmacologist 
and several biochemists in different labs. Even in industry-sponsored trials, 
clinical research is embedded within an institutional landscape of public health 
care practices: clinicians rely on volunteers who see trials as a source of free 
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medical care. Different agendas, which have the potential of producing con-
flicting value sets, are being acted out. So new connections need to be brought 
forward to convince the investors that drug development from the plant has 
a high probability of success and therefore a high probability of making them 
rich. One also has to convince research committees that the research has com-
pelling value in relation to existing studies and patients’ needs, and to assure 
ethics committees that the approach and procedures are ethical. As noted 
by Konrad in Chapter 1 of this volume, the creation of scientific knowledge 
through a transitory association of institutional and non-institutional research 
sites, agencies and consultants in increasingly permeable states, markets and 
cultures, has classically been described as Mode 2 production of knowledge 
(Nowotny et al. 2001) in contrast to an earlier Mode 1, bounded by disci-
plines and research sites. In Mode 2, transdisciplinarity implies that creativ-
ity emerges as a product of interdisciplinary activity, in a shared yet hetero-
geneous framework. While Mode 2 scientific production is more open, it is 
also more regulated, accountable to an ever wider set of economic, social and 
ethical standards. This is what Nowotny calls the Agora, onto which NSL 101 
was ushered by an announcement in Cambridge Business.

Arena 3: Randomized Clinical Trials (RCTs)

For Science or for Profit?

The potential conflicts between gift and commodity logic outlined by Corinne 
McSherry (2001) are found in many areas of medical research, but they are 
particularly acute in an industry-sponsored global clinical trial. Beneficence 
to the patient is not only in tension with the research exercise per se. For 
scientists in global clinical trials, the promise of rewards is both concrete and 
elusive, as fees paid through service contracts also exclude benefit-sharing 
agreements across axes of disciplinary and geopolitical power. While the ideal 
of inclusiveness in a global team was valued by Peruvian scientists – for whom 
teamwork is an institutionalized modality of doing science – this was seen 
to be more illusory than anything else since reciprocity clearly was not part 
of the value-generating process. In the design of the trial, NeuroSolutions 
placed Peruvian science and scientists simultaneously inside and outside the 
value-producing networks. Inside, because subject to confidentiality, they 
would have a share of authorship in possible publications; they were also 
given initiative and respect for their decisions. Outside, because their service 
contracts reaffirmed the protection barriers that guarantee exclusive profits to 
sponsors. For Peruvian scientists, nevertheless, the tangible gains of research 
funding, capacity building and authorship that came off the back of two 
clinical trials were deemed acceptable.
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‘How keen are you on getting rich?’ My hesitation in replying to this 
abrupt entry question in my first interview with the Cambridge Enterprise 
Board did not bode well. A strong motivation to make money is expected 
from scientists involved in industry, particularly in biotech. Although the 
risk (one compound per thousand is the highest rate of success that can be 
expected), and intensive work pattern associated with biotech research carry 
no more than the promise of substantial future rewards, sums such as the 
payment of £21 million by Unilever to Phytopharm in 2006 make returns 
seem possible. The prestigious private Cayetano Heredia University in Lima, 
as the better of only two officially internationally accredited research sites for 
clinical trials in Peru, crystallizes the dominance of industry-funded research. 
It not only asserts the hegemony of Lima elites, in spite of the cutting-edge 
facilities of new Amazonian faculties and labs funded by regional oil revenues; 
it also acts as a preferential hub of international bioresearch through exclusive 
alliances forged with state agencies, foreign institutions and international 
companies. All clinicians and researchers involved in the trial complement 
their university income with private practices. They are indeed perfectly au 
fait, if not at ease, with the nexus of science, industry and society indexed 
by NeuroSolutions in relation to Warwick and Cambridge Universities. The 
majority of the NSL101 Peruvian clinicians used their involvement in the 
trial as a platform to extend their duty of care to students and patients in the 
idiom of a patriotic ethos.

Is This Trial Regulated?

Having become an ICH (international clinical harmonisation standards) 
signatory country in 2006, in both the Euro-American and the Asia Pacific 
regions, Peru issued its own new national law of clinical trials in 2007 as a 
national rendering of this standardized regulatory framework.

The ICH standards resulted in a collapse of previous distinctive regulatory 
spaces in academic and industry-funded trials. Assessment, made necessary 
in global contexts because of the economic value of results, now prevailed 
over appraisal. The transparency of the research process needed to be guar-
anteed by internal and external monitoring on site throughout the trial, a 
classic feature of industry-funded trials in Europe and North America. The 
new Peruvian institutional ethics committees, which had to be government 
approved, were also connected to approved research sites and therefore to 
industry-funded research.

Given a track record of damaging unethical experiments in Peru since the 
1970s, the new Peruvian law of clinical trials is emphatic about the full im-
plementation of informed consent and demands insurance policies to cover 
adverse events. In all the aspects of RCTs, the Peruvian law exceeds ICH 
standards. In the NSL101 trial, researchers adhered and took pride in this 
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extreme stance, which impacted on practice by increasing complexity and 
costs. While on the UK side, this was interpreted as a Latin American culture 
trope, these statements of sovereignty can better be elucidated as part of the 
negotiation of identities in the neoliberal political economy upheld by the 
regulatory framework.

All writings about clinical trials, not just ethnographies but also manuals, 
refer to disorder. At NeuroSolutions, it is commonplace that ‘it’s chaos, all 
the time’. Images of an obstacle race, a steeple chase and roller coaster come 
to mind. More than the actual conduct of the trial, simple externalities such 
as the export of equipment or the transfer of funds often caused extreme dis-
turbances. No insurance company, even one of the subsidiaries of large multi-
national brokers, was able to provide a quote for the trial because the new law 
made the assessment of risk too complex. My focus is not on elucidating this 
complexity, as this has been done in remarkable ethnographies (post Latour 
and Woolgar 1979). What seems to need further elucidation is the relation of 
practice to the hinterland of preexisting social and material realities.

All surgeons in clinical trials, I was warned, behave like prima donnas. 
They have little time and must be waited upon and cajoled in order to fill 
clinical record forms. Reconciling industry clichés and national stereotypes 
with cultural institutional arrangements and procedures was a politically 
correct task we all engaged in as we moved from one crisis to the next. For 
British, and even more so for Australian sponsors, this trial was purely instru-
mental to the filing of patents and their future sales. The point was to dem-
onstrate efficacy. But Peruvian scientists unanimously rejected this mandate. 
Rather, sticking to the Nuremberg code, they maintained the classical view 
that uncertainty of outcome is the bedrock of the ethics of clinical research. 
To illustrate the tautological character of scientific activity, Hans-Jörg Rhein-
berger likens experiments to the forewords of books: a scientist manipulates 
materials to exhibit relations that he already knows or believes are present. 
The experiment is both premeditated and innovative. Bound by technical 
preconditions, the goal of an experiment is not to answer a hypothetical 
problem but rather to conduct a successful experiment (Rheinberger 1997). 
The clinical procedures of third molar extraction, in the main trial, and peri-
odontal root scaling in the secondary trial, were the materials that had to be 
manipulated in order to demonstrate the key relationship between NSL101 
and local anaesthesia. All decisions related to this manipulation brought 
out values in the idiom of cultural difference. ‘Perhaps the English don’t 
feel pain?’, one of the investigators exclaimed in exasperation, when asked 
for further evidence that the periodontal procedure was painful. Another 
clinician, in contrast, claimed that in Lima hospitals, a third of his patients 
did not experience pain during third molar extractions. As in other aspects of 
the trial, Peruvian researchers stacked the odds against easy success, not only 
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to eliminate objections from detractors of natural products research but also 
to raise the credibility of Peruvian science. Dentists, while using the third 
molar model for the sake of neurologists, considered the extent to which 
the experiments would bear upon interests in both national dentistry and 
international bodies of literature. A 5 per cent lidocaine gel, rather than the 
3 per cent lidocaine used in the Warwick rat experiment, was selected for the 
periodontitis trial. The new third molar team dictated that only subjects with 
impacted mandibular third molars, which in Britain are generally extracted 
under general anaesthesia, would be entered in the trial.

By following an ethical principle of minimal interference in outsourced 
trials, NeuroSolutions incurred greater risks to investors. ‘The Peruvians’ con-
fronted ‘the English’ on the borderline between bias and the optimisation of 
positive outcomes; they would only compromise on their terms. This dramatic 
stance contributed to asserting identity as ‘global subjects’ in terms of what the 
Comaroffs have called ‘the production of neoliberal subjectivities’ (Comaroff 
and Comaroff 2000). ‘The Peruvians’ gained a greater awareness of neoliberal-
ism as the mode of governance underlying the conduct of the trial. Resorting 
to an analytical imperative that has been assigned to the culture of underdevel-
opment, particularly in Latin America (Escobar 1995), ‘the Peruvians’ applied 
reflexivity to the conditions in which they produced knowledge. Within the 
neoliberal policies to which their country, in open discussions with other Latin 
American nations, is now fully committed, they both wished to excel in playing 
the game and at the same time to undermine the rise of market power.

In the same way that NeuroSolutions as a small company could undercut 
Big Pharma’s R&D departments, new partnerships across North and South 
open different options with the prospect of a ‘network inside out’ (Riles 
2000). Indeed, the new international CROs already include Peruvian scien-
tists who have trained and stayed in the US and Europe. The cultivation of 
specific attitudes and relationships that valorize participation in the global 
culture of enterprise with particular habits, desires, values and interests, 
has been highly visible in Peru since the millennium. As the trial unfolded, 
Peruvian investigators made a point of using state of the art modes of com-
munication new to them: skype teleconferences, multi-layered comments 
on collective documents, use of visual evidence and DVD clips in clinical 
reports, safe transfer of large confidential files on exclusive servers. These 
modalities contrasted with both the cumbersome and antiquated formali-
ties of the bureaucratic state in Peru and with the disconcerting mix of 
formality and informality of the British modus operandi. While the latter 
hardly changed through the months, I witnessed the particular process of 
invention – of the culture of international clinical trials – among Peruvian 
colleague-collaborators.
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Arena 4: ‘A Web of Connections’ or ‘Lost in Translation’?

From investors to investigators, the chain of trust that holds a global clinical 
trial together is at the core of the enterprise. Whether directly or not, trust rests 
on a web of personal connections that criss-cross the pharmaceutical industry, 
biotech research, academic institutions, government agencies and NGOs. 
Each transaction serves to realign loyalties and shapes the web along culturally 
defined lines, both official and nonofficial, that need to be learnt for effective 
communication. The contrast between Anglo-Australian monosyllabic emails 
and Latin ‘streams of consciousness’ points not only to differences in styles of 
management but to different modes of relating. Saint Apollonia, tortured by 
having her teeth pulled out in Alexandria and depicted in numerous European 
works of art, is very visible as the patron saint of dentists in Peru. Her pictorial 
presence in one of the investigator’s private dental clinic offers an icon for the 
shadowy recess of colonialism and postcolonialism. What you see is a large 
painting, not depicting the moments of her ordeal, but rather portraying the 
signs of her radiant redemption. Perhaps this can be taken as a token of mutual 
commitment to redress past wrongs in new collaborations…

‘Are you going to write about all this?’ The question was asked part joking, 
part with some concern about public exposure of internal processes that are 
normally kept private within the industry. From ‘within the landscape’, so 
to speak, what insights, if any, does an anthropological perspective bring to 
this enterprise? As Byron Good once pointed out, medical anthropology is an 
oxymoron in the sense that however much we illuminate the social construc-
tion of entities, the categories which academics find most troubling are ones 
that continue to carry social significance in contexts of practice. In the neolib-
eral context of the NSL101 trial, an ‘ethic of the open subject’ (Battaglia 1999) 
could be seen either as predetermined, framed by international regulations and 
conventions of clinical research, or derived from an open critique of global 
capitalism. The two possibilities and the two forms of citizenship coexisted. 
Furthermore, the association of science and the public good continued to exert 
its moral imperative, albeit in different forms, on actors in the three continents. 
Beyond the legal regulatory framework of clinical trials, at this particular stage 
in drug discovery, a Kantian moral imperative upheld collaboration in spite of 
different values among collaborators. The obsolescence of moral responsibil-
ity lies at the crux of the crisis of confidence in the pharmaceutical industry, as 
loopholes in the law can always be found and spin-based marketing misleads 
both the regulators and the public. Within ‘difference’ (in the Derridean 
sense), through paradoxes and contradictions, the notion of science as public 
good provided (and continues to provide) an illusory, godlike anchor to which 
all parties try and moor their need for coherence and self-worth.
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Back to the Forest

As Corinne Hayden pointed out, naming traditional medicinal plants and 
plant knowledge as a distinctly public resource in the 1990s has been one 
of the central conditions of possibility for bioprospecting contracts. In 
contrast, another domaining move, that of rights of use to rights of property 
over the forest in Amazonia, supports private concessions yet also facilitates 
fair trade initiatives in the margins of academic debates about indigenous 
knowledge. Fair trade operates in an unexpected ‘recognition zone’ (Weiner 
n.d.) between global capitalism and grassroots producers that was unthink-
able even a decade ago. Whenever these producers happen to be indigenous 
people, they or their brokers now also make full use of anthropological re-
flexivity and concepts in representing and marketing their direct connection 
to postindustrial consumers.

In less than five years, the Lamista Quechua have simultaneously con-
stituted themselves as a recognized native confederation (FEPIKRESAN) 
linked with other Peruvian Amazonian native communities and organisa-
tions, and reinvented their colonial Amerindian culture around a flagship 
organic coffee cooperative, Oro Verde, Green Gold. In March 2008, I took 
part in the official inauguration of Oro Verde by staff of the United Nations 
Development Programme (UNDP) and the ambassadors of Finland and 
Austria, interested in fair trade contracts. While the cooperative is expanding 
from coffee to organic cocoa and molasses, the possibility of new ventures, 
among which the commercial cultivation of NSL101 and other profitable 
medicinal plants could find its place, is open. A new law (since May 2008) 
now bans all wild crafting of plants in Amazonia, even relatively common, 
non-endangered species, thus making commercial plantations a prerequisite 
of biocommerce.

The Lamista Quechua did not get any recognition for the recent global 
commercial development of Sacha Inchic, a soya-like plant that hunters 
snacked on along paths and which has been shown to contain the highest 
joint concentration of Omega 3 and 6 fatty acids. Although originally a 
specific Lamista Quechua ‘famine food’ in their area of montane forest, Sacha 
Inchic was not associated in any way with its original owners when researched 
and commercialized by a science–industry consortium. The Oro Verde co-
operative, although not without its share of social issues, offers a rallying 
base for local initiatives, with the same ambiguities between participation and 
resistance noted in the NSL101 trials.7 Meanwhile, Amazonian urban elites, 
always eager to consume the new, purchase Sacha Inchic as an imported 
processed nutraceutical (made in the USA) in new drugstores that specialize 
in complementary medicines.
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Perhaps the wars about the indigenous ownership of culture and medicinal 
plants in Amazonia are over, replaced by manipulations of constructed identi-
ties by both buyers and sellers of commodities. Yet in the borderlands that 
they have always inhabited, both physically and virtually, Amazonian shamans 
continue to bridge polarities, selling ‘plant knowledge’ on their terms to psy-
chobabbling tourists, wealthy American patients, anthropologists and bio-
prospectors. They do so, as ever, with probity or lack of it, but with the keen 
awareness of a perspectival world that studies of cultures of science have only 
made recently visible. The plants that they collect in their cloth bags may or 
may not enter distant actor networks; to them, a plant stripped from its web 
of cosmological connections is of limited value.

Notes
 1.  In writing this chapter I draw upon a number of ethnographic sources; chiefly non confi-

dential project documents, day books, emails, photographs and informal exchanges.
 2.  Training skills for preparing ‘elevator pitches’ (convincing presentations done while 

meeting someone in a lift, including exchange of business cards, before one’s interlocutor 
gets off on his or her floor).

 3.  Eastern Region Biotechnology Initiative, Genome Park, Cambridge (Annual Conferences 
since 2004).

 4.  The ‘ability to improve on nature’s product’ is not incompatible with the public demand 
for unadulterated, ‘pure’ organic plant products.

 5. In 1994, the first medicinal plant programme was set up in the Peruvian Amazonian 
Research Institute (IIAP), at the same time as the International Breast Cancer Study Group 
(IBCSG) was signed with Peru.

 6.  The intersection between Indians and Gringos in Amazonia is of interest as they perceive 
Gringos as equal outsiders to them, while Mestizo nationals are not part of their cosmologies.

 7.  A sobering contextualisation of Oro Verde is required. The very Indian identity that sells 
the organic products, on the basis of high profile and well-funded international coca-sub-
stitution programmes, is challenged by the loss of real commons: the areas of forest that 
support the Lamista Quechua life style are encroached by commercial concessions profi-
teering from displaced day labourers, by the trails and stations of oil prospectors and by 
land invasions as smallholders evicted from national parks and forest concessions flee to the 
last commons of non-federated indigenous communities.
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Chapter 3

substantial Transactions and an ethics of 
Kinship in recent collaborative Malaria 
Vaccine Trials in The Gambia

Paul Wenzel Geissler, Ann Kelly, Babatunde Imoukhuede  
and Robert Pool

‘Ethical’ is: a relation between terms, in which the one and the other are not 
united by synthetic reasoning nor by the relationship between subject and object, 
and in which nevertheless the one has weight for the other, is important for him, 
meaningful for him, in which they are tied by an ‘intrigue’ that knowledge can 
neither exhaust nor disentangle. (Lévinas 1999: 274)

This essay arises from observations around a clinical trial in Africa that we 
made as we moved from academic debates about bioethics into an African 
field site and back again.1 Because of these different levels of observation, our 
essay contains an unresolved tension. In the field, we found close, kin-like 
relations and exchanges that differed from what formalised bioethics princi-
ples recommend as best practice, but seemed to work very well. This made us 
appreciate the point made by Lévinas, above, reiterated and put into a simpli-
fied ethical frame by Bauman, that ethics arises from an impulse situated in the 
encounter between humans, and not derived from rules of conduct imposed 
on them; and that such rules on the contrary risk quelling this impulse 
(Bauman 1993). In recent academic bioethics discussions, however, we found 
a trend to revalue intimacy and trust compared to rights and principles. While 
this would seem in agreement with Baumann’s stress on the ethical impulse, 
the debate of principles versus trust and legal rules versus intimacy raised our 
concern with the tendency to privatize ethics that either of these alternatives 
imply, as well as the concomitant omission of politics from which this apparent 
choice deflects attention. Thus, while we will focus below on the origins of 
ethics in the responses and responsibilities elicited by human encounters in 
medical research, we wish the reader to bear in mind the flipside of the suc-
cessful research of ‘family life’ that we describe: it relies on intimacy and trust 
at least partly because the democratic public institutions that ought to shape 
public science are weakened by decades of economic and political decline (ex-
acerbated by neoliberal reforms) in the late postcolonial locations of overseas 
research. Hence the warning that the scientific and organizational success we 
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describe below is an inspiration, but not a solution to the ethical challenges of 
publicly funded collaborative medical research.

difference and collaboration

Debates about the ethics of overseas medical research collaboration, namely, 
scientific research funded by institutions from wealthier countries, conducted 
in poor countries together with local institutions – have proliferated over 
the last decade.2 The discrepancy between donor and host countries in these 
collaborations – in terms of wealth, training, academic institutions, diseases, 
morbidity, healthcare and drug provision – is critical to medical research: 
medical trials require a high prevalence of the studied diseases and low 
treatment coverage in order to be able to demonstrate the effects of new 
treatments or preventive measures; and collaboration is particularly necessary 
where local scientists and institutions lack expertise and facilities to carry out 
research by themselves.3 In ethical debates about research collaboration, high 
levels of disease and the absence of healthcare are also linked to the argument 
that medical research, if it provides treatment to the study populations, even 
if only for a limited time, has a beneficial effect and is thus ethical. A par-
ticular notion of difference is thus critical both to the scientific aims and to 
their legitimacy. In this paper, we shall examine this difference – the relation 
between the diseased and the non-diseased, those who have no cure and 
those who do, the researchers and researched – on the occasion of a Malaria 
Vaccine Trial (MVT), which was conducted by the British Medical Research 
Council (MRC) in The Gambia.4

A West African Field Trial Site

The Gambia is a country on the banks of a river. Farafenni area, where the 
MVT was carried out, is upstream, far from the coast with the capital city, 
airport, harbour and tourist resorts and the MRC headquarters. People live 
in patrilineal, ethnically defined villages (main groups being Mandinka, Wolof 
and Fula), in family compounds built from local materials. Most households 
engage, with ethnic variations, in cattle husbandry and subsistence farming. 
The impression of isolation and timelessness, however, is misleading. The 
area has for long had wide connections within the Sahelian-Saharan region, 
enhanced by the shared Muslim faith, and it has been part of global transac-
tional networks since capitalism made its violent entrance to Senegambia with 
the transatlantic slave trade. The postcolonial economic and political order, 
which expanded up to the 1980s, had been marked by labour migration 
and development projects (Schroeder 1999). Global connections, notably 
through the tourist industry, involved new modalities of exchange and trans-
formations of value, often involving people’s bodies in wage labour, domestic 
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services and prostitution.5 These connections made Farafenni irrevocably 
part of a global community of imagination and desire, need and entitlement.6 
This time of progress and modernist hopes ended with the political and 
economic crisis that Gambia endured, like much of Africa, since the 1980s.7 
The disconnection from vital material flows has left people with a sense of 
immobility, marginality and disappointment. This history of expansion and 
inclusion, followed by contraction and exclusion, and people’s acquaintance 
with economic differentiation and value transformations, forms the back-
ground of medical research in The Gambia.

Critical to this renewed marginality was the withdrawal of the state from 
people’s lives. Healthcare provision, a cornerstone of modern government, 
decayed, and the modernist expectation of a steady improvement of health 
and well-being was disappointed.8 Medical research, which since colonial times 
had been prominent in The Gambia, expanded during the same period, driven 
by foreign, mainly British, funding. The MRC since 1947 had developed its 
operations here into its largest trial site outside the UK, producing crucial 
evidence for public health interventions of global importance and offering 
some employment and training for educated youths (see Leach and Fairhead 
2007). By the end of the century, most Gambians lived within potential MRC 
study areas, and a large proportion of the population participated directly or 
indirectly in medical research and received therefore some health benefits. 
While these additional health benefits are welcome complements to the gov-
ernment healthcare system, Gambians evaluate them critically in the context 
of their disappointed past expectations of development – they know better and 
certainly used to hope for better. Research projects’ contribution to health are 
measured against the totality of resources ‘out there’, out of the villagers’ reach 
but not unknown to them. The experience of economic crisis, rather than the 
mere lack of certain services, makes medical research in The Gambia inher-
ently ambiguous: it is vitally needed, but never reaching the faded promise of 
modern government healthcare provision.

In 1981, the MRC expansion in search of fresh study populations reached 
Farafenni, where demographic surveillance and malaria research have been 
conducted over the subsequent two decades, and a substantial field station was 
established. By 2003 it had eight senior scientific staff from different parts of 
Africa, and about 150 Gambian fieldworkers, guards and drivers. The station 
disposed of seven vehicles, a garage, residential houses, offices, and laborato-
ries, situated in a large, well-fenced and guarded compound just outside the 
small town, adjacent to the army barracks and a former Mission compound.9 
Because of its salient location, motor vehicles and foreign visitors, the field 
station was a familiar location for everybody. The MRC compound’s separate-
ness and potency was particularly evident at night, when power rationing let 
town and countryside sink into darkness, while the MRC was lit by its contin-
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uously working electricity system. This independent supply of power provided 
an apt symbol of the MRC’s wider connections and material flows. To people 
in and around Farafenni, the MRC is an extension and local manifestation of 
larger and more powerful global structures, which are beyond their reach and 
control but to which relations with the MRC can give limited access.

Within easy reach of the MRC field station, the ‘Farafenni Demographic 
Surveillance System’ (FDSS 2004) extends 32 kilometres east and 22 kilo-
metres west of Farafenni, involving forty villages, each with between 400 
and 1220 inhabitants, in which everybody is regularly counted and houses 
numbered and satellite-mapped via Global Positioning Systems (GPS), so 
that study populations can be aggregated easily for clinical trials (see figure 
3.1). Since population-based trials require stable study populations for their 
follow-up examinations, the FDSS covers only rural areas and excludes the 
town of Farafenni with its heterogeneous and presumably more mobile pop-
ulation. Some of the FDSS villages have been used for several trials, and 
some of their adult inhabitants with young infants have already been enrolled 
in MRC birth cohort studies. Thus, FDSS is not a clean slate but a well-
prepared study population which has had previous experiences with research.

‘Being with MRC’: The Malaria Vaccine Trial Community

The FDSS served since 2000 as study area for a series of malaria vaccine trials, 
conducted jointly by the University of Oxford Centre for Vaccinology and 
Tropical Medicine and the MRC, and funded by the Wellcome Trust and 

Figure 3.1. The Farafenni Demographic Surveillance System 
and MVT areas (FDSS 2004)
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the Bill and Melinda Gates Malaria Partnership. Between 2001 and 2003 a 
phase 2 trial of a vaccine was conducted in thirteen villages (Moorthy et al. 
2004). This trial (henceforth MVT) involved 372 men aged between 15 and 
45 years who after ‘sensitization’ had consented to become ‘volunteers’.10 Of 
these, 277 completed eleven weeks of initial surveillance. After ‘screening’ 
for illnesses that would preclude their participation, these men were vac-
cinated and followed for clinical, parasitological and immunological param-
eters for eighteen months, involving regular collection of blood specimens. 
Because of its unpromising results, the MVT was prematurely terminated 
in January 2003, following the consideration that futile medical trials waste 
scarce funding and are unethical. In operational terms, though, the MVT had 
been a success. After initial problems, MVT study volunteers had adhered 
well to the trial regimen; very few had ‘refused’ or ‘dropped out’ and villagers 
and staff praised the MVT experience. This accomplishment was underlined 
by a successful experiment, carried out on a group of young men after the 
end of the trial, which involved daily bleedings during a 28 day period, and it 
encouraged the planning of another study in which healthy volunteers were 
to be induced with malaria. The trial’s premature ending, which freed some 
funds for social science studies, provided us with an opportunity to explore 
the MVT ethnographically, focusing on the relationships within the trial 
community (field staff and villagers) in their fieldwork.11 The question that 
guided us was why the Farafenni MVT had worked so well?

Before we begin answering this question, we need to describe how it 
worked. The MVT community, which comprised the study in their daily face-
to-face interactions, was headed by the ‘principal investigator’ (PI) based at the 
MRC compound. Here were also the laboratories for most of the analyses – 
few tests were done in the UK – and the base of MVT fieldworkers, nurses and 
their supervisor. Apart from the PI and supervisor, all staff were stationed per-
manently in MVT study villages, and returned only on weekends to the MRC 
(fieldworkers covered each one village, and the nurses clusters of villages). 
They were hosted by village households, to whom they had been appointed by 
the village government representative. The fieldworker’s duties ranged from 
‘community sensitization’, explaining the study and answering questions, to 
taking blood slides. They also traced volunteers who had moved or failed to 
show up at an appointment and organized their visits to ‘screening centres’ 
for blood collection or treatment. The nurses who administered treatment 
had a continuous supply of drugs to hand, and, like the fieldworkers, they 
carried mobile telephones to organize referral of patients and, if needed, could 
arrange transport by MRC Land Rovers. According to staff and villagers, the 
presence of project staff at all times was greatly appreciated as an innovative 
feature of the MVT. In the words of one volunteer: ‘before this trial it was 
difficult to take our children to the health centres; most of them are far away 
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and transportation has been made easy by the trial; now we even have our own 
nurse at the doorstep, we just go and see him, he is with us’.

At its top, the MVT hierarchy was connected to global scientific and institu-
tional networks, and local volunteers were very aware of this. Despite the fact 
that since 2003 the director of the MRC in The Gambia was a Gambian, 57 
per cent of the villagers located the leadership of the MRC in Britain (nobody 
suggested The Gambia), and villagers and field staff took for granted that the 
leaders of the MRC were white. At its base, the MVT hierarchy extended into 
local everyday life, and villagers perceived themselves at the bottom of a larger 
structure. Volunteers and staff were clear about who decided about interven-
tions and controlled resources, who was acting and who was acted upon, as 
reflected in volunteers’ statements such as: ‘my role in the trial was to respond 
to calls whenever I am needed by the trial’ or ‘I should be serious and respond 
any time’. We also heard staff and volunteers use passive formulations such as: 
‘we sensitized them’, ‘I was consented’ and ‘he was bled’.

From the project perspective, this structure includes villagers into its 
endeavour by extending its reach and bringing its resources – transport, 
medicines, knowledge – out to the village. The project looks from here like 
a bundle of vertical connections that link entities below (bodies, subjects, 
villages) to the one above (project, science). Seen from the village, most 
project structures and the connections beyond it are out of reach and vision, 
powerful realms of imagination and concern; from this perspective, exclusion 
is an important aspect of the project. When one is touched by the forces that 
emanate from the MRC, one might gain access to its resources; simultane-
ously one’s place outside, and one’s vulnerability, is confirmed. This expe-
rience was shared by staff and volunteers. Sometimes, staff were superior 
vis-à-vis villagers, such as when they allocated health benefits (accordingly, 
villagers addressed them as ‘doctors’). Yet field staff also experienced them-
selves as passive objects: continuously employed on short-term contracts 
according to funding cycles beyond their control, their marginal inclusion 
into the MRC community and their access to resources resembled that of 
the villagers.12 Thus, concerns with inclusion and exclusion, separations and 
difference are critical to understanding every level of the trial community.

‘Helping Poor People’

For most villagers, the aim of the MRC was beyond doubt: 79 per cent 
responded that its purpose was to provide healthcare and only 18 per 
cent suggested research. In interviews, research was usually presented as a 
secondary outcome: ‘The MRC has been helping poor people of the Gambia 
by providing medicines for us, and they also do some research here’; ‘MRC 
helps the world … like other NGOs who help people …[and] maintain good 
health in The Gambia’. Villagers described trials as ‘a blessing from God’ and 
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discussions closed with prayers for the continuation of MRC research. People 
saw the MVT with its deployment of staff as a welcome improvement of what 
was often referred to as the ‘MRC healthcare system’.13 One elder recalled: 
‘in previous years they [the MRC] only conducted research and went away 
again, they now also have begun to do treatment and given us our nurses; 
they should stay with us’. Medical care was central to perceptions of the 
MRC ‘healthcare system’.

The MRC’s help was linked to Gambians’ sense of their perceived 
weakness and vulnerability. When asked why the MRC came to Africa, many 
said ‘to help’, some added ‘because we Africans are vulnerable to diseases’ 
and ‘because they cannot find these diseases in the UK’, or ‘because we are 
powerless people and they need to help us to know the diseases’. Additional 
responses such as ‘because Britain has more power than Africa’, ‘it will be 
easier here than there’ or even ‘in the UK people are not willing to participate 
in trials’ suggested some critique of this power difference. Powerlessness has 
two sides: it brings about sicknesses that require the help of the powerful, 
but it also makes the victim vulnerable to abuse and exploitation by those 
with power. In our interviews, people emphasized the need for help and the 
positive contribution of the MRC, but this did not subtract from the inevi-
table ambivalence of power in the eyes of the powerless.

Vital Transactions and a Missing Link

Protocol and Field

The trial community’s experience of the MVT was centred on expectations of 
material benefits and the inequality of power over these. This was at variance 
with basic assumptions of formal research ethics in the sense of the principles 
and regulations laid down by formalized ethical guidelines (see for example 
CIOMS 2002; Emanuel et al. 2004). The formal ethics of scientific research 
and the order of scientific experiments rely on similar notions of unambiguous 
distinctions and on vertical connections between autonomous entities. This 
logic is epitomized by the FDSS: a ‘system’ composed of a definite number 
of autonomous entities – the ‘study subjects’ – unequivocally separated from 
each other and categorically distinct from the scientific observers above the 
system (embodied by impersonal eye of the GPS-satellites). A ‘study popula-
tion’ like this is constituted, first, by conceiving of the people of an area as 
separate, individual study subjects, numbered entities marked by an ‘identi-
fier’ (composed of unique numbers of person, house, homestead, village and 
area) that can be unequivocally placed on the map of a study area, in data 
spreadsheets and statistical analyses. These entities are disaggregated from 
local relations, processes and movements through statistical procedures of 
randomization that level differences and render links between the data points 
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(statistically) insignificant, and make each data point representative of the 
entire population or sampling frame. These individuals’ bodies – or body parts 
and specimens – and bits of evidence generated from them, are subsequently 
reaggregated into the population-based evidence of the trial, assembled into 
a static, statistical picture. Making this representation, transforming pulsating 
blood – through specimen-extraction and laboratory processing – into tables 
and diagrams that capture the entire result of a trial in one image, is the work 
of scientific research. The truth that the scientific endeavour aims for emerges 
from an aggregation of previously autonomized entities. Each of the small 
wholes becomes part of a larger whole on a higher level of scale.14

Networks like FDSS link everybody but emphasize simultaneously the dis-
connection between the viewpoint of the actors – scientists and field staff – 
and the aggregate subject-matter acted upon – the study population in view.15 
This way of seeing, which imagines itself as unidirectional, distinguishes un-
ambiguously between knower and known, affirms the distance between one 
and the other and excludes – at least in its self-understanding – the potential 
of mutual vision, recognition and care. We mention these familiar traits of 
scientific work because the movement of aggregation and disaggregation 
performed by the scientific, statistical perspective, and its denial of everyday 
lateral engagements, are echoed in the operations of formal research ethics. In 
the ethical rules for medical trials commonly proposed by scientists, philoso-
phers and ethics boards, the smallest entities are likewise individual, particular 
‘rights’ – the elementary particle of Western moral imagination – which are 
aggregated into a larger whole, the common good.

This view tends to disregard process and time; it emphasizes vertical 
relations and neglects or eschews lateral connections, be they between 
bodies or rights. Scientifically, lateral relations between entities are regarded 
as ‘confounding’ or as ‘bias’, and randomization and blinding are standard, 
though controversial techniques which aim to avert these dangers. Similarly, 
the language of substantive individual rights, choice and equality dissolves 
relations and responsibilities between subjects, looking instead at them one 
by one. Indeed, formal medical ethics tends to regard the situational and 
often asymmetrical relations that arise between humans in particular contexts 
as corruptions in the ethical interactions of free subjects.16

In consequence, formal research ethics discredits material links between 
research procedures and benefits as ‘undue influence’; subjects instead should 
make a ‘free choice’ to participate in research, arising from their sense of 
belonging to the highest aggregate, the universal common good (see 
CIOMS 2002). The only legitimate purpose of trial participation is the wish 
to join the trajectory of evidence from the subject to scientific truth, whereas 
material expectations are illegitimate motives that discredit the trial.17 Hence, 
the MVT protocol did not mention benefits or care as aims of the trial.18 
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Healthcare only emerged on the field level where information sheets and 
consent forms stated that ‘you [the volunteer] will be given a card to say 
that you are in this … study and will receive free health care … while you are 
in the study, until April 2003’. These written documents did not mention 
care for the volunteers’ families. This important benefit was added to the 
field practice only once the MVT had commenced, following the advice of 
more seasoned field researchers in Farafenni. The funding for this healthcare 
provision was covered by a budget for volunteers’ ‘transport expenses’ and 
‘medical emergencies’. In other words, from the project perspective, health-
care was a voluntary, spontaneous response to the demands of the field, and 
not intended as systematic healthcare provision. This view contrasted with 
the villagers’ notion that MRC work was aiming for care and treatment, 
transfers of vital resources. The different views left room for negotiations.19

A similar discrepancy between formal ethics and local perceptions concerns 
inequality. Adhering to formal ethical principles, the MVT protocol did not 
confront differentials of power and wealth within the trial community, for 
example between scientists (and their institutions) and subjects. Political-eco-
nomic injustice, like other immediate problems, is considered outside scientists’ 
professional responsibility, because – as scientific observers – some have argued 
they are not part of the reality that they observe, and which their subjects 
inhabit. This separation is visible in the fact that even medically qualified re-
searchers often do not perform clinical tasks while working scientifically in the 
field (except for emergency situations).20 This epistemological separation makes 
it acceptable that many ethically approved scientific protocols ignore differen-
tials of wealth and opportunity, and concerns with relative poverty in the field 
situation. Such concerns do arise for many transnational scientists on a personal 
level, but this is kept neatly separate from their circumscribed ‘ethical’ concerns 
as scientists. While the study subjects’ poverty is not addressed in scientific work, 
individual scientists often engage privately in charity. This separation between 
scientific ethics and private morality contrasted with the villagers’ view, which 
situated the trial, the scientists’ actions and their vital resources in a shared 
material world and therefore did note economic and political inequalities.

A final point arising from the different ways of conceptualizing the relation 
between scientists and study population concerns time. The research project 
was limited to a short-term perspective: the time it takes observers to know 
their objects, to answer a scientific question. Once the ‘outcomes’ – that is 
the final scientific measurements – were obtained, the relationships estab-
lished by the trial ended. By contrast, both villagers and field staff inserted 
the trial into the series of MRC interventions and regarded the MVT as a 
progressive step in long-term relations, as the following quotes illustrate:

I have not been to school, but from what I understand [the] MRC does research 
in laboratories and needs to make outcomes. We are part of that outcome; it is 
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because of us it is made. Then they take this outcome and share it with others. 
They transfer it around, so even if the trial is over, we are still part of it, and they 
are still benefiting. We should also continue. We need a clinic built here. One that 
stays. (Community member)

The commitment with [the] MRC is on contract. We have the interest and the 
willingness to participate with [the] MRC, so let us pray that there will be a 
continual extension of this contract. (Community leader)

The fieldworkers, themselves on temporary contracts, understood these 
concerns all too well:

Almost three years we lived with them and now it is stopping. … [It] is going to 
be a big problem for people like us; we are in the same country, we are the same 
community, we will meet each other … and that relationship will still be there. We 
are brothers and so when I see them I will feel bad that I had to leave them. It is 
no good end.

The discrepancies between different expectations towards the trial relations, 
and between the protocols’ commitment to knowledge and the study popu-
lation’s material needs, created a demand for mediation. The onus was on 
the field staff. Before we come to their creative engagements in the field, we 
shall address the medium of this mediation: two vital substances – medicines 
and blood.

Transactions of Life-Giving Substance: Blood and Medicine

For the study protocol, vaccination and blood sampling were the operations 
upon which scientific findings depended. They were considered the volun-
teers’ contributions towards a shared aim: to develop a malaria vaccine. As 
far as the protocol was concerned, the production of knowledge was not 
envisaged as a mutual interaction but as the elevation of items of evidence 
from one level to another, aggregated to a broader composite as ‘truth’. The 
medical services for volunteers and their relatives were outside this frame of 
vision – mere ‘tokens of appreciation’, as a trial manager put it. Operational 
and extra-scientific, these tokens were not seen in one and the same frame as 
the scientific work.

The villagers, by contrast, had little doubt that giving blood and receiving 
medicines depended upon each other. The experimental vaccination was 
regarded as part of MVT healthcare, and most MVT volunteers insisted that 
the [scientifically ineffective] vaccine had worked.21 The exchange of blood 
and medicines was for the villagers the defining feature of research as un-
derlined by the following answers in relation to the question whether they 
would prefer medical research without bleeding: ‘But blood is necessary in all 
medical research!’; ‘If you don’t like giving blood, why do you participate?’; 
‘That is impossible, whenever you are joining a programme, blood-taking is 
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required. It is illogical to participate and not like giving blood’. Since blood 
was considered the indispensable essence of science, participation and access 
to benefits depended upon one’s ‘willingness’ to give it; refusal to give blood 
implied exclusion from the trial, including its benefits: ‘Blood must be given, 
otherwise I am not a participant’; ‘I should be willing to do it … blood is the 
gateway to the trial’. In turn, many said that without medicines they would 
not volunteer: ‘we have now effective treatment for our families … if there 
was no benefit, I would not join’. The importance of substantially mediated 
contact was acknowledged by the project manager, who, in the interest of 
further trials, continued some healthcare benefits, such as hospital referral 
and transport arrangements, even after the end of the MVT. Referring 
to adherents of formal ethics principles, he said: ‘Some people think this  
[comparatively extensive healthcare provision] is problematic, but … this 
contact is necessary. For us this is nothing, but for them, it is a lot. This 
keeps things going’. Blood-giving allows entrance to the trial community, 
medicine donations prevent its members from leaving it. The vital exchange 
holds things together.22

Blood Stealing

Matters relating to the exchange of blood and medicines were subjected to 
intense local ethical debates. Many villagers said they disliked blood sampling: 
‘I do not join MRC projects because they are always bleeding’. Another man 
said: ‘The only problem I have with the MRC is bleeding. That is why I do 
not like to participate’; he nevertheless did participate, like many others who 
regarded blood as a high but necessary price for family healthcare. Explain-
ing their reluctance to give blood, people described blood as an index of 
bodily strength and argued: ‘We are farmers, who eat little and have to work 
hard’; ‘we are not eating good foods and do not have enough blood to give 
out’. This link between blood and strength, and the villagers’ lack of both, 
explained the unwillingness to donate blood specimens, and set forth a critical 
commentary upon the differences in power and resources between educated, 
well-fed scientists and their volunteers, in a society in which farmers represent 
ignorance, poverty and dependency (see Fairhead et al. 2006).

It was this difference in economic and bodily strength, resources and 
knowledge that made the perceived trade in blood contentious. Rumours 
were widespread that the research-related exchanges were unfair, and that 
blood specimens were secretly sold.23 These rumours were so common 
that MRC staff members across The Gambia referred to them as the ‘MRC 
mythology’.24 The rumours claimed that, contrary to the association of the 
MRC with healthcare, its secret aim was to extract Gambian blood to sell it 
to rich people in Europe or private hospitals.25 ‘Mythology’ is an apposite 
term for these narratives: everyone knew them and people seemed to enjoy 
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discussing them, but they were rarely presented as definite truth, and were 
readily put aside in favour of beneficial collaborative links with the MRC. 
Rather than blocking collaboration, they worked as a medium of speculation, 
opening spaces of debate about the ambivalence of trial relations and the com-
modification of life in the form of blood or life-giving medicine. The rumours 
interrogated flows of value between unequal positions of power, wealth and 
knowledge and served as a reminder that any transaction within this frame is 
potentially exploitative (see Geissler 2005; Geissler and Pool 2006).

The terrifying elements of these stories could be read as local critique of the 
scientific gaze; reactions against being looked at and touched in that peculiar 
objectifying way, against being made a thing. At the same time, these are local 
debates about the ethics of medical research which resemble formal research 
ethics in that both are concerned with individual bodies and their proper-
ties, with value, transactions and rights. The critique of illicit transactions of 
life-fluids in blood-stealing rumours echoes the formal ethical principle of 
disengaging the collection of specimens and evidence from connotations of 
exchange (CIOMS 2002: 7). However, there is an important difference too: 
while most formal ethics principles simply reject exchanges around research, 
the blood-stealing rumours are more ambiguous.

The ethical questions of what should be given to volunteers in return 
for evidence, what would be an equitable return under unequal conditions, 
and whether the logic of exchange at all can be adequate to dealings with 
the absolute values of scientific truth and inviolable human bodies, are thus 
talked about among both Gambian villagers and the academic bioethicists. 
What strikes one about the MVT is the seeming irrelevance of all these con-
siderations to the practice of fieldwork. Just as the trial’s project protocol 
and its formal research ethics – such as the principle of ‘no returns’ – differed 
from fieldwork realities, the local ethical concerns about ‘blood stealing’ and 
selfish interests did not play a great role in the course of the MVT fieldwork; 
both forms of discourse remained somewhat distant from the everyday en-
gagements of the trial community. Rumours and related resistance were 
initially a problem, but they led only in few villages to open conflicts or 
precipitated an end to collaboration. Occasionally these rumours were cited 
in moments of conflict, but they became rare, and if accusations were raised, 
they were not about overseas vampires, but about the disappointment of 
trust and mutual commitment. As the MVT staff ceased to be strangers, 
ethical concerns shifted from transactions to relations. This change was un-
derlined by a villager who declared that he and his colleagues would volun-
tarily participate in another trial out of ‘trust for the MVT team’; ‘it is not 
only because of the medical care – the hospitality between us and the MRC is 
now enough’. In the remainder of the article we explore what he might have 
meant by hospitality.
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The Trial family: ethics of relatedness

The MVT benefited greatly from its field staff living with the studied people, 
sharing time, presence and resources with others in ‘their’ villages.26 Instead of 
neutrally observing and adhering to formal rules, they made and remade the 
ethics of collaboration in concrete day-to-day engagement, which conflated 
the categories of observer and observed, part and whole, evidence and need 
in just the way one might argue a family does. While scientific observation 
and formal ethics try to exclude face-to-face relations, the MVT fieldwork 
drew upon these underneath the neater order of the protocol. In the last 
section, we will explore the ethics of relatedness and some of its problems.

Kinship and Family Life

Kinship and family life proved to be critical to field staff’s attempts to mediate 
the challenges of the field. Notions of kinship applied to relations between 
different members of the trial community. This idiom of inclusion and intimacy 
defused allegations of unfair dealings – such as those reflected in blood-steal-
ing rumours – and replaced the image of calculated exchanges between self-
interested parties with one of sharing within a community of interest.

Kinship shaped fieldwork practices in three ways: figures of speech, 
everyday practices of relatedness, and access to the MVT healthcare benefits. 
On the first level, it was striking how frequently the trial community, staff, 
or villagers were evoked as ‘families’. One PI stressed that he wished to 
conduct his next trial in the MVT villages since after three years ‘we are now 
like a family’. It was only under such circumstances that the planned daily 
blood-sampling for one month could be possible. Similarly, the notion of 
being an ‘MRC family’ was commonly called upon when facing fieldwork 
hardship. In discussions about the refurbishment of the MRC field station, 
for example, staff even called for making the station more like a ‘family place’, 
by creating shared recreational facilities with shared domestic appliances. Staff 
and villagers regularly evoked their familiarity by addressing each other as 
‘brothers’ (or ‘fathers’ or ‘mothers’) and they evoked this kinship in debates 
with villagers to underscore that no harmful or selfish intentions could enter 
the trial community: ‘we are all related, we are Gambians; if these people 
[MRC] were up to bad things, could we really side with them?’ Accordingly, 
villagers cast their request for lasting relationships in terms of family obliga-
tions: ‘we have now become like brothers! How can you leave us?’

That this idiom was more than lip service or a manipulative strategy showed 
in the importance of everyday practices of relatedness – commensality, shared 
presence, leisure and prayer – characterizing the fieldworkers’ everyday life. 
Each fieldworker and nurse was attached to a village family (much in the 
way in which some older anthropologists’ used to assume a place in ‘their’ 
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village) and thereby part of kinship relations, which determined their use of 
kinship address and their attitudes to different generations. The fieldworkers 
slept in a home, shared the family’s food, and relaxed after work with them. 
This immersion was a transformative challenge: ‘in the beginning it was not 
easy, because I did not know them, but later I related to them. I came to 
know their family members, and how they all were all related…’; ‘I was ac-
commodated in the village head’s compound, I was eating with the family 
from a large basin … I come from a big family and enjoyed joining … I never 
wanted to come back’.

Life in the field also implied reliance upon the villagers; unable to 
withdraw to their own space, the fieldworkers were drawn into face-to-face 
relations and could not remain detached emissaries, scientific specimen col-
lectors – even if they had wished so. Of course, they had a special place in 
the village (similar to that of an ‘adopted’ anthropologist): they were in a 
relative position of power, wielding salary and mobile phone, medicines and 
transport. But they were also dependent in that they had to ask the villagers 
to give them shelter, food or company. The mutual expression of needs, one 
could argue, is what constitutes encounters and produces human relations. 
MVT fieldwork allowed this to happen by embedding fieldworkers as family 
members. The trial community became a web of everyday relations that went 
well beyond the necessities of the trial: ‘We are there daytime, nighttime, 
afternoon time, any time you think of. After the first trial, we do not leave 
but stay. .. we have good friends. We still visit them, and they come to us’. 
‘By the end you become part of the community; you do everything together 
… It was sad when we had to leave. We will miss each other.’

Nearness also facilitated conversations about the MVT. One fieldworker 
recalled that when he was deployed in ‘his’ village, people were quiet; only 
after a while people began to speak: ‘When I walked around, they asked “we 
hear your MRC takes blood and sells it to old tubabs [whites] who otherwise 
might die of lack of blood”. Even the person I lived with would say this. 
It became like a joke’. This defused the situation, allowed him ‘to become 
part of the village’, which became ‘the best MVT village’. Thus, everyday 
interactions did not only facilitate specimen collection and thus serve the 
scientific project, but it also led to the discussion of concerns and grievances, 
and thereby it served potentially the ongoing negotiation of relations and 
research ethics.

Field staff ’s living arrangements were also kin-like in that they were non-
commodified. Within their households, field staff were treated as respected 
guests who contributed to expenses and brought food, which they shared 
with their families. They did not, as both villagers and fieldworkers stressed, 
pay an agreed rent: ‘I was staying in a subject’s compound. I didn’t pay rent. 
We don’t pay, but I just contributed. From our own pocket’. Such semi-com-
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modified arrangements were common. Even in Farafenni town, domestic 
services such as cooking or laundry were often not paid for according to an 
agreed price. Instead, the recipient ‘just gave something’ he felt appropriate, 
at a time when he wished to do so. Fully commodified exchanges around 
vital, intimate needs were considered rude, displaying a lack of respect for 
the other person. The negative connotations of measured exchanges around 
practices that normally would have their place within the family resonate 
with the aforementioned suspicions concerning the calculated exchange of 
vital substances that imply kinship, such as blood. Instead of paying for the 
services they received, fieldworkers joined into a family economy of sharing, 
predicated upon and evoking substantial relatedness.27

Some of the fieldworkers’ contributions such as sugar, bednets or free 
transport relied on project funds. But in most cases the staff ’s own funds 
had to be mobilized to respond to the villagers’ requests. Even if this meant 
using their MRC allowances, fieldworkers and villagers alike stressed that 
the former had used their own money on such occasions, according to their 
own judgement and means, implying that what they had given had reduced 
what they retained for themselves. It constituted a contribution of their own 
to shared resources, and therefore it could contribute to the production of 
relatedness, which was acknowledged by villagers who would comment ‘he 
is now one of us’ and take pleasure in former fieldworkers’ purely social visits 
to ‘their’ villages.

While intimacy sometimes countered or overrode villagers’ concerns with 
research, the relational ethics arising from sharing substance existed on a 
different level from the fieldworkers’ pursuits and the villagers’ resistance or 
critique against the scientific intervention. This was underlined by a young 
Arabic scholar who acrimoniously criticized the MRC and its exploitative 
regime in the global context of Western, anti-Muslim domination. But he 
ended the conversation with his European interlocutor, which he evidently 
had enjoyed, asking fondly after the former MVT fieldworker who had left 
some months previously: ‘How is my friend? Tell him to come back soon. He 
has stayed away too long – he is one of us’.

The effect of the inclusion of staff into village life and the devolution 
of responsibilities from the headquarters to the village-based fieldworkers 
cannot be overemphasized. The success of the MVT was owed to a large 
extent to this inclusive approach that transcended separations posed by sci-
entific protocol, formal ethics and political-economic context, between field 
staff and study population, and between volunteers and non-volunteers. It 
suggests an inclusive ‘we’ across the distinctions that structured the trial 
community and it mitigated, partly obscured and partly transcended, the 
rational give and take of the trial. Such a relational idiom, which continu-
ally erases boundaries and creates new relations, appears antithetical to the 



76   |   Paul Wenzel Geissler, Ann Kelly, Babatunde Imoukhuede and Robert Pool

ordered separations upon which both formal ethics and scientific evidence 
rests. The two kinds of ethics rely upon different forms of knowing.28

The Ambivalence of Familiarity

When fieldworkers spoke about their experiences, they reflected differently 
about this process of belonging. Their differences underlined the ambiva-
lence which one might argue is part of kinship:

It was not difficult at all; it was difficult to convince them to join the programme, 
but through the long time I stayed with them, I got a special relation, an indepen-
dent rapport with them, so that even if they do not want to join, they couldn’t say 
no. Sometimes people will come to me and say: ‘Hey … I don’t want to join the 
programme, but you are my friend and I trust you. I will bear and join and see what 
is going to be the outcome.’ So some joined and we became friends and they can no 
longer withdraw, because I come to you, we brew tea, we chat. We do everything 
together and in the end of the day they can no longer withdraw. So that’s what … 
maintained them until the end of the programme. I don’t have any withdrawals!

When I lived in the village, I stayed there all day. I could not leave and I was out in 
the open, so they could see the treatment that I was giving. It was not easy. I had 
to associate with them individually and know them before I was accepted in the 
community. But I became used to it … and now, by the end, I have many friends 
here. In the beginning it was hard, because my family was not there, and at first I 
did not know anyone ... When the trial was on, I stayed for three or four months 
in the village. I just stayed … it was very difficult then, but it is very easy now. 
Comparing the first trial to the last one, it has become much easier. Now, they do 
not want us to leave them. They want us to stay. We, the staff made the trial work, 
how we respond to them, how we take care of our study participants, focused on 
them, associated with them. For me, I am now part of that community; for them 
it is now very easy to talk to me, they like talking to me.

The first statement was shaped by pride in optimal fieldwork performance: 
‘I had no withdrawals’, and revealed the potentially manipulative power of 
intimacy: ‘even if they don’t want, they could not say no’. The fieldworker 
supported this by a story in which he, a young man, obtained urine specimens 
from a disinclined old lady by bringing her sugar and sharing tea, mixing 
intimacy and scientific pursuit. The second statement, by contrast, emphasized 
how the fieldworker himself was changed by the encounter. While the first 
gave the impression of manipulating volunteers, the second felt changed by the 
people with whom he lived. Where one sees an investment, the other experi-
ences a sacrifice that remade him as part of the community. Both fieldwork-
ers did excellent work and enjoyed their time in the village. Their contrasting 
self-presentations illustrate that there are always multiple sides to substantial, 
intimate relations. An encounter always means acting and being acted upon, 
and thus it is never free from issues of power; but to deserve the designation 
‘encounter’ it should not be controlled by one side, but remain open-ended.
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Family Benefits

The third way in which kinship was important for the MVT concerned the 
allocation of healthcare and medicines: the direct kin of volunteers were 
entitled to the same benefits as the volunteer himself. This arrangement was 
meant to dissolve the direct link between individual specimen provision and 
individual benefit into wider relations, avoiding the discredited notion of 
‘payment’, and to acknowledge, in a ‘culturally sensitive’ manner, the impor-
tance of kinship. At the same time it limited the effect of healthcare provision 
on the research budget, as a senior field staff underlined: ‘We cannot serve 
the entire community, but neither can we only serve volunteers and leave out 
their wives and children … These people are all related – where would we 
end?’ As mentioned, practices concerning benefits were devised in the field 
by local trial managers, informed by study communities and by colleagues 
who already had worked in Farafenni for a while. While MVT information 
and consent forms merely stated that volunteers would receive healthcare, 
verbal assurance accompanied the consent procedure that, if the volunteer was 
young and unmarried, his parents were entitled to share his benefits, whereas 
if he was married, his wife and children would benefit. Thus, care distribu-
tion was modelled upon a biological, two-generational family. At the level of 
material transactions, then, the inclusive notion of family had clear limits. The 
purpose of the trial was to produce findings, not to provide healthcare, and its 
funding and duration were limited to this.29 Such rigid limitation of kinship, 
while necessary from the project perspective, contained potential conflicts in 
a sociality in which relatedness and social responsibilities are not limited to 
direct biological ties.

People responded differently to this policy of exclusion by biogenetic ties. 
For some young parents, the idea to focus benefits on their children made 
sense. For others, for example older men outside the age range of the trial, 
age and kinship criteria felt unjust. An elderly gentleman, whose brother’s 
son was a volunteer, was not entitled to the care he needed, although he 
had raised and educated that brother’s son; he complained and contributed 
to a village-wide temporary hostility towards the MVT until his claims were 
satisfied. The volunteer’s father explained his brother’s grievances: ‘This old 
man was like my son’s father, he cared for him, and now my son cannot care 
for this father of his?’ And his concluding remark: ‘If I nurtured a son, and 
now he cannot care for me, the MRC should stay away!’ was endorsed by the 
other elderly men at the village gathering.

Limits of the Family

MVT field staff found it more difficult to apply the kinship guidelines of 
healthcare distribution than obtaining consent or blood specimens. Field-
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workers found different solutions to the dilemma between the diverging 
kinship ethics of protocol and village. Distributing medicines irrespective of 
the sick people’s link to the trial quickly exhausted scarce resources; on the 
other hand, limiting benefits to active volunteers caused conflicts with the 
communities. The critical question, apart from the seriousness of illness, was 
how closely related the volunteer was to the patient; this raised not only re-
productive (and geographical) issues, but also required familiarity with rela-
tionships and histories. Another factor was social status: refusing the relative 
of a village leader even unnecessary attention would have been ill advised. 
Similarly, trial opponents in the village could be won over by an (‘unearned’) 
intervention at the right time. Such personal evaluations were not necessarily 
manipulative. One fieldworker told for example the story of a mother who 
brought her sick child, whose father had dropped out of the trial: ‘Could I 
refuse her treatment? It was not her fault that her husband had defaulted us. 
Could she have told her husband what to do?’ Thus, apart from the obliga-
tion to save lives, each decision to avail treatment depended upon factors that 
could not have been predicted by an ethics committee.

Moreover, the question whether a volunteer had complied with the trial-
regime entered into the deliberations about treatment. If freedom of choice, 
including freedom to withdraw, were the highest ethical value, then ‘drop 
outs’ and ‘refusers’, who had received a vaccination but had since left the 
trial (of which there were few in the MVT), would have to remain entitled to 
unchanged health benefits.30 When we asked staff how they dealt with those 
who delayed or skipped examinations, some expressed uneasiness with the 
situation’s ethical dilemma. A few claimed – probably with reference to these 
notions of free choice – that they continued healthcare benefits unaltered. 
Another fieldworker, proud of his low refusal rate, underlined instead with 
some bravado that he ‘of course had to stop giving them medicines until they 
complied, because otherwise all would have stopped and the trial could have 
failed’. Others said more diplomatically that it depended upon the situation.31 
A picture of pragmatic flexibility emerged, limited by scarce resources and the 
task to ensure viable social relations and compliance with the trial. In the 
context of polite village interactions, situations in which non-compliant ex-
volunteers were denied treatment or insisted on getting medicines seem to 
have been rare, since those who had intentionally severed their bonds with 
the MVT were unlikely to enforce their claims – ‘he was now too ashamed 
to ask for medicine’. Moreover, in the logic of give-and-take shared by the 
villagers – ‘blood is the gateway to the trial’ – entitlement to treatment relied 
upon fulfilling one’s obligation: ‘If I agree to participate, and then refuse to 
give blood, I cannot participate any longer [in benefits]’.32 On the whole, 
fieldworkers seemed to have been inclusive rather than exclusive, unwilling 
to turn away sick people as long as they had continued supplies of medicines. 
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Towards the end of the MVT, the official regime of exclusive access to vol-
unteers had been largely replaced by general sharing of scarce means, the 
scarcity of which was exacerbated by the end of the trial. The MVT had 
begun to function like a local community dispensary with all the implied con-
straints. Most villagers seemed to prefer this patchy MVT treatment provision 
to the earlier rules of inclusion and exclusion, which had caused divisions and 
conflicts among them.

Field staff summed up their efforts saying ‘we tried’, which captures well 
their pragmatism (see Whyte 1997). What they and the villagers saw as the 
key ethical question was not whether they provided the best care at all times 
to the volunteers, but that they made an effort, in some cases even using their 
own means, when faced with somebody’s suffering. A somewhat unreliable, 
unpredictable system based on everybody trying, making-do, together with 
the other, was here preferred to exclusionary rules that implied certainty and 
clear distinctions. Clarity of entitlements as well as the guarantee of resources 
was abandoned in favour of equality. As one village elder stated: ‘What gave 
us doubts about the MRC is that they came and found unity, and then they 
brought separations by giving treatment to their volunteers only, and not to 
the whole village … In a village, we are together: this is Gambian culture’. 
However idealized this image of egalitarian culture may be, the point here 
is not the static equality of rights for all, but togetherness in the sense of a 
network of rights shaped by relations within the group; entitlement relies here 
not on which category of person one is, but on the relations and situation 
one is in. The latter can only be determined continuously and inside the 
process of local relatedness, not from the outside and from the onset.

conclusions

We have examined the relationship between project and field, between a 
proposal, and its concomitant ethical principles, and the everyday of a local 
trial community. While the actual trial aimed at providing evidence of the 
efficacy of a vaccine, we showed that the trial community was concerned 
with material contact and vital transactions of substance, notably blood and 
medicine. The trial was thus, seen from within the field, not primarily about 
evidence, but about substance and concrete relations in a wider context 
of unequally distributed power, resources and knowledge. Such substan-
tial transactions pose problems, which ethical rules and principles cannot 
resolve. On the contrary, formal research ethics tend to render invisible these 
material relations – between blood and drugs, and between bodily evidence 
and bodily needs, knowledge and matter, observers and observed, science 
and everyday life. The MVT trial community dealt with these latent links 
through an ethical idiom of material relatedness or kinship, which sometimes 
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was semi-formalized, but more often spontaneous and implicit. This sort of 
ethics and the improvization it implied, we argued – and the scientists agreed, 
to our surprise – were what made the Farafenni trial work. We suspect that 
this resort to intimacy and mutual responsibility exists in many trial settings, 
underneath the order of protocols and ethics, and of scientific evidence. It is 
rarely documented, and in scientific papers it is usually relegated to acknowl-
edgements to the study communities.

One conclusion we can draw from the MVT experience is that ethical 
practice cannot be safeguarded by formal ethical precepts alone, but has to be 
continuously produced in ‘ethical relations’ in the sense evoked by Bauman 
(building on Lévinas 1999). The ‘ethical impulse’ to which Bauman refers 
arises from contingent and ambiguous encounters. Its ambiguity tends to 
lead to its exclusion from formal ethical thinking and contributes to an air of 
illicitness as to its performance. The initial uneasiness of MVT staff when dis-
cussing fieldwork reality, and their hesitant silences when asked about health 
benefits, for example, could be read as an expression of this stifling effect 
of formal principles upon the ethical impulse. Rather than taking justified 
pride in their creative achievements, staff treated their ethical groundwork 
as an open secret, as necessary meddling, which it was better not to have 
spoken too much about. This regrettable effect of formal research ethics on 
the ethical impulse confirms Danish philosopher K.E. Løgstrup’s claim that 
ethical principles serve ‘to avoid having to consider and respect the other … 
One is right or wrong. One loses one’s autonomy, but one never has to have 
a bad conscience’ (Løgstrup 1968:125). Thus, instead of silencing ethical 
reflections and experiments with predetermined rules, medical research ethics 
should give fieldworkers and communities space to encounter one another 
and to unfold ‘ethical relations’. An ethical practice of science, under the 
difficult conditions of contemporary overseas medical research, can in this 
view only be generated through interpersonal relations. This means also 
that solutions are never perfect, but remain dependent upon continuous ex-
perimentation. In a less-than-perfect world, there are no balanced, lasting 
solutions to ethical problems. In Løgstrup’s words: ‘morality is recognized 
by its lack of fulfilment’ (ibid.).

When we first recognized the gap between standard ethical guidelines and 
the fieldwork realities in the MVT, this was indeed our conclusion. Only a 
shift from formal ethics to ethical relations, from the rules of ethics commit-
tees to the processes of actual fieldwork engagement, seemed to be able to 
reflect the reality of research. However, upon closer scrutiny we are not so 
sure that such a shift would be an adequate solution. An exclusive focus on 
personal relations would mean less accountability, and carries the potential 
of arbitrary and abusive actions, especially within the grossly unequal power 
relations of overseas medical research – clearly, one also needs formal rules. 
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Instead of choosing either personal relations or ethical reviews, one should 
ask whether these really are as much in disagreement as they at first seem to 
be, and whether their apparent contrast does not obscure other possibilities.

Rather than being alternatives or opposites, the two modes of engaging 
with people that we discussed so far – formal and intimate, legal and moral 
– could be said to be functional complements, two sides of a coin. Their dis-
juncture, as we found in the malaria vaccine trial setting, may even be instru-
mental to the successful conduct of trials: after all, trials need both abstract 
findings, based on statistically separated individual subjects, that can be re-
produced by other scientists, and they need reliable social bonds in specific 
places that allow for long-term follow ups or series of successive trials. Both 
kinds of ethics are needed to position the trial between, respectively, the 
networks of global science and its attendant legal frames, and the localized 
fields in which science is made in concrete, face-to-face relations.33 However, 
this dyad of universal ethical legalism and local communitarian ground-
work – principles and intimacy, law and kinship, rights and relations – risks  
obscuring a critical problem that neither ethical codices nor personal integrity 
can tackle alone: the political economy, or the inequalities in power and 
resources, which affect both the legal realm and that of concrete relations, 
and which shape the production and effects of medical science, especially in 
overseas research.

notes
 1.  Parts of this chapter have appeared previously in the authors’ 2008 published article ‘He Is 

Now Like a Brother, I Can Even Give Him Some Blood’ – Relational Ethics and Material 
Exchanges in a Malaria Vaccine “Trial Community” in The Gambia’, Social Science & 
Medicine 76(5): 696–707. The authors are grateful to Elsevier for permission to reproduce 
parts of the original essay.

 2.  This debate engages conflicting notions of ethics that focus, respectively, on concerns with 
individual choice and the right to bodily integrity and life, and the political and economic 
problem of justice. It commenced with concerns about publicly funded HIV research 
in Africa (see, for example, Angell 1997), and kept momentum through various other 
‘scandals’ often in the context of HIV research (Mills and Rachlis 2005; Peterson n.d.). 
More recently, it has been fuelled by the critique of overseas for-profit industry trials (Shah 
2006; see also Petryna 2005), which lend themselves to somewhat simpler representations, 
as illustrated by fictionalized accounts of these (Le Carré 2000).

 3.  While medical research collaborations usually do not feel able to directly address the 
imbalance in wealth and epidemiology, collaborative programmes do increasingly target the 
gap in scientific capacity through efforts at ‘capacity building’ (cf. Chapter 7 this volume).

 4.  We are grateful to the MVT study volunteers and other community members, as well as 
to all field staff for sharing their views freely and welcoming us to their ‘trial community’. 
Thanks also to the colleagues from the MRC and the Gates Malaria Programme who 
invited us to study their work and read and commented on different versions of this paper. 
Particular thanks to Brian Greenwood, the director of the Gates Malaria Programme, who 
approved the paper and whose comments contributed to its contents. The research was 
funded from 2003–4 by the Gates Malaria Programme at the London School of Hygiene 
and Tropical Medicine, University of London.
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 5.  In the MVT study population, 62 per cent had lived on the coast, and 22 per cent had 
lived in neighbouring countries (Survey, n=181). One effect of this long engagement can 
be seen in the association, in people’s minds, between black–white relations and monetary, 
calculated exchange; for example, people explained the name given to whites, ‘tubab’, as 
the white’s characteristic call upon the African to do something for ‘two bob’. This ety-
mologically doubtful but taken-for-granted explanation underlines the historically situated, 
strained relationships within which medical research is constituted.

 6.  The horizons of people’s imagination continue to widen thanks to videos, satellite TV and 
mobile telephones but, in contrast to earlier modern trajectories which promised progres-
sive development, these new vistas remain beyond people’s reach: new realms of power and 
wealth can be imagined but not accessed.

 7.  Since 1997, The Gambia has suffered from the consequences of a political and economic 
crisis, which reduced mobility and flows of value, and diminished employment opportuni-
ties, forcing people back to the villages, taking with them a sense of exclusion from the 
wider connections into which they had briefly tapped.

 8.  Three government health facilities served the MVT area. Many villagers had to embark 
on long donkey cart journeys to reach the nearest health centre. The health centres were 
often not sufficiently equipped, and no transport was available for referral. When they were 
asked about medical treatment, villagers mentioned shop owners or nurses and the MRC, 
in addition to local healers. They did not mention government clinics.

 9.  It also provided a local clinic, adjacent to its gate. Its patients waited in the shade of a 
grass-thatched, ‘African style’ waiting room, pitched somewhat incongruously among the 
well-maintained Western buildings.

 10.  In the context of the Gambian MRC trials, ‘volunteers’ is the common term for study 
subjects, reflecting the ethical emphasis on free choice and respect for subjects’ rights.

 11.  Interviews were conducted in 2004 by PWG and AK with field staff involved in the trial 
(supervisor, two senior fieldworkers, two nurses and five fieldworkers; two fieldworkers 
and one nurse had left the MRC). Interviews covered the life and career of staff members, 
their role in the MVT and experiences during the trial. Five of the thirteen MVT study 
villages were selected to represent main ethnic and geographical differences. In these 
villages, group discussions were held by PWG and AK and fieldworkers with groups of 
men, some of whom had declined participation in the trial or had dropped out. In addition, 
questionnaires prepared by RP, BI and PWG were administered by fieldworkers to 181 
male villagers (‘volunteers’, ‘withdrawals’ and some who had been excluded for medical 
reasons), covering their experiences with the MVT. Structured, open-ended interviews 
prepared by RP, BI and PWG were conducted by the fieldworkers with 80 of the partici-
pants in the questionnaire survey, eliciting perceptions of the MVT.

 12.  The supervisor had been employed for 14 years on short-term contracts. Most fieldwork-
ers had been employed for the MVT and in 2004 they were hoping for new contracts for 
another trial.

 13.  Villagers observed: ‘the MRC health system is better than the government health system’ 
or ‘MRC has better medicines’. Medical research by the MRC was seen as simultaneously 
part of the state and bypassing it, and as an embodiment and a counter-image to the state. 
Both can be a source of ambivalence: state institutions are often mistrusted or feared, but 
they are also familiar sources of patriotic pride. International donors on the other hand are 
appreciated for their resources, but also suspected of hidden agendas and feared for their 
uncontrolled power.

 14.  This scientific view produces, in de Certeau’s sense, ‘place’ – static, laid out before the eye, 
seen rather than done – as opposed to ‘space’ that emerges from movements and lacks 
lasting form because it is always ‘the space of the other’ and as such contingent (de Certeau 
1984: 36). By acknowledging the presence of the other person – and its recognition – as 
the condition of ‘space’, de Certeau suggests that different ethics are aligned with different 
ways of knowing the world. A very similar distinction between ‘maps’, ‘frontiers’ (such as 
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geographical maps) and ‘pathways’ (exemplified by Inuit hunting trajectories) is made by 
Brody (1981). Brody emphasizes in particular the movement that makes up the pathways 
and their representations.

 15.  The tension between detached gaze and bodily access was embodied in the FDSS by ‘village 
reporters’, MRC-selected villagers who acted as the ‘ear and eye of the MRC’. Underneath 
the distant eye of science, these villagers kept in touch with their communities, underlining 
the importance of direct, everyday relations to field research, and in some cases this office 
had even been inherited within families.

 16.  This critique of formal, norm-based bioethics agrees with Kleinman’s (1999) point that 
universal ethical principles risk overlooking the local moral worlds in which subjects live. 
However, we think that the discrepancy between ethics rules and everyday relations might 
stem not only from a problematic perspective – global rather than local – or from decon-
textualization, but from a specific way of seeing the other, which precludes recognition and 
encounter (see Jay 1993).

 17.  Similar reasoning underlies the ethical principle that medical research should not be done 
on one’s kin, such as one’s children, because prior relations compromise the autonomy of 
choice that alone can constitute study subjects.

 18.  The omission of these aspects from the protocol, common in research protocols of this 
kind, is at least in part a response to formal research ethics’ reservations concerning links 
between healthcare and research in view of the risk of ‘undue incentives’ (CIOMS 2002).

 19.  This point needs stressing. The disjuncture is not a matter of ‘inappropriateness’ as in 
Turnbull’s judgement of malaria vaccine research: ‘the kinds of epistemological moral and 
ontological disciplining of people practices and places that characterize the ways in which 
the knowledge space of western laboratory science is extended are inappropriate in the 
disordered, complex world of tropical disease’ (2003: 177). It is a site of creative practice. 
What is needed is not a reductionist judgement of the conduct of science, but an open 
debate about this irreducible epistemological and ethical gap.

 20.  To counteract this gap between observational stance and engagement, some African field 
sites insist that all medically qualified staff perform ordinary clinical duties in addition to 
their research work, as indeed would be common in the UK. However, this laudable policy 
is rare.

 21.  Even after they had been informed about the negative outcome, 92 per cent of the volun-
teers reported to have had less malaria, while 89 per cent said they were now protected: 
‘But there is no more malaria!’; ‘I respect your PI, and hear what he says, but well … to me 
the vaccine worked’. Some volunteers even implied that the staff’s denial of the vaccine’s 
efficacy had selfish motives: ‘I don’t know why they claim that it did not work. They will 
know better …!’ That the volunteers did not acknowledge the vaccine’s inefficacy may be a 
communication failure. More likely, it has to do with the fact that in a healthcare situation 
with few diagnostic facilities, all treatment is a trial: no medicine provides certain effects, but 
any medicine, including vaccine candidates, has potential effects and is appreciated as such.

 22.  The object which embodied this exchange was the volunteers’ identity-card carrying indi-
vidual entitlements and obligations. Apart from medicines, entitlements included referral 
to hospital, reimbursement of hospital and transport expenses, and occasional presents of 
bednets and food. The project intended these cards as neutral mediators between specimen 
collection and medicine distribution, and between scientists and study volunteers. However, 
in the reality of fieldwork, the entitlements the ID-cards carried remained subjects of nego-
tiation, not least because many associated benefits were only verbally attached to the cards.

 23.  Nobody suggested that the blood was used for magic; when asked whether witches – 
otherwise a common concern – used victims’ blood, local experts laughed: ‘Our witches 
don’t use syringes!’

 24.  These debates are not limited to The Gambia: medical research has been associated with 
blood stealing since early colonial occupation (e.g., Ceyssens 1975; White 2000; Geissler 
2005; Geissler and Pool 2006; Fairhead et al. 2006).
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 25.  Especially old European women were thought to demand African blood, evoking the ex-
ploitation of fertility and life force, possibly linked to the experience of sexual exchanges 
with tourists (see Nyanzi et al. 2005).

 26.  Senior MRC staff agreed that living in the community, which has been a feature of various 
MRC projects and included not only field staff but scientific investigators and foreign 
station heads, has been one key to the MRC’s success in The Gambia. In notable contrast 
to the vertical ties of scientific inquiry and administrative and economic power, such ar-
rangements are able to foster personal relationships and kinship-like trust between sci-
entists and communities, and thereby to blur economic or educational hierarchies. The 
settlement structure of the West African savannah – concentrated villages – facilitated such 
a strategy in The Gambia. By contrast, in MRC and similar large trial sites in East Africa, 
where rural settlements are scattered, and where geographical segregation between local 
people and overseas visitors is part of the colonial legacy, such arrangements are rare.

 27.  ‘Sharing’ is a better term here than ‘exchange’ – reciprocity is not a default: joint con-
sumption is often assumed and provides the model for this type of substantial transactions 
(Geissler and Prince 2004).

 28.  The tension between the two forms of knowing and the associated ethics became dra-
matically evident when the trial was over and all data were gathered. The formal ethical 
commitments were fulfilled, but not the other relational ethical expectations; and with 
the withdrawal of the field staff, who had seemed to have become brothers, new ethical 
dilemmas emerged.

 29.  Healthcare provision by the MVT was delimited in three dimensions: geographically, by 
the administrative boundaries of the study sampling frame; socially, by kinship criteria 
and relations to the trial regime; and medically, in regard to the ailments that could be 
addressed and the treatments provided. The last limitation is shaped both by medical and 
ethical considerations, and by political and economic ones.

 30.  While this should follow from CIOMS Guideline 7, prohibiting ‘undue inducement’ by 
‘extensive medical services’, the CIOMS commentary itself reveals the underlying dilemma: 
‘rewards (must not) undermine a person’s capacity to exercise free choice’, but ‘an inves-
tigator who must remove a subject from the study for wilful non-compliance is entitled to 
withhold … payment’ (CIOMS 2002). In other words, trial entrance must rely upon free 
will, while exit has to be checked for wilfulness.

 31.  All staff (and villagers) agreed that withdrawers retained their MVT ID cards and we did 
not hear of cases in which withdrawers were refused access to healthcare or pressure used 
against ‘refusals’.

 32.  This conditionality was, according to staff and villagers, stipulated in the MVT consent 
form stating that volunteers could ‘go to see the nurse … with the ID card’, or ‘leave the 
trial at any time’.

 33.  The attempt to apply systematically research ethics principles to the field are in this sense a 
misunderstanding, a category mistake, applying legal tools to intimate issues.
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Chapter 4

Transacting Knowledge, Transplanting 
Organs: Collaborative Scientific 
Partnerships in Mongolia

Rebecca Empson

In the wake of many difficult and uncertain years of post-socialist transition, 
Mongolians are increasingly forming new kinds of partnerships with inter-
national collaborators in different spheres, including biomedical science. In 
this chapter I focus on the biography of a Mongolian transplant surgeon to 
examine the kinds of ethical constraints and knowledge relationships formed 
through different kinds of emerging biomedical collaboration. Attending 
to the kinds of collaborations fostered by a surgeon allows for insight into 
Mongolian concepts of collaboration and ideas about the role of the indi-
vidual as a heroic exemplar for the nation. Alongside these concerns, the 
paper questions how one may go about describing locally specific responses 
to globally influenced relationships without losing sight of certain kinds of 
situated tensions and dynamics.

Two kinds of collaboration are highlighted. Firstly, I examine the kind of 
collaborations that went into producing the first successful organ transplanta-
tion in Mongolia. This involved Mongolian surgeons forming international 
surgical ‘teams’, in which each person in the team was hired to perform a par-
ticular part of an operation. People working in surgical teams appear as parts 
of a larger network whose multiple contributions, or transactions, contribute 
to wider outcomes that extend beyond the operation itself. Secondly, I focus 
on the training of surgeons by foreign medical professionals. In contrast to 
the kind of collaborative outcomes achieved through surgical teams, when 
foreign medical professionals visit Mongolia to train surgeons, the aim of 
these collaborations is to transfer (or transplant) ‘sustainable skills’ that mean 
surgeons will be able to work independently of collaboration in order to 
perform particular tasks. In comparing these two forms of collaboration, 
different ideas about what these partnerships might produce are highlighted 
and alternative concepts of collaboration are brought to the fore.

Many of the following issues speak to global forms that may be familiar to 
people working elsewhere. I will attend to the ways in which these forms are 
locally articulated to ‘define new material, collective and discursive relation-
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ships’ (Collier and Ong 2005: 4). We will see that while flows of knowledge 
and assistance between collaborators are emphasized in certain discourses, 
medical practices, and the formation of legal documents, at other times, col-
laborations are often strategically concealed in the national media in order to 
promote wider political agendas. As collaborations are brought in and out of 
focus, more general questions come to the fore about the ownership of bio-
medical knowledge and the way collaboration is used as a political resource 
in new and emerging terrains.

A Short History of Biomedicine in Mongolia

In the early 1990s, with the collapse of the Soviet Union, Mongolia’s in-
frastructure and economy came to an almost complete halt. While hospitals 
and clinics had been widespread throughout the country, suddenly medical 
professionals found themselves without salaries and resources. Many doctors, 
nurses and veterinarians were forced to leave their professions and turned 
to household subsistence economies, based on herding animals in the far 
countryside. Throughout Mongolia, seemingly everyday medical treatments 
became unavailable. As transport and medicine became scarce, women in-
creasingly gave birth at home, infant mortality rates rose and primary health-
care facilities declined.

Prior to this, Mongolia had been a satellite state of the Soviet Union and had 
experienced over seventy years of socialist government. During this period, 
clinics and hospitals were well-established institutions in provinces, districts, 
and sub-districts, and biomedical healthcare was free for everyone.1 Use of 
Buddhist, or ‘Mongolian’, medicine was actively criticized as ‘backward’ and 
associated with Mongolia’s feudal past (see also Kohrt et al. 2004: 473). In 
contrast, the practice and use of ‘Russian’ (or European) style medicine was 
seen as essential for socialist progress. The 1957 film ‘Awakening’ (Serelt), for 
instance, epitomized the socialist government’s faith in biomedicine for the 
future of Mongolia. In the film, we learn of a young boy who was destined 
to become a monk. When a Russian female doctor saves his friend’s life, 
however, the young man trains as a doctor and becomes a well-respected 
Mongolian surgeon. Saving many people’s lives, the surgeon comes to be 
revered as a hero of the nation.

Since the mid 1990s, an emerging neoliberal economy has begun to 
take hold in Mongolia, bringing to the fore new kinds of national heroes 
and ideas of progress. The statues in the main square in Mongolia’s capital, 
Ulaanbaatar, are a testament to these shifting alliances. In the centre of the 
square stands a statue of the 1921 Mongolian revolutionary hero, Suhbaatar. 
Looking directly at him, from the opposite direction, is a newly erected 
statue of Chinggis Haan (commonly spelt ‘Genghis Khan’). Chinggis Haan 
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has become an icon of a ‘modern’ Mongolian identity that promotes the 
country’s past historical legacy as an empire.2

Shifting icons of exemplary authority aside, economic differences 
are becoming extremely marked and access to healthcare is increasingly 
dependent on personal connections and private means. While country-
side clinics do continue to practice with minimal funds and old-fashioned 
equipment, in Mongolia’s capital, several new state-of-the-art privately run 
hospitals have emerged for the rich and wealthy. Others gather funds from 
friends and relatives to travel abroad for private medical treatments in Korea, 
Japan, and now increasingly in China, especially to the city of Hohhot in 
Inner Mongolia. Agents representing these foreign hospitals source potential 
patients in Mongolia and encourage people to travel abroad for operations. 
When these patients return home, they often cannot afford nor access the 
post-operative care needed to ensure they remain healthy. New kinds of 
medical services are also emerging, from acupuncture clinics to more ‘tra-
ditional’ Buddhist treatment centres. People are also increasingly turning 
to various religious practitioners, from diviners to shamans, when seeking 
treatment for their health and well-being.3

In Inner Mongolia, in the People’s Republic of China, a single hospital 
may provide patients with a choice of different kinds of medicines, be these 
Western, Chinese, or Mongolian. These different medicines are perceived to 
affect people in diverse ways. Mongolian medicine may be viewed as good 
for ‘strong’ bodies, Chinese medicine as effective on ‘weaker’ bodies, and 
Western medicine (which generally refers to the practice of operating) is 
reserved for the ‘weakest’ body.4 By contrast, in Mongolia, what may be 
termed ‘Mongolian medicine’ has been secularized, as hospitals continue to 
work exclusively within a Western biomedical framework. While alternative 
health practitioners do sometimes visit patients in hospital settings and many 
people prefer to take ‘natural medicine’ (baigalyn em) rather than biomedi-
cal or ‘chemical medicine’ (hiimiin bodistoi em), these alternatives are not 
institutionalized in the hospitals themselves (see also Gunsentsoodol et al. 
2006: 1254). This may be viewed as an outcome of Soviet sanitation policies 
in Mongolia in the 1950s and 1960s, which cast all forms of non-Western 
medicine as backward and superstitious. It is also due to Mongolia’s current 
dependence on Western donor agencies that fund training and equipment for 
Mongolian hospitals and medical centres.

Transplantation and the Nation

Against this background of increasing diversity, when advanced medical 
procedures are carried out in Mongolia they are very much celebrated in 
the media as an indication that Mongolia, as a country, is emerging as a 
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modern and progressive nation. One example of this kind of celebrated 
medical procedure is organ transplantation (erhten shiljüülen suulgah, liver 
eleg, kidney böör). In March 2006, the first successful organ transplant was 
carried out in Mongolia.5 A middle-aged woman ‘donated’ her kidney to her 
identical twin.6 The surgeon who performed the operation is now employed 
at the Ministry of Health. His office walls are covered in framed certificates 
and glistening awards that celebrate his achievement. Like an old-fashioned 
Soviet hero, the surgeon claims that his success was due to various kinds of 
technology and to the expertise and assistance of his extended surgical team. 
The twins are indebted to him for their new life, just as he is indebted to 
them for his newfound status. Since this, several successful transplants have 
taken place in Mongolia, but always between living relatives. Considered 
against the many Mongolians who have paid for transplants in China, but 
often cannot afford post-operative care, these people are revered as national 
heroes. They stand as symbols of the advancement and development of 
Mongolia as a nation.

The fact that this, seemingly complex, operation was carried out in 
Mongolia was viewed by many as reassuring.7 Now, people hoped, they 
would not have to risk their lives and finances to receive medical care abroad. 
Its success proved that Mongolia was a progressive country that did not need 
to be dependent on the skills or finances of others. News of the operation 
was widely publicized in the media and spoke to emerging nationalist feelings 
amongst those who resist Mongolia’s increasing dependence on its neigh-
bours, fearing that this will lead to the disappearance of Mongolia as a 
country. The operation was celebrated, not simply because it involved saving 
people’s lives, but because it resonated with a certain sense of propriety about 
the way in which Mongolia wants to project itself outwardly as a nation. In 
accordance with such ideas, the ability to maintain the health of the popula-
tion is intimately linked with ideas about the health or strength of the nation. 
In this context, biomedical exchanges across national borders, such as those 
involved when people travel abroad for organ transplantation, are viewed as 
potentially threatening to the biopolitics of Mongolia.

The donor-twin summarized this position when she said, ‘… of course it 
is better to receive an organ from a relative or friend. I am not a doctor, but 
there might be problems if you received an organ from a Chinese person. 
Their blood is different from ours (tsus ondoo, tsus taarahgui)’. The kind of 
problems alluded to by the donor-twin resonate with wider political fears that 
increased involvement with its neighbouring countries means that Mongolia 
might not be able to sustain itself as an independent country. Indeed, urban 
myths circulate in the popular imagination about the separation of bodies 
across territorial borders and beyond acceptable boundaries of the human 
form. In the last two years, people exclaim, the street children of Ulaanbaatar 
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have suddenly disappeared. They are rumoured to have been taken to China 
and sold for their organs. Stories also circulate of women who have died while 
purchasing goods in China. When their bodies are returned to Mongolia, 
several organs are missing. Rumours about the procurement of organs 
from unconsenting donors abound. Here, people who have undergone an 
operation abroad find out later that one of their kidneys is missing. Ideas 
about things leaking beyond national borders are not confined to bodies 
and their substances or parts, but also to material forms such as gold and 
coal, which are sourced in Mongolia and appropriated by foreign mining 
companies (cf. Chapter 3 this volume).

The twin’s reference to the fear of mixing blood underlies many of the 
urban myths described. Blood, Uradyn Bulag (1998) has pointed out, is an 
exceptionally potent political symbol of Mongolian nationalism and is evoked 
here as a way to point to the idea that Mongolians are a people historically 
independent from any form of dependency, or hybridity, with China. ‘In 
the 1990s,’ Bulag (2004) notes, ‘in the wake of the collapse of the socialist 
regime, there developed in Mongolia an intense fear of erliiz or hybrids, who 
were imagined as biologically programmed by hostile foreigners, especially 
the Chinese, to eat away Mongolian sovereignty’ (Bulag 2004: 2). A range of 
ways was employed by the state to try to avoid ‘enfeebl[ing] the Mongolian 
body’ (ibid.) and to safeguard the nation, including discouraging national 
exogamy for fear of genetic pollution. Focus on issues pertaining to the 
boundaries of the body and to national borders reveals that ‘blood’ becomes 
an allegorical trope through which people voice wider political concerns. 
This, of course, is to acknowledge that blood – here indexed symbolically in 
the form of organ transplantation – might be the carrier of something that 
could create relations of obligation or dependence.

It is worth nothing that the idea that blood can be ‘mixed’ or ‘polluted’ 
and the subsequent linking of blood with the nation is not necessarily an 
indigenous mode of thinking about the person in Mongolia, where the 
concept of ‘shared bone’ tends to be privileged between male descendents 
(cf. Empson 2007). This focus on blood probably emerged as an outcome of 
Russian thinking during the socialist period, when Mongolians were divided 
into distinct ethnicities.8 Nevertheless, anxieties about practices such as organ 
transplantation provide insight into how such ways of thinking have been ap-
propriated and transformed by Mongolians on their own terms. It is against 
this background of growing economic difference and increasing nationalist 
fear that I now turn to focus on the work of surgeons who are pioneering 
particular medical practices in Mongolia. Before I do so, however, something 
needs to be said about Mongolian concepts of collaboration and ideas of 
individuals as heroic exemplars.
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Concepts of Collaboration and the Exemplary Hero

In Mongolian, the term ‘collaboration’ (hamt’n ajillagaa, cf. Hangin et al. 
1986) simply means ‘to work together’. It is similar to the word ‘cooperate’ 
(hamtran ajillah, hamjiltsah), or ‘cooperative’ (hoshooll’in negdel), which 
evokes certain historical socialist overtones and ideas about ‘collectivization’ 
(hamtral/negdel, from the word hamtrah/negdeh, meaning to unite, join, be 
unified, to associate, to cooperate, work together and collaborate). During 
the socialist era, people across Mongolia formed local ‘collectives’ that pooled 
wealth and labour to increase production for the state, and for the welfare of 
the Soviet world in general. Ideas about collaboration also resonate with a more 
distant historical past. It is often claimed that the Mongol Empire was built on 
the ability of its leaders to ‘collaborate’ with diverse cultures. Mongol leaders, 
such as Chinggis Haan, are often heralded as national heroes because they were 
skilled at assembling diverse resources for the Empire. Taking this perspective 
is to acknowledge that Mongolia, as a nation, achieved its historical success 
through the ability of its leaders to continually ‘collaborate’ with the leaders of 
other nations. It is to emphasize the outward-orientated conquesting body of 
the Mongolian nation in ancient times (cf. Bulag 2004). This view stands in 
direct contrast to the current Mongolian nationalist view that emphasizes the 
marked boundaries of the Mongol nation/body. Seen in this light, it may be 
said that a distinctly Mongol view of the heroic leader is someone who manages 
to gather various skills and resources from others to their own advantage, not 
so much through the idea of partnership, but through appropriation.

Upholding someone as a hero because of his or her actions has been noted 
by Humphrey (1997) in relation to the Mongolian concept of the ‘exemplar’ 
(surtahuun). An exemplar is a person whose actions, which encompass ideas 
such as bravery or compassion, are deemed morally correct and come to be 
epitomized in widely known sayings or anecdotes that others may draw upon 
for guidance in their own lives. Humphrey explains that this ‘[e]xemplar-
focused way of thinking about morality’ (Humphrey 1997: 26), gives rise to 
alternative readings and successive understandings. In such a way, followers 
of a particular exemplar-hero can, quite literally, be said to provide the agency 
that transforms the words or acts of a person into something that becomes 
exemplary.9 Keeping in mind the idea of the hero of the nation as someone 
who is able to draw on the resources and skills of others, I turn now to focus 
on a very modern kind of exemplary hero.

The Surgeon and Surgical ‘Teams’

At first glance, the surgeon in the socialist film ‘Awakening’ is not so different 
from the Mongolian surgeon I will describe. I first met Dr Nergui in 2007, at 
his office in the Ministry of Health, in Mongolia’s capital, Ulaanbaatar.10 He 
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seemed extremely open and more than willing to talk about his work. ‘You 
must ask me everything,’ he said, as he smiled at me from across a table in his 
office. Nergui’s CV shows that he was trained as a doctor in Mongolia and 
spent many years working in the Mongolian countryside. In the 1980s, he 
trained in Russia as a surgeon at a Military Medical Academy. His research, 
covering over seventy articles, has ‘introduced over twenty important scien-
tific ideas to Mongolian medical practice’. In the last few years he became 
a Lieutenant Surgeon in the Mongolian Army. He has also been granted a 
special award by the state for the first successful kidney transplant operation in 
Mongolia, which contributed ‘to the advanced technology of medical science 
in Mongolia’. While Nergui is still very much a practising surgeon, he is now 
employed as the chairman of the Ministry of Health; a position which means 
that he is in charge of allocating the Ministry’s annual financial budget.

After talking for some time about his work as a transplant surgeon, I asked 
Nergui where he had learnt how to perform this operation. He replied:

After receiving some language training, I studied in the United States, at … the 
United States’ main Air Force hospital. There is a Surgical Transplantation Depart-
ment here … . Later, I visited [another American] Medical Army Centre, where I 
received further training. After 1996, I went to study in Beijing, Seoul in Korea, 
and I came back to train my team of doctors and immunologists. At that time, 
we had a matching molecular biology laboratory. In 2001, KOICA, the Korean 
International Cooperation Agency, donated this laboratory to our hospital. They 
brought this laboratory to Mongolia with specialized doctors. Then, last year, 
on the 4th March in 2006, I performed the first successful kidney transplant in 
Mongolia, between female twins. [The] 43-year-old twins come from a family of 
eleven children and their mother is still alive. Several Chinese doctors also partici-
pated in this operation, because our team was already connected and had made 
friends with a transplant centre based in China. Specialists and doctors came from 
this centre and we formed a joint Mongolian–Chinese team.

I asked Nergui who had paid for this operation. ‘The cost,’ he replied, 
‘I arranged for this myself. I myself arranged for the money’. By which I 
assumed that part of the government budget had been used to bring expert 
surgeons over from China, for the technical equipment needed, and for the 
specific kinds of training for nurses, doctors, and immunologists to perform 
the operation at ‘Hospital Number One’ (the largest public hospital in 
Mongolia, which accepts referral patients from the whole country). Why, 
one might ask, would the government want to pay for such a massive col-
laborative endeavour, when countless other issues seem more pressing? As it 
turns out, most of the funding was not provided by the government, but had 
been sourced by Nergui himself, through his ability to establish and draw on 
connections with various international collaborators and donors.

While the kind of people and places mentioned in Nergui’s narrative are 
not something that I have been focusing on explicitly, when I look at this 
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account I am struck by the range of different collaborators mentioned. The 
shift from Russian to American to Asian sources of collaboration mirrors 
shifts in Mongolian political alliances and sources of aid more generally, 
but the creation of a joint Mongolian–Chinese team was surprising. It was 
not something that had been mentioned in the media, nor had anyone else 
spoken about it in relation to the operation. It is common for surgeons, 
across the world, to form ‘teams’ (this is Nergui’s term) in order to perform 
complex and lengthy operations. Forming such teams allows for different 
specialists to contribute expertise to different parts of the operation, such 
as harvesting an organ or transplanting it. The members of Nergui’s team 
were, thus, contributing different areas of expertise that other members were 
lacking, or unable to perform simultaneously. In this case, however, the spe-
cialists were not from a single country, or hospital, but came from different 
countries.11 Thinking back to the idea of the surgeon as a national hero, 
we can begin to see that a tension emerges between the surgeon as a single 
actor who saves people’s lives and the idea that a chain of different people 
act together in a complex interdependent network in order for these kinds of 
acts to be performed.

The idea of the surgeon as a single actor who draws on the skill and expertise 
of others to achieve certain ends, echoes Mongolian concepts of the heroic 
exemplar (i.e., someone whose actions may be viewed as emblematic of par-
ticular moral ideas or qualities). The national media promoted this view when 
they emphasized that the operation was carried out by a Mongolian surgeon 
in a Mongolian hospital (and by extension Mongolia itself), thereby allowing 
them to claim a certain kind of national ‘ownership’ over the success of the 
operation. In short, the fact that the operation was carried out in collabora-
tion with others was less relevant than the fact that Mongolia could perform 
the operation (or more literally, contain it, in the case of the recipient-twin).

It is not just the range of people involved that makes the success of this 
operation stand out. Nergui had, for many years, tried to perform a kidney 
transplant with his own Mongolian surgical team. ‘Before the twins,’ he 
explained, ‘there was only one country left in the world [i.e., Mongolia] 
where a successful organ transplant had not yet been performed’. In 1996, 
for example, Nergui and his team of Mongolian surgeons first attempted to 
transplant a kidney. They harvested a kidney from a 28-year-old woman and 
transplanted this in her younger brother, who was suffering from a chronic 
form of kidney disease. The operation appeared to be a success, but the 
‘graft’ functioned for only six days, after which they removed the kidney 
and the young man died. This example is just one of several failed attempts 
that Nergui told me about. The details of which include a list of mothers, 
brothers, fathers, daughters, and sons, all of whom did not survive. Neverthe-
less, Nergui explained, ‘these cases provided us with essential information’.



94   |   Rebecca Empson

From them, we began to realise that we needed many things, including immu-
nosuppressant drugs, a good matching laboratory, and so on. We did not have 
any of these things before. We also learnt that we had to be more careful about 
the patients that we chose, because chronically ill patients have great difficulty in 
carrying a transplant.

In highlighting what they lacked, Nergui draws attention to an ensemble 
of heterogeneous elements through which a successful transplant could be 
performed. Surgical teams involve people, but they also include a series 
of different technologies, such as immunosuppressant drugs, laboratories, 
filtering machines, and so on. It was only through forging collaborations 
with donor agencies and surgeons from abroad that Nergui was able to bring 
these different people and technologies together to perform the operation.

Therefore, different specialists and equipment had to be brought to the 
hospital for the operation to be carried out, and prior to this various networks 
and connections had to be fostered between people who were dispersed. 
Viewed in this way, it is perhaps not surprising that this kind of collaboration 
is an outcome of Nergui’s ability to assemble various kinds of ‘actants’ (to 
use Latour’s 1987 term) such as laboratories, specialists, drugs, money, the 
willing twins, donor agencies, and so forth, in order to realize the first suc-
cessful organ transplant in Mongolia.

No doubt, these different agents had different reasons for taking part in 
Nergui’s project. The outcome that was promoted to the general public, 
however, was the success of the surgeon and the health of the twins. The 
Mongolian press did not mention that an international team of collabora-
tors facilitated (the possibility of) the operation. Nor did they talk of the 
donor agencies who had contributed equipment. Instead, the operation was 
heralded as a success for ‘Mongolian science’, due to the bravery of the twins 
and the skill of the surgeon who had been ‘assisted by a team of experienced 
doctors’. This concealment of different collaborators points to a more funda-
mental contradiction or irony. While Nergui is revered as someone who has 
contributed ‘to the advanced technology of medical science in Mongolia’, it 
is not mentioned that his contribution is an outcome of collaboration with 
exactly those whom, in celebrating Mongolia’s achievement, Mongolians are 
trying to define themselves against. How, one might wonder, could they 
claim that the ‘blood’ of the nation was being contained within Mongolia via 
the skilled hands of others? Again, we see here a tension between the singular 
image of the surgeon as someone who contributed to Mongolia’s movement 
away from dependence or cooperation, and the team of people who made 
this achievement possible.

At times, both Nergui and the twins took on these roles. When speaking 
with the twins, for example, they often spoke to me of Nergui as a kind of 
patron. They felt extremely lucky to have been able to go through with the 
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operation. The recipient twin had been very ill for several years and it was only 
by chance that they happened to be in the waiting room of the hospital on 
the day that Nergui had secured the means by which to perform the operation 
and was looking for potential patients. While their mother had warned them 
that the operation was risky and that she would prefer to have one daughter 
alive rather than both of them dead, the donor-twin persuaded the recipient-
twin that they should go ahead with the operation. Nergui, they felt, was 
someone who had given them a new life in terms of their medical health, while 
at the same time making them into minor ‘celebrities’ in Mongolia.

I should say that the twins are from a large family who are not particu-
larly wealthy. They have worked most of their lives at the railway station in 
Ulaanbaatar, hauling luggage on and off trains. One might say that they 
were perfect icons through which the media could promote the idea that 
those who worked for the state and served the nation might be rewarded 
through the skill of its people. From this perspective, the operation appears 
as a singular kind of act involving the surgeon and the twins. No doubt this 
kind of publicity worked in Nergui’s favour as it made all the training and 
investment in his career by the government and army seem worthwhile. It 
also chimed with the idea that Mongolia could act independently from its 
neighbours when looking after the health of its citizens.

Equally, however, there was a sense that Nergui valued the success of this 
operation so much because it set the tone for possible future collaborations 
with this surgical team, involving ever more complex procedures. In main-
taining connections with collaborators, beyond the event of the operation, 
Nergui was not simply acting as the ‘traditional’ Mongolian heroic individual, 
who appropriates things from others for their own means. The kind of global 
phenomena involved in the scientific collaborations I describe raise new kinds 
of challenges that might not be so easily explained through encompassing 
cultural models and regionalist definitions of collaboration. Relating current 
collaborative practices in Mongolia to those of its imperial past may be illu-
minating, but it is also to draw on deeply held essentialist stereotypes which 
cannot help but sound faintly absurd in such new times and places.

Saying this, these practices are sometimes internalized in the national 
media and in people’s everyday conversations as emblematic of the way in 
which Mongolians are able to appropriate the skill and expertise of others. 
Such nationalist readings privilege the skill of the individual. From Nergui’s 
perspective, however, there is the sense that he is embarking on something 
quite different. Nergui’s practices appear to be emerging at a kind of 
juncture or threshold where new kinds of relations are being forged in a 
political landscape that is shifting incredibly quickly in different directions. 
For instance, in using the English word ‘team’, rather than historically loaded 
terms such as ‘cooperate’ or ‘collaboration’, Nergui points to the idea of col-
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laboration as a kind of partnership that has the possibility to open up, rather 
than foreclose, future kinds of relationships. In the following, I turn to one 
such arena where these kinds of future partnerships are being anticipated.

Legalizing New Bodies

Assembling different technologies and specialists was not the only means by 
which the operation could be carried out. Another feature, essential for its 
success, was the creation of a shared conceptual language. Interspersed in 
our conversations, which were conducted in Mongolian, Nergui frequently 
used a series of Euro-American terms, such as ‘donor’, ‘recipient’, ‘artificial 
respirator’, ‘brain-death’, ‘haemodialysis’, and ‘immunosuppressant’, which 
he assumed I understood. Terms such as these are not widely used by Mon-
golians. In fact, when I spoke with friends, most people had never heard of 
these terms, and reference to them did not appear in the Mongolian press. It 
seemed as if Nergui, his collaborators, and the female twins were communi-
cating in a kind of exclusive language.

These terms are, of course, powerful tools that enable scientific collabo-
rators to act together because they point to definitions that are enshrined 
as legal concepts. Euro-American terms such as ‘donor’ and ‘recipient’ are 
now defined in Mongolian law. According to the Mongolian Donor Law, a 
‘living donor’ is a person who gives of his/her paired organs or reproductive 
tissue (skin or marrow) to save the life of others or to improve their health. 
A ‘recipient’ is a person who needs a tissue, organ, or blood transfusion or 
transplant to improve their health or beauty, or to save their life.12 Defini-
tions such as these can be said to create new kinds of bodies. The existence of 
people referred to as ‘donors’ and ‘recipients’ is an outcome of specific kinds 
of technical intervention and political collaboration.

In the year 2000, Nergui was part of a group of specialists who came 
together to write the Mongolian Donor Law. One of the main motivations 
for writing the law, it was explained to me, was to prohibit the potential trade 
or sale in organs between unrelated donors. The law stipulates that while ‘or-
ganizations, teams, or individuals may provide material, financial or psycho-
logical assistance to motivate a donor to donate’, donors themselves ‘should 
act on a voluntary basis and are prohibited from making a profit from organ 
or tissue donation’. In this sense, the law prevents a potential market from 
developing through the sale of organs. It is also a conservative interpretation 
of general rules about transplantation surgery that allows for greater chance 
of success if the donor and the recipient are a ‘close match’.13 Nevertheless, 
while the donor law in Mongolia is currently confined to donation between 
living relatives, the law itself is extremely comprehensive and extends beyond 
the range of current legal practices. In this way, the law can be said to an-
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ticipate future scientific innovations in Mongolia, such as extracting organs 
from ‘brain-dead’ patients, tissue from umbilical cords, or bone marrow.14 
It even anticipates the future exportation and importation of tested tissue 
and organs across international borders. By establishing this kind of legal 
framework, Nergui and others are working hard to create an arena in which 
future practices that involve different kinds of partnerships may be realised.

It is crucial to note that this law was written after several failed attempts at 
transplantation had actually taken place in Mongolia. The attempted practices, 
thus, gave rise to the law, rather than the other way around. Enshrining 
aspects of the transplantation process in law served to set up the appearance 
that the people, exchanges and collaborations were operating within a fixed 
and shared framework of legality. This is particularly important when inter-
national collaborators, such as donor agencies, are involved in investing in 
parts of the project. Here, we see the role of legislation acting as an essential 
precursor to receiving certain forms of aid and assistance. The law allowed 
for different discourses and pluralisms to be contained in a single form. By 
defining certain terms in the law, concepts were able to travel across domains, 
between different kinds of collaborators who would take part in the process.

Defining certain concepts in the law also allows for their comparison with 
different and seemingly conflicting domains of knowledge. For instance, 
Nergui stressed that, although the current law restricts transplants to living 
relatives, in principle, Buddhist ways of thinking could accommodate the 
practice of harvesting organs from brain-dead patients. Nergui presented 
his novel ‘donation theology’ as follows: because Buddhist ideas hold that a 
person’s soul can leave their body prior to their actual death, particularly if 
they have suffered an accident or have been frightened, taking apart the body, 
even though a person may still be breathing, would not affect their rebirth. 
Furthermore, as long as the soul was sent off in the right way, it would not 
try to find refuge in the separated organ once transplanted into a new body. 
The parts, he said, could easily be exchanged.

It was important for Nergui to be able to draw parallels between Buddhist 
concepts of the person and biomedical ideas about the body. For a start, he 
said, talking about these things often improved the mood of his patients, 
but he also explained, ‘I also talk to monks about these things and ask them 
not to oppose the operations’. While the donor law was formed to create a 
set of shared concepts and practices that could travel between collaborators, 
in creating such a framework, ideas from quite different domains could be 
brought alongside the law, so that comparisons and analogies could be made. 
Indeed, Nergui actively promoted discussion of these legal terms, in the hope 
that they might be accepted and incorporated into wider spheres of under-
standing. When I suggested that certain ideas might not travel so well, or that 
people (including the twins and various religious practitioners) had rational-
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ized things slightly differently, he was quick to point out alternative ways of 
squaring different beliefs with the kinds of practices in which he was involved.

Focus on the conditions that allowed for the first successful organ trans-
plant to take place in Mongolia has shown that while a range of different 
people, technologies, and skills were needed for the transplant to happen, col-
laboration between different stakeholders was not simply about achieving a 
single outcome. The partnerships created through the surgical teams and the 
establishment of a far-reaching legal framework have set up an arena through 
which – it is hoped – further scientific collaborations and partnerships will 
unfold. Indeed, since the twin’s transplant, the Mongolian–Chinese surgical 
team, headed by Nergui, have performed several kidney transplant operations 
in Mongolia, including that between a ten-year-old boy and his father in the 
same year as the twins. Here, we see that links and connections between col-
laborators went beyond the single event of the operation and became a means 
by which future transactions and exchanges could occur (see Riles 2006: 27). 
Seen in this light, collaborations such as those involved in the first successful 
organ transplant in Mongolia appear not so much as a perilous diluting force 
for the nation, but as a liberating, outward orientated endeavour, enabling 
new kinds of partnerships and exchanges (cf. Bulag 2004).

Scientific Sustainability

When I left Mongolia in the autumn of 2007, our plane had to perform an 
emergency landing and I found myself stuck in Moscow airport for 24 hours. 
As we waited for a new plane to arrive, I began to talk with one of the other 
passengers, a Swiss man who was also a surgeon. The Swiss surgeon, whom I 
shall call Ernst, opened my eyes to a different kind of scientific collaboration. 
Ernst had worked on and off in Mongolia since 1999 on various primary 
healthcare projects; giving lectures, training surgeons, seeing patients, and 
providing hospitals with new equipment.15 Every year, three Mongolian 
doctors received grants from the government to be trained in a Swiss hospital. 
In the summers, the Swiss doctors visited Mongolia to donate equipment and 
further training. Each side was being funded by their own government.

This appeared to be a slightly different kind of collaboration from the 
one Nergui had told me about, and it seemed to be orientated toward quite 
different ends. Unlike Nergui, who spoke to me within the confines of a 
state building, Ernst was talking ‘out of context’, in the liminal zone of an 
airport waiting lounge. It was, maybe, because our conversation took place 
in the transitory terminal of an airport that he was frank in claiming that he 
did not want to be associated with any kind of ‘trade in medical knowledge’. 
He did not want to be involved with the transaction of medical knowledge 
for fees, nor did he want to support the cult of personality of an individual 
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surgeon. Rather, he wanted to assist Mongolian doctors and surgeons in 
gaining knowledge that would be, and here I use his term, ‘sustainable’. In 
short, he wanted Mongolian medical professionals to gain particular kinds of 
scientific knowledge and expertise. This would allow them to work indepen-
dently from international collaboration.

One of the reasons such medical knowledge could be useful, Ernst thought, 
was because surgeons in Mongolia continued to be trained in an outdated way, 
often performing what he called ‘rude’, ‘brutal’, or ‘crude surgical techniques’, 
such as taking out a person’s appendix without anaesthetics. Medical knowledge 
in Mongolia, he thought, had not generally advanced beyond ‘old style’ Soviet 
techniques. Further, while facilities at some hospitals had improved, many 
operations were being performed unnecessarily. A major factor in the recent 
increase in operations was, in Ernst’s view, driven by financial gains that could 
be made by surgeons. The salary of a chief surgeon in Mongolia is roughly 
$100 to $150 per month. In addition to this salary, further money has to be 
sourced to subsidize incomes. Signing deals with pharmaceutical companies to 
promote particular drugs and engaging in clinical trials may provide additional 
income for surgeons and directors of hospitals. More commonly, however, 
the salaries of surgeons, nurses and hospital directors are often subsidized by 
patients who pay them to perform operations, as well for their medicine and 
care. Because people are increasingly paying for operations, the practice of 
operating, even for minor illness, is increasing.16

Ethical Decisions and Financial Gains

Ernst was against the training of surgeons in ‘high tech’ medical practices. 
He was critical of doctors who performed expensive and complex operations 
in order to increase their salaries. What was needed, he felt, was investment 
in wide-scale primary healthcare and increased attention to pre- and post-
operative care. Nevertheless, surgeons in Mongolia frequently asked him to 
teach them how to perform organ transplants. He resisted such requests, 
saying that ‘they need to learn how to do basic operations before they focus 
on complex ones like transplants.’17 By cornering the market with skills in 
a particular kind of operation, a surgeon could hope to gain great financial 
reward. They would also greatly increase their chances of establishing contacts 
with foreign collaborators. Establishing such contacts would increase their 
own prestige and reputation among surgical communities within Mongolia. 
Unlike the kind of ongoing partnerships formed by Nergui, contacts such as 
these give rise to power that could be said to take the form of an ‘economy’ 
that involves accumulating and transacting the prestige of collaboration.

It is becoming increasingly common for doctors from Britain, China and 
Korea to be invited by surgeons to visit Mongolia for short periods to assist 
in complex operations.18 For instance, at the end of 2009, it was claimed that 
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a British surgeon, who has arranged for the training of several Mongolian 
doctors in liver and kidney transplantation in Bangkok, Helsinki and Taiwan, 
would visit Mongolia and work with these surgeons to perform the first liver 
transplant in Mongolia (cf. Tungalag 2008). When surgeons perform op-
erations in countries they may only be visiting for a short period, this can 
sometimes raise ethical issues regarding patients whom the surgeons may 
not know very well. For instance, a visiting British surgeon might not know 
what the motivation is behind the agreement by a relative to donate a kidney 
to their relative. Ethical motivations behind these kinds of donations are 
difficult to judge and may be influenced by a range of factors, including the 
surgeon’s own wish to perform the operation, and pressure felt by the donor 
whose extended family may have worked hard to raise the funds. In such a 
way, specific social relationships are forged between donor-kin and recipients, 
particularly in relation to ideas about obligation and a sense of repayment. 
A visiting doctor might not be able to gauge these kinds of pressures. For 
example, while the recipient-twin had suffered and stayed at home for many 
years due to her kidney disease, her life after the operation had not changed 
significantly. Now, her family and friends told her she must be grateful for 
the operation and should look after her sister’s kidney properly by resting 
and staying at home. From this example, we see that tensions can arise within 
families as donors are encouraged to make decisions very quickly about 
donating, and recipients are forced to tend to their relatives’ donated organs 
in particular ways. Of course, focus on these kinds of ethical concerns also 
highlights that it is not just surgeons and their teams who are managing col-
laborative partnerships. Exchanging body parts between relatives in transplan-
tation creates similar kinds of concerns and expectations (Sharp 2006:154).19

When Mongolian medical practitioners collaborate with foreign surgeons 
to perform complex operations other problems also arise. These kinds of 
collaborations can also increase feelings of competition and jealousy between 
the surgeons themselves. For example, in Hospital Number One, Ernst 
explained, feuding between certain ‘star’ surgeons and the people who work 
in the intensive care unit meant that it was almost impossible to work there. 
After explaining this, Ernst paused for a moment before saying: ‘interdisci-
plinary cooperation is lacking between specialists in Mongolia. The surgeons 
want to be individual heroes’.

Thinking back to Nergui and his foreign collaborators, I wondered how 
much of his wish to push the advancement of transplant surgery was due to 
his own desire to be at the forefront of such new and potentially innovative 
work. ‘I have worked as a surgeon for twenty years’, Nergui explained:

For the last thirteen years I have worked on organ transplants. Because god does 
not give a person extra parts, as surgeons, we can only cut or transplant things. That 
is why I am interested in transplant surgery. That is why I participated in writing the 
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law, allocated funding for transplants, gathered various technologies, and educated 
my doctors. Along with this, I am now chairman at the Ministry of Health, but 
in my spare time I do some operations. This is my hobby. Nowadays the most 
important thing is to find funding. If I am able to source the funding, I will perform 
a liver transplant. One day, I dream of being able to perform a heart transplant.

Reflecting on Nergui’s statement, it appears that he is concerned with securing 
funding in order to be able to perform ever more complex operations. While 
his prestige as a surgeon is dependent on his ability to achieve these practices, 
maintaining contact with different international collaborators is an essential 
means through which this dream might be realized. Here, we see that the 
surgeon is not so much a sole actor, but is more akin to a musician in a large 
orchestra composed of multiple people.

Bringing Ernst’s perspective alongside that of Nergui’s points to two 
modes of thought regarding the exchange of knowledge and expertise in bio-
medical settings. Establishing contacts with international scientific collabora-
tors is not an end in itself for Nergui. Rather, these connections are viewed as 
a potential ongoing resource through which access to further expertise and 
equipment might follow. In contrast, for Ernst, collaboration is an end in 
itself; it is about ‘transplanting’ a particular kind of knowledge and allowing 
this knowledge to sustain itself in a new setting. While these people’s ideas 
about collaboration seem to be extremely different, so too do their ideas 
diverge about what needs to be ‘sustainable’.

Concluding Remarks

Thinking about the different scientific collaborations described, I have found 
it useful to draw on the work of Biagioli (2006), who explores ideas about 
authorship in academic scientific publications. It is common for articles in sci-
entific journals to include a long list of names of those who have contributed 
to the outcomes presented in the article. Biagioli states:

Many of them are people’s proper names; others are names of instruments, 
reagents, institutions, and journals. But all of them are acknowledged while being 
put in different places and assigned different functions. The scientific author 
cannot exist as a point of production but only as a distinct link in a network that is 
extended chronologically and spatially. Its function is maximized by making that 
link as distinct as possible, while making the chain as long as possible. In this sense, 
the scientific author is always a coauthor, even when a single name appears in an 
article’s byline. (Biagioli 2006: 135)

Of course, the first successful organ transplant in Mongolia was not just the 
outcome of a single surgeon’s work. Nergui was not the single point of pro-
duction, but rather acted as a link or facilitator of an extended network of 
people. It is due to the networks of different connections with people, be 
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those surgeons, government officials, or the patients willing to undergo the 
operations, that he was able to perform this operation. Maintaining this kind 
of ‘extended scientific agency’ (Biagioli 2006: 135) after each operation is 
clearly an advantage that allows for further work. Yet it is clear that, in the 
public imagination, the surgeon as a single actor or author is what was valued 
and celebrated. Recognizing this interdependency is to reveal Nergui’s skill 
at bringing people together and his vision for sustaining future kinds of col-
laboration. It is also to recognize the rather difficult balancing act that he has 
to maintain for the Mongolian public.

While biomedical collaborations may be viewed as ongoing or not, they 
share the same result: the patients whose bodies are the sites of these people’s 
projects. In this light, the twins may be viewed as the assembled outcomes 
of these different collaborations. Indeed, the first time I met the twins they 
were keen to prove that they had actually undergone the operation, lest 
people thought they were simply trying to draw attention to themselves. 
Much time was spent showing me the different scars on their bodies. Like a 
kind of multiauthored scientific journal paper, these marks could be viewed 
as ‘bodily testimonials’ that traced the different trails of collaborative acts that 
made them who they now are.20 In comparison, Nergui also highlighted the 
multiple facilitators that had gone into making him who he was today. His 
framed certificates and diplomas, like the scars on the bodies of the twins, 
served as a kind of historical testimony of different collaborations and the 
future partnerships that they might engender.

I hope to have shown how surgical operations may be viewed as specific 
kinds of events that bring together individuals who contribute (or transact) 
different kinds of knowledge and expertise (cf. Humphrey 2008). When 
these individuals disperse, they reveal a new kind of person who contains 
the outcome of their collective work. By acting as the facilitator of this kind 
of work, Nergui appears caught between the creative potential of working 
in international teams, whereby different kinds of expertise can be brought 
together, and the need to uphold his image as someone who is working solely 
on behalf of the welfare of the nation. In bringing together people from 
different places and domains, and by making his collaborations explicit, he 
may be able to carry on performing further complex operations. He will also 
go some way in allaying people’s fears of such partnerships, promoting the 
idea that they are more than simply resources to be exploited, and helping to 
reassemble the confidence of the nation.
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Notes
 1.  The National Health System in Mongolia dates from around 1922. For further details 

about the history of biomedicine in Mongolia, see Gunsentsoodol et al. (2006).
 2.  For a discussion of the elevation of historical and mythical figures in Mongolia who might 

serve as new and alternative exemplars to those of high socialist times, see Humphrey 
(1997: 41).

 3.  For ideas about the way in which socioeconomic changes have altered people’s percep-
tions of their health and well-being in Mongolia, particularly in relation to the Mongolian 
illness labelled yadargaa (meaning ‘tiredness’, ‘weariness’, or ‘weakness’ and related to 
ideas about life balance and stability – both of internal forces in the body and in relation to 
socioeconomic conditions external to the body), see Kohrt et al. (2004).

 4.  I thank Uradyn Bulag for this insight into Inner Mongolian hospitals.
 5.  I understand that the first (known) kidney transplant was attempted in Mongolia in 1996, 

although Gunsentsoodol et al. (2006: 1255) state that in Mongolia ‘[k]idney transplanta-
tion was attempted in 1995, but is now in abeyance pending development of an organ 
transplantation programme’.

 6.  Kidney transplants between identical twins are fairly straightforward operations, and there 
is little chance of rejection. The recipient, however, has to be on a range of different drugs 
for the rest of their life – known as immunosuppressants – in order to prevent ‘rejection’ of 
the donor’s kidney, while the donor is left with only one kidney.

 7.  A British surgeon mentioned that the drive to perform this operation in Mongolia, at 
just this time, might be due to the fact that, in the lead-up to the Beijing Olympics fewer 
organs were available in an attempt to improve China’s record on human rights. Recent 
Mongolian newspaper articles also suggest that transplantation operations in the PRC 
are now confined to Chinese citizens only, decreasing the possibility of so-called ‘health 
tourism’.

 8.  Bulag (2004) notes: ‘In socialist Mongolia, Mongolian groups, instead of being recognized 
as subgroups of the Mongolian nation, have been classified as ‘ethnic groups’ (yastan), and 
divided into the majority and minorities’ (Bulag 2004: 1–2).

 9.  Humphrey (1997) gives the example of a Mongol man who fell in love with a Chinese 
woman, of great social standing. To marry would be to betray one’s ancestors and extin-
guish the possibility of contributing to the Mongol nation by having ‘pure Mongol’ descen-
dents – ‘a step into the camp of those – in some sense contemptible collaborators – who 
“side with the Chinese” and thereby advance their careers’ (Humphrey 1997: 26). The man 
thought of the Emperor Chinggis Haan who married princesses of different nationalities. 
By thinking of the acts of this exemplar he went ahead and married. Here we see that it is 
not so much the person, but the thoughts and actions of the person that are thought of as 
an exemplary model for how one ought to act to be a wise good human being.

 10.  Personal names have been changed throughout.
 11.  Of note is the fact that Nergui only approached the Chinese surgical team once he had 

gained a certain amount of knowledge and skill in transplant surgery himself.



104   |   Rebecca Empson

 12.  These are unofficial translations of the law, which is in Mongolian.
 13.  These limiting rules may also be viewed as an autochthonous reading of surgery (informed 

by more ‘traditional’ Mongolian rules of blood circulation, and ‘gifts’ between relatives). Re-
stricting the law to transplants between ‘living relatives’ is thus influenced by medical training, 
aspirations to appear modern, as well as nationalist concepts of the importance of the contain-
ment of substances in Mongolia. I thank Frank Billé for articulating this tension to me.

 14.  At present, artificial respirators are currently used for many things, but not for extracting 
organs from brain-dead patients, although all of this is sure to change very soon.

 15.  Ernst collaborated with the Mongolian Health Department, UNFPA, WHO, and the 
Mongolian MCHRC (Mother and Child Health Research Centre).

 16.  Further, some surgeons are not willing to work in the countryside, due to lack of funds 
available to pay for their skills. Gunsentsoodol et al. (2006) note: ‘Resources for health care 
need to be redistributed. For example, senior surgeons and professors are often unwilling 
to work in rural areas where the services are most needed’ (2006: 1256).

 17.  Ernst also explained that when equipment to perform newer operative procedures are 
imported from abroad, or donated by foreigners, the skills needed to repair them in-coun-
try is often lacking (see also Gunsentsoodol et al. 2006: 1257).

 18.  For instance, Gunsentsoodol et al. (2006) suggest that better training and education of 
surgeons in Mongolia is needed. They comment that this may come from sending surgeons 
to developed countries where skills in areas such as transplantation can be gained, but they 
appeal that ‘a more affordable way to increase skills is to invite senior surgeons from abroad 
to visit Mongolia and train national surgeons in their own hospitals’ (2006: 1257).

 19.  Like Sharp’s description of organ recipients in America, the twins also told ghost stories 
as a ‘key component of the complex narrative structure … intrinsic to organ transfer’ 
(Sharp 2006: 154). For instance, the recipient-twin claimed that, after the operation, she 
had begun to like the same foods and clothes as her sister, and had even started to wear 
make-up. Further, while the donor-twin had been slightly larger and the recipient-twin 
slightly smaller, after the operation their bodily forms, they claimed, switched. The twins 
also held that because they were identical, or in their terms ‘came from one egg’, they 
shared the same ‘soul’. Because of this, when one twin had been ill the other had suffered 
too (cf. Empson n.d.).

 20.  The recipient’s scars included ‘AV fistulas’ (surgically created anastomosis created between 
the radial artery and a vein, the purpose of which is to fashion large veins with high blood 
flow suitable for inserting cannulae for haemodialysis; one sucks a high volume of blood 
out, while the other returns it, after it has been dialyzed and ultra-filtrated in a machine). 
AV fistulas cause a dilatation of the vein in the wrists that balloons as a consequence of 
the abnormal high pressure and volume. Due to this intense pressure, a palpable ‘thrill’ is 
felt when you place your hand on the scar. The recipient-twin had such scars on each of 
her wrists which continued to ‘thrill’. After kidney transplantation, her AV fistulas were 
redundant as the donor-twin’s kidney took over from the renal support, but the ‘thrill’ in 
her wrists continued.
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Chapter 5

Currencies of Collaboration

Marilyn Strathern

Collaboration is a practice; it can also be summoned as a value. Whether or 
not collaboration in the second sense (an idea of rhetorical force) is read 
into collaboration in the first sense (an interchange implying among other 
things interdependency between agents) will depend on the relationships 
between those involved. There are obviously many modes of interchange 
between experts, practitioners, scientists, and not least anthropologists, and 
the diverse others in relation to whom they ply their trade, and all kinds of 
currencies of interaction can emerge for all kinds of reasons. Interchanges 
may or may not be marked as collaboration, and indeed, like any claim to 
equity in a transaction or contract, what may seem cooperation to one party 
may appear as exploitation or intrusion to another. There is a further obser-
vation to be made on the rhetorical or expressive weight of collaboration. For 
weight we all too well know it has: to label an interchange as ‘collaboration’ 
already gives it either a strongly positive or an equally strongly negative cast. 
When it is regarded as benign, collaboration may be taken in and of itself as a 
highly ethical way of proceeding, engaging people’s respect for one another. 
Collaboration as collusion, on the other hand, speaks to the betrayal of those 
excluded or to the sly promotion of certain mutual interests against others. 
This chapter is concerned with collaborative practices perceived to carry a 
positive value.

My interest is generated by a small handful of recent works that touch 
on acts and activities of information-gathering where questions of mutual 
benefit arise and where those involved hold, by definition, different social 
positions or in any event have different interests in the matter. (Such differen-
tiation is an initial condition for ‘collaboration’ to be identified, whether by 
actors or observers.) The examples raise some irrepressible questions about 
the currencies of interchange. Between them they also serve to point to an 
emergent phenomenon I take to be of some general interest. This is the 
way in which positively valued or benign collaborations can be elevated into 
examples of good practice. Indeed, good practice can itself become a coin of 
sorts in people’s transactions with one another. We shall find that collabora-
tion valued this way may in fact point to perceptions that are not mutual 
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at all, and that these can be created by the very ethics that underwrite its 
positive rhetorical value.

a precursor to Collaboration

The handful of secondary examples on which I draw is sufficiently indicative 
for my purposes, and I do not venture beyond them. However, my interest 
in them in turn takes off from a raft of concerns to do with information-
gathering and knowledge relations arising from earlier research into intel-
lectual and cultural property in the Pacific (Kalinoe and Leach 2000; Hirsch 
and Strathern 2004).1 The very formula, intellectual and cultural property, 
suggests some kind of differentiation between the owners and the seekers/
users of material, including information. The question of how collaboration 
(in the positive sense used here) has been imagined in such circumstances is 
a complex one. The examples will make this evident.

Now there is likely to be more than analogy at issue between these 
concerns and the studies in the life sciences or the questions of institutional 
ethics raised elsewhere in this book. If the observer is interested in how 
novel research fields develop out of old ones, or in their distance from and 
proximity to one another, bringing such fields together may well point not 
just to a comparative relationship to be made by the anthropologist but, 
reminiscent of Galton’s problem,2 to a historical or genealogical relationship. 
The observer would be connecting arenas born out of similar ideas about 
ethical standards and good practice. Although I do not develop the point 
further, I suspect that this is the case here.

That intellectual and cultural property should have become a live issue in 
the Pacific stems to some extent from movements in the 1990s on the part of 
indigenous peoples (to adopt the internationalist phraseology, of the United 
Nations, for example) and governments of developing countries, who had 
turned to international instruments to help formulate claims to ‘traditional 
knowledge’ and ‘expressions of culture’ (for example, Greaves 1994; Brush 
and Stabinsky 1996; Brush 1999). In particular it was thought that intellec-
tual property rights regimes presented, in a manner appealing to the interna-
tional community, a means of adding intangible items to what were already 
recognized as tangible assets. (People would be seen to have knowhow and 
customs of value, not just timber or minerals.) Indigenous reflections on 
the possibilities here did not stop at candidates for IPR in the conventional 
sense, and raised questions about assets of all kinds. Among other things that 
emerged from the Pacific research was the way in which the value of assets is 
made evident when they become currencies in transactions between people. 
But in what sense currency?
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Speaking of the American medical scientist Carleton Gadjusek and the 
very tangible specimens he was collecting in the late 1950s and 1960s from 
the Fore of the Eastern Highlands of Papua Guinea, Anderson (2000: 728) 
writes:

Some things had a price, but the ones that Gadjusek most wanted – blood, body 
fluid, corpses – either were out of circulation altogether or could only be given as 
gifts. On some occasions Gadjusek did try to commodify the exchanges, but with 
little success. [From a letter written in 1957:] ‘I did a complete autopsy in our 
treatment/laboratory hut by lantern light, and then at first cockcrow got the body 
borne homeward with the mourning mother well rewarded with axes and salt and 
laplap [cloth]’, but the mother paid little attention to these objects. Although the 
Fore were not yet engaged in a monetary economy, Gadjusek could at least try to 
convert all his transactions into a form of barter.

So what kind of currency was Gadjusek trying to create? When barter – the 
closest in Anderson’s view to commodity exchange – failed, Gadjusek fell 
back on the idea of the gift. He seems to have supposed that he was entering 
into a gift relationship with the people from whom he was taking tissue 
samples. At any rate he was concerned that there should be reciprocity. ‘In 
making a gift of their blood, urine, cerebro-spinal fluid, and the bodies of 
their loved ones, the Fore had [in the medical scientist’s eyes] created a social 
obligation, a social debt that Gadusek recognized and struggled to repay’ 
(Anderson 2000: 727). He dispensed quantities of medicines, salt and steel 
axes. Yet Fore did not seem to see the reciprocity involved. On the contrary, 
they came to appear indifferent to what Gadjusek gave them, one reason 
being that none of the medicines cured what they were suffering as a major 
affliction. In any event, it is not clear how they were interpreting the relation-
ship. Doubtless Gadjusek was thinking he was seeing things from their point 
of view in making return gifts in a ‘Melanesian’ mode.3 And despite their 
continuing indifference, Anderson implies that the scientist acquired some 
satisfaction from having treated them honourably. Perhaps it also rendered 
ethical his own subsequent appropriation of the materials in the context of 
the exchanges he then had with fellow scientists. To them, and thus in a sense 
for them, he was collecting information about the epidemiology of a fatal 
disease. Given the local name kuru, this was the affliction from which Fore 
sought alleviation.

For himself, Gadjusek wanted to work a particular kind of transforma-
tion on these bodily materials. Here I turn to Hirsch (2004) who, taking 
up Anderson’s account, points to the creation of a value for these items that 
lay far beyond that initial relationship. Gajdusek negotiated not only with 
the Fore but also with senior medical colleagues in Australia and the USA, 
and in order to do so he had to possess kuru, both ‘possess the body parts 
necessary to make his investigations, and to make kuru his own ... It would 
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be Gajdusek’s because he was the discoverer of what was causing this disease 
that afflicted a substantial number of the local population’ (Hirsch 2004: 
187). Hirsch continues:

After Gajdusek established himself in Fore, a flow of autopsied organs and tissues, 
along with containers of blood and urine, were air-freighted out to metropoli-
tan laboratories. To obtain body parts from the Fore, Gajdusek had to create a 
complex set of exchange relations and obligations. ... He needed to transgress 
local boundaries of exchange – especially where autopsied bodies were concerned 
– in order to obtain the ‘things’ he required. ... At the same time, he needed to 
secure his scientific credentials and status among senior colleagues on different 
continents. To do this Fore body parts had to appear as if they were his possession, 
which he could bestow upon his seniors in the gift regime that has long character-
ized scientific knowledge and authority, the public sharing of data and results as 
noted by Biagioli (1998). (Hirsch 2004: 187)

What followed from imagining the body parts as ‘gifts’? To think of them as 
gifts in the Melanesian sense would imply that the blood and brains remained 
tied to the original possessors, for as long as the items were recognized as 
gifts there would be an obligation to recall those from whom they had come. 
Citing Anderson, Hirsch (2004: 188) writes that for Gajdusek alone to gain 
the credit and visibility in these exchanges he needed to construct a clear 
boundary between local and translocal transactions, and to create ‘gifts’ he 
could use himself.4 Conferring these gifts as human tissue that he had collected 
enabled him to win recognition, and a secure institutional and research base. 
Indeed the brains circulated among medical scientists not as Fore brains but 
as ‘Gadjusek’s kuru brains’ (Anderson 2000: 730). He had given them value 
not just as materials modified by scientific intervention (preservation and so 
forth) but as scientific exchange objects, now a ‘gift’ from him and in relation 
to a quite distinct constituency.

Careful as he was about the obligations he perceived, one element was 
missing from these interchanges, or so it appears in looking back to this time 
from currencies available today. Payments of the kind Gadjusek made to the 
Fore would not then have been thought of as ‘benefit sharing’, as they might 
well be now. By contrast with barter or gift exchange, built into the context 
of benefit sharing is a collaborative ethic of a kind. For what the concept 
points to, and like interest in IPR its popularity dates from the 1990s too,5 is 
the idea that there are two or more parties to an enterprise all of whom can 
benefit, even if the benefits are very different (for example, HUGO 2000; 
Drahos 2000). Benefit-sharing arrangements introduce a further element, 
that of the equitable sharing of proceeds, the notional equivalence (each in 
terms of benefit to themselves) of what different parties get out a transaction. 
Such a notion of equity appears to make that of reciprocity redundant; it also 
rests on the idea that the parties share some common knowledge about the 
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benefits for both or all sides. To think of the interchanges this way one would 
have to imagine, for example, that Fore appreciated the nature of a medical 
project that required specimens.6 But they were hardly in a relationship of 
collaboration in this sense.

Collaboration as practice

All parties to collaboration in benefit sharing have to know to some degree 
or other that that is what they are doing, for benefit sharing is a value that is 
brought to them all. It would seem that such acknowledgement must be a 
boundary condition of this kind of collaboration. However, before the question 
of value introduces its own complications (as we shall see in the next section), 
let us take the brief general definition of collaboration given at the outset. 
This pointed to collaboration as practice. If we think of it as an interchange 
that implies a degree of interdependency between agents able in some sense 
to act for themselves in the matter, each element – interdependency, agency, 
acting for oneself – sets a condition of sorts. Two situations involved in col-
lecting plant material illustrate the point. The first is a case where the efforts of 
one party to frame their interchange in this way were abandoned. The second 
covers a set of ventures where work went into making collaboration explicit to 
everyone, although only at a certain stage in the collecting process.

The story of Taxol, that became the best selling cancer drug ever, began in 
the early 1960s (Goodman and Walsh 2001). This was when the US National 
Cancer Institute (NCI) began screening plant products as potential anti-can-
cer agents. There was a moment in its long and chequered development when 
the expenses of finding the raw material, gathered from the American Pacific 
yew tree, were becoming prohibitive for the government agency. This was 
in the late 1980s, early 1990s. To complete the extraction and purification 
process, it was estimated that 60,000 pounds of bark was required one season 
(1989), at the cost of some $2 million, and the agency had only a tenth of 
that at their disposal (Goodman and Walsh 2001: 139). The development of 
taxol began to turn on negotiations, on attempts on the NCI’s part to find a 
partner for its enterprises, a pharmaceutical company that would take on the 
expense. Four companies were interested; Bristol-Myers Squibb emerged as 
the key player. Collaboration of some kind was essential (and note the unre-
marked positive tenor of the term in the following quotation).

Several proposals for the shape of the collaboration were put forward, including 
one where the NCI would designate the partner and another where the designa-
tion would be open to competition. It is clear that whatever option they decided to 
take, the Taxol Working Group [at NCI] were thinking in terms, not of collabora-
tion, in the sense of a partnership in which each party would get some tangible 
benefit, but rather of a hand-over of taxol (and its problems) to a pharmaceutical 
company. (2001: 139–40)
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In the NCI’s eyes, planning was well underway and what it wanted from the 
company were resources that would enable the bark to be processed, for which 
it would give rights to data already collected. Collaboration here meant bringing 
in another player to relieve former players of an accumulated burden, while 
carrying the same project forward. The interdependency of the two agents 
would be evident. At the same time, the future benefits in terms of cancer 
treatment – to the public at large – were obvious to all, regardless of the public 
or private nature of social bodies involved. It was that rationale that fitted the 
eventual decision to tender competitively for pharmaceutical companies inter-
ested in developing taxol to a marketable status to meet public need, albeit 
‘with the best terms for the Government’ (2001: 144). But at this point the 
US government was no longer negotiating the interests it had started with, 
and was no longer the same kind of agent in the matter. Between an early draft 
and the final text of the tender, it dropped its demand that it would receive a 
share of the income once the drug was marketed for general use (2001: 158). 
Although the two parties would continue to collaborate for some purposes, it 
seems that more important than retaining this kind of stake was the govern-
ment’s need to divest itself of its financial liabilities for taxol’s development. It 
then took three Congressional hearings to establish if the arrangements set up 
with the company, Bristol-Myers Squibb, were in the public interest.

When the nature of the social bodies starts to figure in calculations, explicit 
attention is being paid to the outcomes gained by individual parties. Partici-
patory approaches to biodiversity conservation (Fairhead and Leach 2003) 
offer models that deal with the unequal standing of research and host com-
munities, or of international commercial interests and developing states, from 
many parts of the world. However, much of the history of benefit-sharing 
agreements in late 1980s and early 1990s (Hayden 2004; Parry 2004) seems 
associated particularly with US sensitivities. These appear to have predated 
the 1992 UN Convention on Biological Diversity, which among others 
things was concerned that source communities for genetic and pharmaceuti-
cal material should receive some of the benefits that accrue to others in the 
course of their exploitation (Parry 2004: 201; cf. Chapter 2 this volume).

With reference to bioprospecting for plant material, I turn to the second 
set of ventures. Parry poses the question this raises.

Given that U.S. companies and organizations are not under any legal or even moral 
obligation to conform to the protocols introduced under the biodiversity conven-
tion [the US not having ratified it], it is interesting to consider why they began 
to develop and introduce benefit-sharing agreements. There were several motiva-
tions. Some principled actors with the largest collecting agencies were genuinely 
concerned to limit the unregulated and uncompensated flow of genetic resources 
from developing to developed countries; other were worried that a failure to 
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implement such agreements might result in adverse publicity or embargoes on 
collecting. (Parry 2004: 205–6)

The first indication of an agreement came in fact from the same government 
agency involved in the taxol case, the NCI, in a Letter of Intent in 1988. The 
agreement ‘was a statement of intent to commit to the principle of compen-
sating source countries for the use of their genetic and biochemical materials’ 
(Parry 2004: 118). Compensation would come in three stages: a short-
term fee for collecting paid to the intermediary collecting agency; medium-
term support for technicians working in those countries; and a long-term 
obligation at the point at which a drug might be licensed to offer royalties 
to the source country.7 In return, Parry (2004: 119) notes, the NCI would 
secure rights to patent all inventions and compositions of matter resulting 
from the material. The idea was to break down the attitude that these were 
global resources available to anyone to exploit. The social identity source of 
these products must be attributed to a ‘source country’ (a point developed 
in Hayden 2007).

Among many ethnobotanists this became understood as a response to col-
laboration – nothing could be done without the cooperation of these source 
countries, who were seen to be agents with their own interests in the matter. 
Observing how rapidly these agreements began to proliferate, becoming a 
model for collection of materials across the world, Parry asks another question.

The NCI model for compensating for the use of genetic and biochemical resources 
provides the foundation for a regulatory regime that had become normative over 
both space and time, creating … [she is quoting] a new ‘proto-universal culture 
of regulation’. But why and how did this particular regulatory agreement (which 
is inevitably a product of a contingent set of social and cultural relations) become 
universalized to the global scale in such a short space of time? (2004: 207)

She suggests that some of the impetus came from ethnobotanists themselves 
who had inevitably been drawn into informal practices of cooperation and 
dependency on others, that is, into diverse sets of social relations. At the 
same time corporations were interested in the ‘public relations mileage’, yet 
there would only be such mileage if the act of compensation were taken as 
the gesture towards other agents it promised.

There is always a running issue about the worth of products.8 But how 
parties negotiate to establish the worth of the products they (wish to) 
develop, or of access to them, is different from the motivation to enter into 
agreement as such. If one looks in detail, and Hayden did in her account of 
plant collecting in Mexico, we find cases where a company’s motivation tries 
to encompass that of the source country or – as in the Mexican instance – the 
near (vendor) if not the remote (grower, gatherer) supplier. The motivation 
is to provide not only rewards but also incentives for the supplier. In fact 



116   |  Marilyn Strathern

Hayden (2004: 128) contrasts two modes of determining benefit-recipients, 
‘intellectual property-modeled claims to compensation, on the one hand, and 
the neoliberal trope of incentive building, on the other’, although suggests 
that they are often mixed together. It is in their implications for relationships 
that the currencies are distinct.

To call benefits ‘reward’ or ‘compensation’, she argues, summons a history 
of colonial resource extraction, suggesting in the case of ‘compensation’, redress 
for damages. ‘Incentive building’, by contrast, is an attempt to steer away from 
this conceptual legacy, and joins other idioms for modalities of exchange: tech-
nology transfer, infrastructure building, stakeholding. It also, she observes 
dryly, steers everything away from implementing IPR facilities such as patents. 
For, far from intellectual property owners, the agreements9 intend ‘participants 
to be people who might be enticed, through the promise of future returns, to 
be stewards of endangered biodiversity’ (2004: 128; cf. Crook 2004).

The promise of such a programme at large is no less than ‘one of harnessing 
the (earning) power of corporate drug discovery and feeding these profits back 
into biodiversity conservation, rural and indigenous community development, 
and scientific infrastructure-building in developing nations’ (Hayden 2004: 
3). There is an imagined interdependency with these agents, which comes 
with notions of inclusivity (from a company going public to gestures towards 
a wider public of beneficiaries). In financial idiom, biodiversity is seen as an 
economic resource that can bring dividends to a whole range of participants. 
Indeed, prospecting ‘is explicitly figured as a way to increase the number of 
stakeholders and managers in biodiversity’ (2004: 8). Along with the neolib-
eral language of stakeholding comes a language of participation and repre-
sentation.10 In short, what is being sketched here is an ethic of collaboration 
entwined, as she puts it, with the kind of scientific knowledge practices and 
biotechnological research that accompanies the ‘capitalization’ of knowledge.

Now Hayden (2004: 129) observes that, in lieu of acquiring property 
rights, entitlement to be a benefit-recipient draws instead on the idioms 
of IPR, for instance in the initial identification of individual agents who 
provided information or materials. (This unravels somewhat in Mexico where 
herbs and medicinal plants may travel through several hands before coming 
to the market where bioprospectors hunt them out.) There is a move here 
from practices of property-holding to entitlements based on a discourse of 
property-like relations. We might imagine it as a kind of rematerialization (or 
resocietization), foreshadowed in Gadjusek’s manoeuvres in the conversion 
of Fore brains into Gadjusek’s specimens.

Indeed, both Parry and Hayden are struck by (in Hayden’s vocabulary) 
the literal dematerialization and rematerialization of organic products into 
informational resources that goes along with their social disconnection and 
reconnection. In the Mexican case, source communities are first connected to 
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and then subsequently disconnected from biochemical specimens (Hayden 
2004: 215–16). While the suppliers must continue to be stewards of bio-
diversity, plant extracts travelling from Latin America to participating US 
companies are stripped of local and ethnobotanical identity.11 (The purpose 
is to prevent the companies party to subsequent contracts from embarking on 
their own prospecting.) We might infer one consequence of interdependency: 
that the traces or reminders of the original collaboration, between collectors 
and suppliers, apply only to a segment of the chain of transactions by which 
plants are collected and the information they hold delivered to the relevant 
laboratories. In any case we now know that the chain of bioinformation itself 
can be radically shortened through chemical synthesis and other forms of 
replication (e.g., Parry 2004: 158–59; cf. Rabinow 1996). It is not just that 
the final form of a plant specimen is a chemical formula, and Goodman and 
Walsh (2001: 238) make the point powerfully in the taxol case, but that 
chemical compounds can themselves be manipulated to produce more infor-
mation without reference to the organic originals.

Such shortenings of the chains of collaboration are not available in the 
same way to biomedicine when it is the characteristics of a population or the 
health of individuals that will yield data. After all, here one cannot sidestep 
the need to collect information from occurrences of disease or trauma as 
they are made evident in the bodies or behaviour of human beings. For all 
that investigative medicine may treat persons as repositories of symptoms, or 
extract specimens, or manipulate tissues in the laboratory, or bank samples for 
future investigation, the source population produces vital facts about itself. 
This is particularly true when it comes to medical research with immediate 
clinical objectives. Not just the epidemiology but the social character, culture 
and attitudes of that population may seem increasingly relevant both to the 
course of the disease and to the cooperation of participant-patients.12 Para-
doxically, however, perhaps the more there is talk about the needs of the 
population under research and the importance of treating people as agents in 
an exchange of knowledge, the more abstract parts of that relationship can 
become. When value is put on (positive and benign) collaboration, ‘collabo-
ration’ itself emerges as a transactional element in the interchanges. Thereby 
it also becomes dematerialized, insofar as it is detached from the relationships 
themselves. In one highly significant manifestation, however, collaboration 
itself becomes rematerialized, that is, re-objectified (Miller 2005), as an in-
tangible and abstract ethical good. To this I now turn.

Collaboration as value

In doing so I return to the investigation mentioned at the outset (PTC, see 
note 1), and its possible comparative interest for how we might approach 



118   |  Marilyn Strathern

collaborative practices as they apply in global science or international health. 
At the least, the approach might provide a sidelong commentary on the work 
that ethical protocols do – both what they put in place and what they displace.

The PTC investigation showed up the extent to which transactions 
become a source of value.13 This applies to the circulation of claims over in-
tangible as well as tangible assets, and especially in relation to knowledge or 
the handing on of skills or practices. The social origins of these entities in par-
ticular persons were important, as of course is true of authors and inventors 
defined through intellectual property rights regimes. However, for the part 
of the world on which the research was focused, the Pacific and especially 
Papua New Guinea (hereafter Melanesia),14 the researchers were struck not 
only by the way in which value was created in the course of transactions but 
by the extent to which the transactional frame itself bestowed value. The 
origin of items in particular exchanges was thus remembered as witness, so to 
speak, to the relationships they mobilized. In short, where the researchers’/
observers’ impulse might be to allocate value in the first place to the items, 
or if to the transactions then to the ‘price’ being negotiated, Melanesian 
people were drawing attention to the transactional interchange (relations of 
exchange, transmission, purchase) as itself a source of value.

What was also striking in the study, and by contrast, was the way the inter-
national community, with its Euro-American inflections, appeared to locate 
the value of such assets not so much in persons (social origins) and relation-
ships (transactions) as within ‘culture’. This of course is the prerequisite for 
creating a category such as that of ‘cultural property’ as subject to possession 
and ownership, to be enjoyed, shared or communicated (Strathern 2004). 
Euro-American-inspired legislators and national governments would repeat-
edly translate value for benefit-recipients into a value for the community or 
for the culture as a whole entity. This is an issue that in quite other terms and 
for other arenas Hayden (2007) has since elaborated in her commentary on 
the way in which ‘source communities’ are as much created by the benefits to 
be distributed as they create demands for benefits. She refers more generally 
to the borrowing back from protocols developed to deal with Third World 
exploitation/benefit-sharing concepts that render American and European 
interest groups in the social form of potential recipient ‘communities’.

It is illuminating, in the present specific context, for the observer to 
borrow from Melanesia the mode of drawing attention to transactions as a 
source of value. It puts fresh emphasis on the way in which ‘collaboration’ in 
diverse Euro-American situations can become a focus of importance in and 
of itself. Melanesians would look for evidence that the fact of an interchange 
had been embodied in outcomes – had left a transactional trace.15 Pari passu, 
part of the value of the outcome would be the event itself, the interchange 
that made collaboration the means of interaction, the relationships set up by 
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its having taken place. That might remind us, for example, of the acknowl-
edgements one expects in scientific authorship (Biagioli 1998; Biagioli and 
Galison 2003), which serve as transactional traces of past collaborations. I 
suspect such transactional traces are essential to sustaining the kinds of social 
relationships that are made out of collaboration, and thus to sustaining its 
practice. And if collaborations do not materialize?16 The case of taxol is in-
structive. It is certainly possible to reconstruct the moment at which a par-
ticular kind of collaboration was an intention, a hope for the future. But that 
reconstruction would belong to one side, to only one of the parties, in this 
case as part of the history of government negotiations; it could never become 
part of the history of partnership between public and private bodies, for that 
relationship did not develop further.

However, Euro-American examples offer something rather specific to 
themselves. Transactional traces can also be condensed into something 
portable or generic, that is, not requiring recall of particular events or relation-
ships each time. Notably they can be assimilated to the kind of ethical stance 
that would be taken in any encounter: collaborative intent rather than specific 
collaborations. In particular, do ethics protocols bear comparison with what 
Parry (2004: 59) argues for the transformation of organic specimens, or more 
closely perhaps Miller (2003) for the virtualism through which best practice 
protocols displace best practice?17 If so, just as chemical information stands 
in for plant specimens and performance indicators stand in for assessing a 
service, ethics protocols stand in for equitable relations. Typically they create 
a generic intention to treat an (any) ‘other party’ with due respect. Should 
collaboration along these lines materialize, it then becomes a concrete mani-
festation of the intention. Meanwhile, taking an ethical stand in advance has 
a virtual or dematerialized character insofar as one can hold the view without 
performing the act. And one can hold the view in relation to anyone.

I have further in mind the idea that there is a sort of moral reward, an 
intangible benefit, that comes for those who can demonstrate they have 
set collaboration in motion – or desire to do so. This recalls the inventive 
step taken by the patent holder or the originating expression of authorship 
in copyright, the unique signature in a trademark: the instigators of good 
practice, including those who can be seen to have inserted good practices into 
the research process (turning it into collaboration), can claim moral benefit 
for themselves. Acknowledging the protocols anticipates the instigation.

An example of this was evident in the ethnobotanists’ motivation to 
enter into agreements with source communities. But this concrete example, 
sketched through certain empirical instances involving the extraction of 
(what at least start off as) tangible products, also draws us into some of the 
complexities of rematerialization. Collaboration (of the benign, positive sort) 
turns out to have its own two dimensions: the relationships that ensue appear 
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at one moment two-sided, at another one-sided.18 Collaboration as a practice 
has to be two-sided, or it is not collaboration, collaboration as a value may 
be one-sided.19

The rematerialization of a practice into the value people put on it (that is, 
once the practice is valued, the value itself can be displayed regardless of how 
it is enacted) helps effect its one-sidedness. The asymmetry lies in the fact 
that values are not axiomatically shareable. Indeed, the chances are that ‘good 
practice’ will have been instigated by those who also have the edge of power 
(NCOB 2002, 2005). So the very actions by which researchers (say) try to 
acknowledge the interdependency between themselves and their subjects of 
study – whether embracing the intent to collaborate with source communi-
ties or communicating with patient-participants – reintroduces asymmetry. 
Everyone’s efforts may yield tangible outcomes (proceeds and profits) that 
can be shared, while precisely what cannot be shared is the ethical stance. I 
earlier suggested that all parties to a benefit-sharing agreement know that is 
what they are doing. Yet those who set up such agreements may well derive 
intangible benefits of a moral satisfaction that may not be shareable at all. 
Anderson (2000: 729) observes of Gadjusek and the Fore, and the apparently 
failed gestures of reciprocity, that we would need to know the place that such 
values held in all the participants’ schemes of things to see what was shared. 
As relations are acted out, moral satisfaction can be claimed by one side re-
gardless of the outcome or success of the collaborative interchange, and thus 
regardless of the state in which it leaves the relationships between the parties.

The PTC study encountered Euro-American practices geared not so much, 
as a Melanesian analysis might stress, to valuing relationships as to valuing 
culture, community, and indeed society, as abstract wholes. Thus ‘community’ 
and ‘culture’ turn populations20 into abstract entities of a particular kind 
(‘culture’ can supposedly be transmitted as though it were a donor with re-
cipients waiting in the wings; a ‘community’ can supposedly receive a benefit, 
as though it were an individual, regardless of what happens to the individual 
persons involved). One powerful manifestation of ‘society’ in the abstract is 
evident in its authority as a source of rules and norms, good practice guide-
lines, and regulations of all kinds.21 So I wonder if some Euro-American ex-
pectations geared to good practice do not circulate among practitioners, such 
as scientific or medical researchers, as elements of the ethical codes to which 
they subscribe. As abstract elements of an abstract code, principles or protocols 
acquire value precisely by virtue of their dislocation and independence from 
context.22 They seem (after Latour 1993) purer in their extracted state.

In other words, to say that ethical satisfaction becomes something of value 
that Euro-American people derive from their interchanges is only to say half 
of it. The other half of it is that the reference to ethics is reference to an 
abstract arena of values, and a person can be in any number of situations and 
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relationships and still find themselves subscribing to a code. Codes are in this 
sense highly portable. Above all, the ethical code in the abstract does not have 
to create a transactable item – mutual ethical satisfaction, say – that one party 
provides for the other. There is no need for an ethic of collaboration to be 
shared between the collaborating parties in order for some to lay claims to it. 
Its currency will belong to other circuits altogether.23

Corsín Jímenez (n.d.) puts this into a larger context.24 When, as he says, 
society makes a virtual object out of ‘society’, it can distance itself from other 
parts of itself, for it thus leaves room for all those places where something 
‘external’ is to be found (‘its proportional remainders’). Science and technol-
ogy, and one may add biomedicine, are recurrent examples. The value these 
generate can then be drawn back into/to its (society’s) own enhancement. 
This is where among other things the evocation of ethics and best practice is 
to be found, for their evocation does some of that extruding and incorporat-
ing work. Perhaps what can said of society can also be said of collaboration, 
when those who come together to do things (practice) mark out what they 
are doing as just that (valuing their values). One of the currencies people put 
into circulation is an ethical stance towards the act of collaboration itself. The 
beauty of it is that this Euro-American gesture towards the agency of others 
can be held independently of any specific interchange.

As abstract terms, ‘society’ and ‘collaboration’ are both part of the self-same 
field. In other words, we see the same logic at work in short stretches of 
relationships (collaborations) as well as in the way Euro-Americans try to 
visualize larger wholes (society).
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notes
 1.  This research venture was known as ‘Property, Transactions and Creations’ (PTC), its 

focus being ‘New Economic Relations in the Pacific’; see Hirsch’s chapter in Hirsch and 
Strathern 2004, on which I largely draw for the account of Gadjusek, and the references to 
Kirsch and to Kalinoe and Leach.

 2.  Galton was concerned by a paper read by Tylor in 1888 that compared institutions across 
several societies, ‘Galton’s problem’ being the extent to which these entities (institutions/
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societies) were independent of one another or had origins in common (e.g., Jorgensen 
1979; Burton and White 1987).

 3.  ‘Melanesian’ is an anachronism here, not a category current in Gadjusek’s time as it became 
since in Papua New Guinea (as in the political espousal of the ‘Melanesian way’). To un-
derstand how these items of Gadjusek’s were received we would need to know much 
more about local compensation practices, and about the expectations that the Fore had of 
their colonizers, as well as their previous experiences with anthropologists that Anderson 
describes.

 4.  Anderson observes that Gadjusek had this as a reason for trying to commodify the transac-
tions – if the samples he collected could be thought of as commodities, he could more easily 
detach them from their social source. He also established more conventional bartering 
relations with the Fore in order to obtain food and various forms of help.

 5.  See for example Hayden (2007). This was at the same time as IPR was developing as a 
potential reference point for claiming all kinds of entities as resources. Both Anderson 
and Hirsch comment on the pre-IPR environment in which Gadjusek worked (and how 
indeed he later became implicated in patenting tissue). Today, much as in the 1950s, the 
global enterprise of science arises out of political and economic accomplishments realized 
in local settings. The difference, however, is that now ‘governments and corporations ... 
can designate [modified, purified] brains, cells, and DNA as intellectual property, and ... 
can trade them as commodities in a global market’ (Anderson 2000: 735).

 6.  Strathern (n.d.) comments on assumptions about transferring knowledge as part of the 
conduct of medical research in a developing country, and in particular the medical re-
searchers’ anxiety that the participants understood what a clinical trial meant. Leach and 
Fairhead (2007) offer a set of detailed cross-cultural comparisons here.

 7.  The phasing of the compensation was to allow for the fact that the value of a collec-
tion would only be known once its full potential had been realized. Parry further notes 
that while royalties recognize the successive benefits that accrue from continued use of 
a product, companies are also absolved from compensating for anything other than the 
samples that have been of direct use to them (2004: 216–18).

 8.  See Parry (2004: 212–13) who quotes comments from Bristol-Myers Squibb about being 
willing to acquiesce to compensation up to a point and complaints from companies being 
put under pressure of ‘unreasonable’ demands.

 9.  Such as the US–Mexico contracts that forms the subject of her book, under the aegis 
of the US Government ICBG initiative (International Cooperative Biodiversity Groups 
programme).

 10.  This is very evident in the Nuffield Council’s follow-up workshop on The Ethics of Research 
Related to Healthcare in Developing Countries (NCOB 2005). Respondents and informants 
in research are ‘participants’, and ‘stake-holders’ include the local community and local 
health care services (2005: 60). It quotes one delegate to its workshop as saying that the 
whole research endeavour should be created as ‘a partnership’.

 11.  In favour, of course, of other identities. Hayden (2007) subsequently emphasizes that at 
one point vendors were regarded as ineligible as future benefit-recipients because they did 
not themselves represent the source communities of growers and gatherers. Her article 
documents the increasing creation of source communities as the only appropriate (‘ethical’) 
vehicles for receipt of benefit.

 12. And in turn to the task of (data, specimen) collection, or whatever form of participation is 
required, including clinical trials. May (May et al. 2003; May 2006) has some interesting 
observations to make about UK health research and its changing interest in ‘social’ param-
eters. Medical anthropology is replete with examples in relation to developing countries 
(see n. 6).

 13. With apologies to Graeber (2001) for continuing to use this term in an unreconstructed 
sense. I have no issue with his initial definition (‘Value becomes ... the way people represent 
the importance of their own actions to themselves’ or the way actions take on meaning for 
the actors by being incorporated ‘into a larger social whole’ [2001: 47, 67]), provided it is 
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allowed that persons can measure their creativity by the creativity of others. (I add that this 
is meant as an acknowledgement of his most interesting thesis, not as a rejoinder, which 
would be another project.)

 14. ‘Melanesia’, as used elsewhere in this chapter, refers to the synthetic product of analysis, 
Papua New Guinea to the country.

 15. Like the traces of memory and of forgetting described by Battaglia (1990).
 16. My thanks to Monica Konrad for prompting the question.
 17.  His is a study of ‘Best Value’, a statutory requirement imposed on all local and regional 

government bodies in England and Wales to demonstrate they have spent public money 
wisely, with inspections every five years, resulting in abstractions of service provision into 
codes and formulae for performance (2003: 58).

 18.  Relationships seen from both or one party’s point of view.
 19.  And (in turn) ‘value’ itself may be double-jointed, in Sunder Rajan’s (2006: 41) memorable 

phrase, and as Graeber (2001) expatiates. Value implies ‘material valuation by the market 
but also suggests a concern with the meaning and practice of ethics’ (Sunder Rajan 2006: 
19).

 20.  In other contexts the concept of ‘population’ may appear a thoroughly abstract entity; on 
the construction of the Hagahai as a distinct population in Papua New Guinea, see Kirsch 
(2004).

 21.  An objectification that allows adherence (for example, submitting to ethical review) to 
become a source of professional validation, as Simpson (this volume) notes for Sri Lanka. (It 
will be appreciated that ‘Euro-American’ refers to a world view informed by the European 
and American scientific enlightenment, and may be found anywhere.) A permissive version 
is objectified through the possibility of choice: in the UK, consultation papers that seek 
guidance as to how to set out guidance, routinely prompt the respondent with the query, 
‘What kind of society would you like to live in?’

 22.  The basis on which, in cases of abuse, human rights thinking will abstract brute ‘facts’ 
about the victim’s suffering from his or her circumstances (Wilson 1997). Such abstraction 
and decontextualization has been the source of much anthropological criticism. (It will 
be clear that I am using ‘ethics’ here not as a reflexive stance that actors have towards the 
world/towards others but in the code-of-conduct sense, in Corsín Jímenez’s (n.d.) phrase, 
ethics ‘not as knowledge of thyself, but as the “best practice” of that knowledge’.)

 23.  A Euro-American example is the circuit of individual self-extension known as ‘altruism’. 
This has resonances with aspects of the ‘gift’ in the Euro-American commodity economy, 
namely the possibility of giving (anonymously) to ‘society’ or the ‘community’. As Konrad 
has shown, far from doing violence to the concept of relationality, what she calls relations 
of non-relations comprise ‘the animation of an ethos whose spirit is induced to life through 
the mediations of a “someone”’ (2005: 242).

 24.  I appreciate permission to cite Corsín Jímenez’s argument.
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Chapter 6

Collaborative Imperatives: A Manifesto, of 
Sorts, for the Reimagination of the Classic 
Scene of Fieldwork Encounter

Douglas Holmes and George E. Marcus

Re-functioned ethnography has a more complicated cast of characters than the 
conversations traditional between the ethnographer and native subjects or infor-
mants. In contrast to the bilateral encounter over a camp table, ethnography for 
present situations is normally if not invariably constituted by the ethnographer, 
multiple subjects in some relation to one another (what relation may be self-evi-
dent, or may have to be discovered by the anthropologist) and liaisons. The con-
tours of ethnographic fieldwork are determined by the relations the ethnographer 
establishes with the liaisons and the subjects who provide the material critical to 
the construction of her project. Rather than a sequence of interviews, re-func-
tioned ethnography is much more like what in theater would be an ensemble 
production, which works through synchronization, or perhaps better, a film mon-
tage, in which relations among disparate and apparently disconnected items are 
established. (Westbrook 2008: 50)

In the first chapter of this volume, Monica Konrad indicates how inter-insti-
tutional collaborative forms might be prompting novel modes or awkward 
frames of social enquiry. In this essay, we want to discuss the virtues of such 
awkwardness in a case where a ‘third’ – Professor David ‘Bert’ Westbrook of 
the SUNY Buffalo Law School – entered our (Doug’s and George’s) long-
standing discussions – call them a collaboration – about changes in classical 
anthropological practices prompted by our own separate and shared pur-
suit of research projects, our pleasures and frustrations in teaching graduate 
student research after disciplinary critiques of the 1980s (see, for example, 
Marcus 1999), and the altered conditions of pursuing and defining objects 
and subjects for fieldwork. Our relation to Westbrook became dominated 
by the fancifully imposed fiction of anthropologists to expert informant, but 
it was hardly only that. Yet it was also not an interdisciplinary consultation 
among academic experts. As we will recount, we were more Westbrook’s 
subjects than vice versa. And, indeed, he has produced an understanding of 
anthropological ethnography today for his own purposes through us (West-
brook 2008). It is now for us to defer to this appropriation of us, to return 
Westbrook’s ‘gift’, the unexpected ‘table-turning’ counter-ethnographic ges-
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ture of the reflexive subject, and to draw some lessons from it for a model of 
fieldwork practice that is not yet articulated but certainly is in operation today 
in the many changing scenes of ethnography.

Call this relation of ours to Westbrook a collaboration of the most gen-
eratively awkward sort. We do not believe it was a fluke, but rather it encom-
passes key elements that define one increasingly common genre of fieldwork 
relationships as anthropologists expand the dimensions and scale of projects 
of ethnographic research. We recount how our serendipitous encounter with 
Bert suggests a reimagining of the still powerful embedded ideal of collabo-
ration at the heart of classic fieldwork.

We argue in this essay that ‘collaboration’ represents not merely some new 
or revamped practice to be added to the repertoire of methodological tools 
available to an ethnographer; rather we view collaboration as fundamental to 
what we have termed a re-functioning of ethnography (Holmes and Marcus 
2005a, 2005b, 2006). Key to this re-functioning is engaging, as it were, the 
para-ethnographic practices of our subjects, drawing on their analytical acu-
men and their existential insights to recast the intellectual imperatives of our 
own methodological practices. Working amid and on collaborations signifi-
cantly shifts the purposes of ethnography from a descriptive-analytic function 
for which it has settled to a deferral to the subject’s modes of knowing, a 
function to which ethnography has long aspired. This act of deferral, as a dis-
tinctive methodological premise that we have derived from our relationship 
with Bert Westbrook, is thus generative of different collaborative configura-
tions by which, we believe, the architecture of a re-functioned ethnography 
gains coherence.

Experimental Ethos

Every contemporary ethnographic project faces in its formative moments a 
distinctive conundrum. The long-established anthropological archive does lit-
tle in the way of providing access and, in fact, may frustrate entry to the kind 
of ethnographic settings that most of us seek to explore: epistemic communi-
ties – communities in which ‘research’, broadly conceived, is integral to their 
function – the science lab serves as the paradigmatic example, but we think 
that an experimental ethos is now built into the structure of the contemporary 
and manifest in countless settings ranging from alternative art spaces to central 
banks, from communities of climate scientists to communities of Catholic po-
litical activists. These settings are compelling insofar as within them emergent 
social and cultural forms are being devised and enacted.

Put bluntly, the methodological preoccupations and theoretical conceits 
that have both legitimated and enabled the powerfully imagined scene of 
fieldwork exchange between anthropologist and subject in the past are of 
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diminished value, or have been fully eclipsed in many settings today. Yet, at 
precisely the moment that we find ourselves bereft of a long-established and 
even beloved professional research apparatus, we learn that within these mi-
lieus of contemporary fieldwork operate reflexive subjects whose intellectual 
practices assume real or figurative interlocutors.

Finding our way into settings in which the reflexive subject actively shapes 
an experimental ethos has become a common aim of fieldwork. We can find 
a preexisting ethnographic consciousness or curiosity, which we term para-
ethnography, nested in alternative art space in Tokyo or San Paolo, at an 
environmental NGO in Costa Rica, the central bank of Chile and the head-
quarters of the major pharmaceutical firm in Basel or Mumbai. This kind 
of communicative relationship is anticipated within the Russian Academy of 
Sciences and a mine engineering department in a university in Johannesburg. 
Among junior officers of the Australian Armed Forces just back from a tour 
in Afghanistan we can encounter a robust critical consciousness and novel 
registers of politics and experience as well as their taste for Afghan cuisine, 
all of which can sustain ethnographic collaborations. In the haunts of youth 
culture in Shanghai or a police headquarters in Caracas, travelling with an 
itinerate folk opera troupe in Northern China or with human rights activists 
in Chiapas or Darfur, the figure of the para-ethnographer comes into view. If 
one ventures into the back offices of a French investment bank to converse 
with the mathematicians who engineer financial instruments or converses 
with climate modellers in Boulder or Catholic activists serving the elderly in 
Milan or Warsaw, we encounter actors experimenting with various narratives 
of their personal circumstances and the ambiguous conditions framing their 
expectations and sentiments. Then there are the physicians interpreting new 
imaging technologies or the televangelists mediating the spiritual lives of a 
globally connected charismatic community – both practitioners implicated in 
technological changes that neither fully understands. There are the members 
of the open software movement who seek to shape the norms of cyberspace 
or bloggers crafting idiosyncratic perspectives from which to narrate and in-
fluence political and social processes.

In all of these settings we will find figures involved in creative practices 
that assume intellectual partners, interlocutors with whom a critical conver-
sation can unfold thus anticipating a collaborative engagement. To define 
conditions of fieldwork in all of these settings so as to pursue our agendas, we 
must first meet expectations that anticipate what ethnography might mean 
for them and for us. Fitting in so as to be able to do ethnography (noth-
ing new in this!) means doing a kind of conceptual work with partners in 
fieldwork that both revises preconceived research frames to their core and 
remains legible in and constitutive of whatever ethnography claims for itself 
as product of research.
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Imperatives

Constituting scenes of fieldwork out of real life, so to speak, is experienced by 
many of us today whose fieldwork gains compass and scale by the conceptual 
work that we do with latter-day ‘key informants’, who as epistemic partners, 
instead, define the imaginary and plot of our own inquiries. Hence projects 
emerge out of a series of collaborative imperatives.

Firstly ‘our methods’, that is the practices of ethnography, have been as-
similated as key intellectual modalities of our time. The contest inside bu-
reaucracies of various kinds and policy-making circles is precisely for inter-
pretations of emerging realities, and regardless of winners or losers, there 
are those perspectives in play that parallel the curiosities of ethnographers in 
particularities, the conditions of lived ordinary experience, and a sensitivity 
to the rules of informal culture that dominate governing rationalities and 
formalisms. There is hardly a demand for ethnography itself to duplicate or 
to operate independently of these para-ethnographic tendencies and desires 
within its scenes of fieldwork. What is left for it to do? Ethnography ad-
vances today by deferring to, absorbing, and being altered by found reflexive 
subjects – by risking collaborative encounters of uncertain outcomes for the 
production of ethnographic knowledge in the forms that have been regulated 
by the disciplinary communities that propel anthropologists into fieldwork.

Secondly, within the epistemic communities that we seek to explore our 
subjects are themselves fully capable of doing superb ethnography in their 
own idioms. Within their own situated discourses, the basic descriptive func-
tion of ethnography is very likely to be already exercised (artifactually, books 
and memoirs emerge every day now from within, so to speak, that explain, 
with a strong edge of critique, how the most complex and strategic contem-
porary processes, institutions, and organizations operate and have their own 
cultures). Anthropologists are not needed to add ‘critique’, moral injunction, 
or higher meaning to these accounts.

Thirdly, therefore, we must relearn our method from our subjects as epis-
temic partners, from a careful assessment of how they engage our world and 
our time intellectually. This presumes motivation, intent, purpose, curiosity 
as well as intellectual appropriation on the part of subjects who agree to be-
come part of, or cooperate with, ethnographic inquiry. Against the prevailing 
theoretical tides of the last two decades the ethnographic subject has returned 
forcefully and persuasively. Put indelicately, the subject is back and fully in 
our poststructuralist faces. We want this subject to perform a deferred intel-
lectual operation for us that we cannot do under the established imaginary 
of the ethnographer’s relation to subject as informant. This renegotiation of 
the rules of engagement with the dialogic, epistemic subject in ethnographic 
research opens the intellectual space for a rethinking of collaboration beyond 
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the older understanding of it as the subject responding to, cooperating with, 
and tolerating the ethnographer’s more or less overt agendas.

What we are describing here is neither style nor fad, nor is it a mere emen-
dation or add-on to the compendium of practices available to the anthro-
pologist. There are two common senses of collaboration to which we take 
exception in developing ours in this essay. One is the sense of collaboration 
long implicitly embedded in anthropological fieldwork, concerning the an-
thropologist in relation to a less powerful and formally silent subject in tradi-
tional ethnography. This sense has been the source of much critique since the 
1980s and is the basis today of restating the ethics of research by recognizing 
as a norm of research practice these long-embedded collaborative relations. 
In our rethinking of fieldwork relationships, we have a sense of the dynamics 
of power and the intellectual standing of the reflexive subject. For us, col-
laboration is overt, epistemic, and mutually invested in.

The other sense of collaboration is a heightened contemporary ideology 
of practice in which many projects of fieldwork define themselves. This is 
collaboration that defines the pervasive condition of the contemporary social 
that the (still usually lone) ethnographer wants to work within. Both ideo-
logically and tangibly, it is collaboration of the collaboratory of the informa-
tion age and the operating ethos of the organizations (corporations, univer-
sities, NGOs etc.), institutions, and arrangements that define the processes 
that anthropologists study worldwide. It is the ‘ether’ of spaces of fieldwork 
today. Of course ethnographers must blend into this ideological order as the 
condition of doing fieldwork research, but in so doing, they cannot quite 
avoid the once deprofessionalizing move of ‘going native’. This is the prob-
lem of not just appearing to go along with the collaborative milieu in order 
to do ethnography, as we have known it, but to respond to the imperatives 
to work collaboratively within the reimagined classic Malinowskian scene of 
fieldwork. Being marginal natives or strangers in a world that constitutes it-
self as collaborations all the way down just will not do. Ethnographers need 
to construct models of fieldwork as collaboration for themselves that let them 
operate with their own research agendas inside the pervasive collaboratories 
that define social spaces today.

As against these two senses of collaboration – atoning for the past sin 
of not recognizing collaboration in traditional fieldwork, going along with 
collaborations as the environment of research so as to be in control of one’s 
research as the still lone ethnographer – we want to distinguish the one that 
remakes classic fieldwork that we discuss here. There is the matter of es-
caping, on the one hand, atonement for the once silenced subject, and, on 
the other, avoiding becoming an artifact of the contemporary collaboratory 
of the global information age which restructures all organizational environ-
ments seemingly.
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For us, then, the figure of the para-ethnographer changes fundamentally 
the rules of the game for collaboration and the mediation of ideas and sensi-
bilities encompassed by and within the ethnographic exchange. We have no 
interest in collaboration as a ‘division of labor’ among the investigators who 
control the design of project or as the basis for blending of academic exper-
tise or as gestures to a canonical interdisciplinarity. The corrective is, again, 
to integrate fully our subjects’ analytical acumen and insights to define the 
issues at stake in our project, as well as the means by which we explore them.

So, here is our profoundly simple ethnographic observation: these ex-
perimental discourses in scenes of fieldwork prevail everywhere today, and 
impelled by the ideological push for new arrangements and paradigms in 
established organizations as ‘being collaborative’, they presume a ‘master 
interlocutor’ to whom these reflexive stories are addressed. The interlocu-
tor can be ‘real’; a family member, a colleague, a patient, a client, etc. or 
‘figurative’; the market, the public and so forth, but our point is that there 
is an emphatic presumption of positions into which ethnographers can eas-
ily insinuate themselves. Again, the space of collaboration is created for the 
ethnographer prior to his or her arrival on the scene and the ethnographer is 
a figure whose presence is anticipated.

A Short History of Thinking Together into an Era of 
Collaborative Imperatives

The Late Editions project of the 1990s, produced under George’s editorship 
at Rice University (see Marcus 1993–2000) was a decade long experiment 
and response to the then current intense critique in the academy of realist and 
documentary representation (e.g., Clifford and Marcus 1986), yet at a time 
– the fin-de-siècle – when there was an equally intense intellectual and public 
interest precisely in documentary accounts of the century’s legacy and new 
(even millennial) futures emerging. Through collective and interdisciplin-
ary editorial deliberations – call this a collaborative project indeed, although 
collaboration at that time was not the pervasive ideological figure that it 
is now – under agreed topical frames, participants were asked to develop 
conversations with selected, cooperating subjects throughout the world, and 
to produce dialogical writings, representations of conversations rather than 
realities; entretiens, in the French genre, for a series of annuals until the year 
2000 (there were eight of them). The conversational, dialogical (and not 
simply interview) format of the series was a hedging against the powerful 
critiques of realist documentary representation at the time, while being able 
to produce documentation of a heightened sense of global transformations, 
characteristic of fin-de-siècle ideology.



132   |   Douglas Holmes and George E. Marcus

Regardless of the judgements about the successes and failures of this 
collaborative experiment, what it did do for George and Doug (who was 
a participant in the project over the years) – as a by-product of the specific 
intentions of the series – was to cast their attention critically on the pres-
ent conditions and classic ideology of fieldwork relationships in anthropo-
logical ethnography as the compass and scale of such research was changing 
markedly through the 1990s. While the Late Editions project, because of its 
origins among anthropologists, did ask its interdisciplinary contributors and 
reporters to exercise something like an ethnographic sensibility, we never pre-
sumed that we were producing a paradigm for the rethinking of ethnographic 
fieldwork itself; we were responding rather to counter-posed theoretical cri-
tiques and documentary urges of the times.

Yet one legacy of the Late Editions project was to focus George and Doug’s 
joint attention on the scene of fieldwork as a focus of problematization in the 
disciplinary projects that each were pursuing at the time. For George, the 
problem was how to rethink the dynamics of fieldwork relationships in the 
context of a paradigm of multi-sited ethnography, which he was trying to 
articulate (Marcus 1998). Having grown up in anthropology on the study 
of elites, George thought through a revised scene of fieldwork in terms of a 
trope of ‘complicity’ (Marcus 1998) in which the ethnographer allied with 
the subject as intellectual partner in coming to terms with the understand-
ing of a shared common object of curiosity ‘elsewhere’. George’s conceptual 
work was fed by the co-evolving research of Doug on shifting political trends 
in Europe that required him to think about the dynamics of fieldwork in ways 
that contrasted with his earlier research in northern Italy. Doug’s fieldwork at 
the site of the European Parliament led to scenes of fieldwork elsewhere that 
coalesced as an account of the poorly understood social and cultural strength 
of neofascism in contemporary Europe (see Holmes 2000). The key point 
here is that this latter shift in his research developed because of his rethinking 
of the dynamics of the fieldwork encounter, reported on in the Late Editions 
series as a conversation with Bruno Gollnisch of Jean-Marie Le Pen’s move-
ment (see Holmes 1993).

George and Doug’s shared efforts of the 1990s have led them to fur-
ther develop after 2000 a reimagination of the scene of fieldwork encoun-
ter as collaboration, according to this explicit topical fashion and ideological 
imperative of the present. Since 2000, the project vehicles for George and 
Doug’s joint reimagining of the scene of fieldwork have been increasingly 
posed in terms of collaboration in which the first section of this essay has 
been couched. George completed a work, Ocasião, with a Portuguese aris-
tocrat (Marcus and Mascarenhas 2005) that on the face of it looked like an-
other in the genre of reflexive, co-produced ethnography so popular after the 
critiques of the 1980s when anthropologists were licensed to write explicitly 
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dialogic works as ethnography. But for George there were different principles 
at work in his epistolary exchanges with Mascarenhas. While much is learned 
in Ocasião about the world of the contemporary Portuguese aristocracy, roles 
of anthropologist and subject in this text are never settled; there is a game of 
mutual deferral and appropriation going on that explores unformed norms of 
collaboration implicit in ethnography where the fiction of the ethnographer’s 
authority is mutually acknowledged but shifts in its assumption between an-
thropologist and subject. There were elements in this relationship that were 
later to be more fully explored when Bert Westbrook arrived in the realm of 
George and Doug’s longstanding thinking together. And these are the ele-
ments that seem characteristic of ethnography as collaboration today.

Along Came Bert: The Appearance of a Third Makes Two, 
Us and Him – What Happens to the Fiction of Fieldwork 
Encounter

George and Doug entered into regular and sustained conversations over the 
past four years with Professor David ‘Bert’ Westbrook, formerly a corporate 
lawyer, and now scholar of corporations (see, for example, Westbrook and 
Lemert 2007) and many other subjects at the SUNY Buffalo Law School, 
perhaps the last to sustain in ethos the Critical Legal Studies movement at its 
peak in the 1980s. Bert came to their attention in a way quite conventional 
for many academic associations: his remarkable work of social and philo-
sophical critique of capitalism and its post-Second World War evolution, City 
of Gold: An Apology for Global Capitalism in a Time of Discontent (2004) 
informed their own projects and especially Doug’s on central banking in its 
very early stages. But we also found operating within the text something that 
looked like para-ethnographic sensibilities and, more importantly, we found 
the outlines of an argument or arguments that might begin to explain the 
emergence of these intellectual practices that anticipate collaboration.

It was perhaps Bert’s curiosity and his perception that the practice of an-
thropological ethnography, sensitized and stimulated by its auto-critiques of 
the 1980s as intellectual form and distinctive technology of inquiry, could 
support his growing critique of scholarly work in law schools and the contem-
porary US university generally. The three of them began to develop obviously 
mutually beneficial conversations (see for example, Holmes, Marcus, and 
Westbrook 2006) that are characteristic of academic life at its most fulfilling.

However, Doug and George began to construct their relationship with 
Bert fancifully and fictively ‘as if ’ he were the anthropologist’s classic other. 
Their relationship to him, though collegial and intellectually satisfying, also 
seemed to be a simulacrum of the kinds of fieldwork situations and relation-
ships that they were trying to understand in their own projects (e.g., the poli-
tics of the European Union, central banking, Ocasião) and in those of their 
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students (e.g., the para-site interventions of the Center for Ethnography, see 
below), and of many other ethnographic inquiries played out on multi-sited 
scales. The fact that this sort of curiosity seemed to be reciprocal on Bert’s 
part, and that indeed his areas of expertise and experience were those of the 
reflexive subjects, the ‘counterparts’, of so many current ethnographic proj-
ects made this fiction of the scene of fieldwork for George and Doug irresist-
ible and compelling.

Yet, this is as far as this fanciful imaginary would have gone had not Bert 
pushed his inquiry into the culture of anthropology through George and 
Doug with much more intellectual power than they pushed their fictive in-
quiry into his space. His aggressive move to understand and eventually write 
about ethnography with George and Doug as informants, and its possible uses 
as a form of critical discourse and intellectual work generally stimulated them 
to think about their relationship to Bert more seriously as a vehicle to think 
systematically and experimentally about the changing nature of fieldwork 
projects in their own and others’ projects of research. So, George and Doug’s 
relationship to Bert became a prototypical simulacrum for thinking through a 
new schematics of fieldwork alongside or parallel to ongoing projects of eth-
nographic research with the analogous relations to reflexive subjects mutually 
recognized as para-ethnographers described earlier in this essay. George and 
Doug’s relationship to Bert – call it a collaboration – thus gave them a context 
to work though certain characteristics of the collaborative norms and forms 
developing in many projects of ethnographic research today.

A critical turn in this relationship occurred when its reciprocal nature 
became clear, and especially when, with extraordinary rapidity in late 2006 
and early 2007, Bert produced a book, Navigators of the Contemporary: Why 
Ethnography Matters (2008). This represented clearly a material and intel-
lectual appropriation of George and Doug’s thinking about anthropology 
for the purposes of Bert’s own intellectual projects in his particular discursive 
space. While up to that point only fancifully playing with their relationship to 
Bert as one of anthropologist to subject, contemplating him as (pace Lévi-
Strauss’s famous quip on totemism) ‘good to think about their own parallel 
concerns with’, what were they now to do with their being appropriated by 
Bert’s brilliant act of (counter) para-ethnography? What kind of conceptual 
work had Bert done for them in producing this text? To what did this turn in 
George and Doug’s relationship to Bert correspond in the changing dynam-
ics of fieldwork research that they had been trying to come to terms with in 
their own research?

Here it might be useful to attend briefly to what Bert claimed he was 
doing in providing his account of the contemporary predicament of anthro-
pological ethnography as understood through his relationship to his infor-
mants, George and Doug. It should be clear that Bert was not appropriating 
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ethnography from them so that he could literally become an ethnographer 
in his own space. Rather he perceived a profound problem of intellectual 
form and critical acuity of thought in his own milieu, that of legal scholarship 
and education leading into legal practice, and ultimately of the understand-
ing of politics within the overarching frame of markets, corporations, and 
governance of contemporary (Western) society. Through his relationship to 
George and Doug, and probably before that, he came to reflect on the power 
of ‘mere’ conversations and the chains of association that they create – call 
them collaborations – as the contemporary form in which important collec-
tive intellectual work could be done. It is for example, ideology – past and 
present – and the actual practices of ethnography that have so defined Doug 
and George’s mutual interest that inspired Bert to investigate them in order 
to understand the value of their thinking about a disciplinary practice for his 
own scholarly projects. Bert thus brilliantly appropriates George and Doug’s 
thought about the re-functioning of ethnography and restates it in terms of 
his own agenda – that is, new ways to have conversations in ‘bureaucracies’ 
(like universities and laws schools) and against false dreams of intellectual 
‘celebrity’. According to Bert, ethnography provides collaborations with sub-
jects who provide their own accounts for their own purposes but who, in so 
doing, can get at what he calls ‘mutual situations’ that in turn have broader 
linked trajectories to other situations and problems in the world (not a bad 
restatement of George and Doug’s frame, and at the same time the situation 
of his own relation to them – call it collaboration upon collaboration about 
collaboration). As Bert says of his book project:

This book grew out of conversations, mostly about staging, conducting, and learn-
ing through conversations. At the same time … many of my intellectual projects, 
including this one, are increasingly conducted as a series of conversations. And 
it has become clear that the right conversations, appropriately linked, can teach 
me new things about the world. Indeed, largely due to Doug’s work with cen-
tral banks, it has become clear that the right conversations can exemplify, situate, 
and even demonstrate or correct my own rather abstract thought … I began to 
think about conversation as an intellectual activity in its own right. Thus my es-
sential interest is not in ethnography per se but in possibilities for a certain kind of 
intellectual conversation. In the university and in the lives of George and Doug, 
such conversations are institutionalized in anthropology departments, and dis-
cussed under the rubric of ‘ethnography’. But those are their jobs, not mine. I am 
not trying to use conversation to resolve certain problems in ethnography; I have 
learned about ethnography because I care about certain kinds of conversations. 
(Westbrook 2008: 30)

So, Bert has performed a kind of tutored appropriation of anthropology. It 
wasn’t George and Doug that he appropriated but an understanding of their 
disciplinary culture and practice. This is reverse anthropology in the finest Ma-
linowskian legacy. Collaboration for Bert has been about discussing the dy-
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namics of relationships and this is of key conceptual importance to him in 
thinking about the relationship and efficacy of the (academic) intellectual in 
the United States to politics. What energized Doug and George’s thinking 
together over the years was seized upon by an unanticipated interlocutor who 
energized himself by appropriating George and Doug as subjects, so to speak, 
and restating them in a different terrain that in turn has produced a surge 
in their own longstanding conversations about the re-functioning of ethno-
graphic research since the 1980s. This metaphorical language of energy flow 
to characterize these intellectual exchanges may seem extravagant, but it does 
capture a sense of the breakthrough satisfaction in the relationship after the 
moment of Bert’s decisive materialization of it in the production of Navigators.

Now to return to the question of what this relationship to Bert means 
for George and Doug’s thinking together about the changing character of 
ethnography after Bert himself has declared so decisively about what this re-
lationship has meant to him and his projects. This is to return to George and 
Doug’s fiction that their relationship to Bert has been ‘like fieldwork’ and to 
take it seriously as a prototypical parallel space of simulacrum in which they 
could learn something about the principles or changing schematics of field-
work relationships – call them collaborations – that are developing alongside 
in their own and others’ projects of research that they observe today. Clearly 
the relationship to Bert of mutual intellectual benefit has moved George and 
Doug ethnographically into domains in which they are interested – the law, 
markets, corporations – in a far more profound way than had the relation-
ship been familiarly collegial, more formal, not gone beyond talking to Bert 
about his book City of Gold, which stands for him, so to speak. By the contest 
of mutual appropriation, which Bert won, so to speak, because he was per-
haps more motivated (the language of contest, though perhaps foreign and 
uncomfortable in speaking about fieldwork relationships is apt, in this case), 
George and Doug were transported more profoundly into a world that they 
ethnographically wanted to be in than would otherwise have been likely. Bert 
has provided them with a compass to construct research in a variety of do-
mains in which they and their students are interested (central banks, NGOS, 
legal documents and judgements, international regimes of governance, poli-
tics). It is for George and Doug to move on from here (see below: Envoi), 
but the point of this essay has been to say something about the contemporary 
dynamics of situating ethnography, the prime purpose of which in the classic 
era would have been couched in something like working with the ‘native’s 
point of view’. The contemporary equivalent of this is something much more 
complicated and collaborative that George and Doug’s relationships to Bert 
as a simulacrum has given them the opportunity to explore.
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* * *

So, at its most schematic, the relationship with Bert represents a fieldwork 
situation where an appropriation by a subject or set of subjects (instead of 
a ‘Bert’, perhaps an ongoing collective project in the scene(s) of fieldwork) 
with what we have termed para-ethnographic curiosity has trumped, so to 
speak, the authority, or comfortable self-definition of the ethnographer as 
the one who conducts the inquiry and shapes the conceptual agenda. The 
ethnographer, to work ‘inside’ a conceptual space, is now brought into it by 
an unfamiliar and perhaps uncomfortable negotiation of her own frameworks 
which she holds dear even given all of the traditional inclinations in anthro-
pology to be open, to probe native points of view, and so on. There is a dif-
ferent sort of conceptual work going on here, where the informing categories 
of the ethnographer’s frame are being appropriated. For the fieldwork to 
prosper, the ethnographer must defer to this appropriation before his or her 
own pursuits can move ahead. This act of deferral is like Alice through the 
Looking Glass and requires a different sort of imaginary of collaboration in 
fieldwork to achieve this very traditional core desideratum of ethnography in 
many research projects today. To fail to reproduce something like working 
within ‘native points of view’ amid today’s para-ethnographically inclined 
subjects is to lose the historic distinctiveness of ethnographic accounts, which 
we want to sustain in these terms. Despite the openness of ethnography to 
subjects in the past, we think that the ‘deferral to appropriation’, as one genre 
or schematic of conceptual work that defines the heart of de facto fieldwork 
collaborations today, is the ‘raw material’ that provides the project of reimag-
ining the scene of fieldwork today. To be sure, we have only focused here 
on the collaborative conditions that produce a different sort of terrain and 
function for fieldwork; how a found collaboratively conceived conceptual ap-
paratus plays out in the course of a project is another more elaborate story. 
The fact that fieldwork today gains traction, so to speak, with something 
akin to George and Doug’s simulacrum with Bert – the set direction for an 
ensemble production, as Bert himself characterizes it – is as far as we want to 
go in this essay.

A final and fair question is how rare is a ‘Bert’ or ‘Berts’ in routine cre-
ations of scenes of fieldwork today? Are we drawing too much from an ex-
treme case of serendipitous advantage and fanciful construction? That is, how 
valid is it, or how far can the relationship with Bert be used as a simulacrum 
to think about the schematics and dynamics of changing fieldwork situations 
today, especially in relation to para-ethnographically inclined reflexive sub-
jects and counterparts? At stake are de facto norms in play in many fieldwork 
projects today about relationships that can be called collaborative that badly 
need articulation, discussion, and debate. While there are perhaps several 
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genres or schematics at play, we believe that the dynamics of collaboration 
that we have described in George and Doug’s relation to Bert gives us at least 
a working imaginary for re-functioning ethnography. And, more or less at the 
same time, Doug was drawing on these insights in his ongoing research on 
central banks in order to underwrite an extended ethnographic project. The 
project demonstrates that ‘Bert’ is, by no means, an oddity or an exception, 
but representative of interlocutors who can be recruited to the re-functioning 
effort and to turning the tables provocatively in diverse settings.

George and Doug’s Post-2000 Projects

Since 2000, George and Doug have each developed a project or vehicle in 
which to probe more systematically the changing scene of fieldwork, themed 
as collaboration that they had been reimagining together previously. In 
Doug’s case, it is an ambitious ethnography of central banking. For George’s, 
it is a reconsideration of the pedagogy of graduate dissertation projects that 
strategically bring students into careers of ethnographic research. It will be 
obvious and legible how these projects have been deeply informed by the 
schematics of the turns in their co-occurring and parallel relationship to Bert 
as we have just described.

Central Banking

Doug has examined the collaborative scene that has emerged around an ‘ex-
periment’ – a highly collaborative experiment – orchestrated within a group of 
central banks, by which these institutions recruited the public to confer value 
on our currencies and thus on our lives more generally. The audacious experi-
ment, initially designed and formalized as policy by the Reserve Bank of New 
Zealand, seeks to influence future sensibilities – not just sensibilities about the 
future but also sensibilities in the future – to shape expectations that impel 
the most fundamental dynamic of market economies: the evolution of prices.

The logic guiding the experiment – that has come to be known prosaically 
as ‘inflation targeting’ – goes like this: if the behaviour of prices is ‘expecta-
tional’ then an anticipatory policy that projects central bank action into the 
future becomes a means to shape these sentiments. As ‘economic agents’ – 
that is, you and I – assimilate policy intentions as our own personal expecta-
tions we do the work of the central bank. As our expectations about prices 
become ‘anchored’ by virtue of this kind of communicative action, we confer 
a continuing value on our currencies by restraining inflationary pressures that 
would devalue them. The creation and perpetuation of this regime of value 
is predicated, in part, on carefully calibrated communications – ‘econometric 
allegories’ – informed by a keen technical acumen and formulated by a small 
group of individuals working within these institutions.
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Doug’s project is framed not as an ethnography of a central bank or cen-
tral banking per se, but an ethnography of an experiment, broadly conceived, 
that persuaded these famously secretive institutions – institutions which were 
in some notable cases committed well into the 1990s to a mystique of secrecy 
as vital to their function – to adopt far-reaching communicative practices 
under the aegis of transparency. The point here is that ‘our’ ethnography can 
be nested within this experiment and yet operate independent of it and the 
actors can thus be recruited to define collaboratively the relevant anthropo-
logical questions.

Experimentation here is not merely about a formal testing of a particular 
proposition or hypothesis; rather it is about the continuous evolution of a set 
of social practices and the critical labour by which the personnel of central 
banks bring to bear new insights and knowledge to modify and to refine the 
assumptions that inform their practices. Within the inflation target frame-
work there is the possibility of errors of analysis and judgement, infelicitous 
timing and imprecise communications that can yield a range of ‘suboptimal’ 
outcomes, if not, overt failures. In other words, it is precisely the possibility 
that this framework can ‘fail’ that underwrites the experimental ethos in these 
settings and introduces a creative tension within the collaborative scene.

Actors within these institutions are fully aware of the unstable nature of 
the economic phenomena they are charged with managing as well as the limi-
tations of their analytical tools designed to measure, if not predict, its perfor-
mance. They understand that they must continually create agile theoretical 
accounts in order to capture the dynamic character of this global system and 
they do this with a remarkable degree of candor and reflexive acuity. The crit-
ical discourse that pervades these institutions thus anticipates an interlocutor: 
a real or figurative interlocutor to whom these practices are explained and 
justified and it is this role that an ethnographer incidentally may be suited to 
fill. Moreover, under the aegis of ‘transparency’ that currently pervades these 
institutions, the ethnographer has something like an ideological legitimiza-
tion if not a full intellectual remit.

Doug’s inquiry is about the creation and articulations of value by means 
of econometric allegories; allegories that constitute far more than mere com-
mentaries, reflections, or analyses of economic phenomena: rather, they are 
themselves economic mechanisms instrumental for the operation of the 
global economy. Hence, the creation of these allegories serve as a strategic 
means for inter-mediating between micro- and macro-level phenomena as a 
handful of reflexive subjects create narratives designed to influence financial 
markets globally. In the dynamic epistemic scenes of Doug’s project there 
is an ‘overlapping academic/fieldwork space’, in which practice and critical 
scholarship are inseparable and where an experimental ethos is cultivated, 
which George has termed ‘a para-site’.



140   |   Douglas Holmes and George E. Marcus

A Center for Ethnography and Para-Site Interventions in  
Dissertation Research

On inaugurating a Center for Ethnography at the University of California, 
Irvine, in 2005, George with others defined one of its key themes, The Eth-
nography of/as Collaboration. Under this theme, they sponsor ‘para-site’ 
events as interventions into the appropriate phases of credential-defining first 
fieldwork projects of anthropologists-in-the-making.1 One of the Center’s 
board members, the anthropologist Justin Richland, expressed the function 
of the para-site interventions in introducing the Center’s second such event:

Ethnography as both theory and method has escaped the disciplinary borders of its 
anthropological origins, and even beyond academia. The notions and practices typi-
cally associated with ‘classical’ ethnography – detailed observation of in situ human 
action, coupled with a deep(er) engagement with their subjects – are today a regular 
feature of the labor of diversely situated actors. The range of persons and activi-
ties engaging in such para-ethnography is vast, from ‘brand’ capitalists to ethno-
indigenous culture-brokers, and equally recognizable as modes of state surveillance 
and certain types of performance art. Moreover, as the subjects of anthropological 
investigation become ever more attenuated from the classical ‘native on the beach’, 
ethnographers increasingly find themselves confronted with people whose everyday 
theories and practices appear strikingly familiar to their own. The time has come 
for ethnographers to come to grips with the ways in which some mode of para-
ethnography, undertaken by actors who are collaborators in (rather than subjects 
of) our investigations, is always already a part of sites where our research alights. In 
so doing, we begin to take measure of ethnography’s leakages, and particularly the 
ways in which they effect our investigations as they are taking place.

The purpose of para-site experiments is to perform just such an intervention. It is 
both to ask after and to perform a kind of shared conceptual labor with our col-
laborator-subjects at key moments in ongoing projects of ethnographic research. 
The seminar or workshop – modalities of the academic setting – becomes a kind 
of theatre for a temporary moment of complicities. As such, it is orchestrated by 
the ethnographer in collaboration with subjects, with the purpose being to derive 
a conceptual apparatus for the ethnographer’s particular work, in ways specific to 
the material that the project has been developing.

The para-site event is thus a carefully designed intervention into research projects 
that are still individually conceived, conducted, and written up. At the same time it 
compels researchers and their collaborator-subjects to more explicitly reflect upon 
the intellectual partnerships at stake in their research relationships. Para-site events 
enact a space for a kind of conceptual work that is not derivable from theory, aca-
demic literatures, or interviews. Rather it pursues those moments of ethnographic 
investigation that embody its most thoroughly collaborative ideals, serving to op-
erationalize the conceptual work that these ideals always entail and on which the 
originality of the ethnographic work depends.

This is the second in a continuing series of para-site experiments. No two will be 
alike. Each presents different design problems and opportunities in shaping aca-
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demic contexts of the seminar or workshop for conceptual work that is both inside 
fieldwork and the arenas where it is ultimately received and judged.

* * *

So, by 2000 for both George and Doug there were new dimensions and 
qualities to the dialogic properties of fieldwork in the context of ethno-
graphic research projects of non-traditional compass and scale. While these 
were very clearly issues about collaborative research norms in fieldwork, of 
a different character than had been critiqued and exposed in various earlier 
critiques of Malinowskian fieldwork, the articulation of these proto-norms 
at play in contemporary (now routine) multi-sited research, and their impli-
cations for the future of anthropology’s distinctive and signature mode of 
inquiry, are only now being addressed in what we consider to be an explicitly 
ideological era of pervasive collaborative knowledge making endeavors of all 
kinds. Certainly, then, it is an era of ethnography of collaboration as a per-
vasive social condition in the problems and sites where anthropologists have 
the ambition to develop their research. It permeates, for example, the sites of 
fieldwork in the range of examples that we offered previously, and indeed in 
the other essays of this volume. But to what extent is it necessary to conceive 
ethnography itself in its doing as collaboration that is different from the way 
this trope has been buried in the humanistic professional craft culture of 
method of the past?

Then along came Bert … to help us address this question.

Envoi

As we finish this essay George and Doug are embarking on participation – call 
it a collaboration – in an ethnographic research project, just being organized 
and implemented, that reflects both the main elements of this era of pervasive 
collaborational imperatives in the way that institutional processes of all kinds 
are organized, as well as the rather intimate changing collaborative imperatives 
within the ethnographic method itself for which their relationship to Bert 
Westbrook became a schematic simulacrum. As perhaps a special irony, Bert 
Westbrook will be moving along with George and Doug into the growing 
collaborative space of the ethnographers who are undertaking this project.

Pascal Lamy, General Secretary of the World Trade Organization in Ge-
neva invited Professor Marc Abélès of the École des Hautes Etudes en Sci-
ence Sociales, who is known for his many studies of French and European 
political organization, to undertake an ethnographic study of the WTO, with 
access to its internal operations, at a highly sensitive time in this relatively 
new organization’s history. Lamy insisted on a team of researchers of broad 
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multicultural make-up. Abélès has invited George to this team and George 
has invited the participation of Doug and Bert, given their past and present 
research interests as well as experience in studying elite bureaucracies.

The WTO invitation and expectation of ethnography, we think, is not 
at all exceptional today. There are emerging institutional imperatives that 
attract expertise to technocratic settings, like the WTO, and central banks. 
Rather than merely recruiting the ethnographer (in collaborative mode) to 
provide an objective and, preferably favorable, representation of these institu-
tional milieus, they are asking for the participation of ethnography in internal 
experiments in the re-functioning of key aspects of institutional ‘cultures’. 
Under the complex and still poorly understood aegis of transparency, infor-
mation, knowledge, and the work of negotiation produced at the WTO have 
acquired new currency as part of the public discourse on some of the most 
vexatious aspects of globalization. We suspect that it is in the furtherance of 
this agenda – essentially the creation of reflexive knowledge practices inside 
the WTO that can continually shape public opinion (if not consciousness) – 
that ethnographers are being invited inside the WTO.

Thus, from the perspective of George and Doug’s earlier projects, they 
(along with Bert) are being asked to participate in organizational experiments 
today by which a global regime of liberal trade gains articulation, a patois, 
so to speak, by which capitalism can speak reflexively. Call it a collaboration 
within the pervasive fashion and imperative of the moment, and call it a col-
laboration as an emerging mode within the ethnographic tradition of inquiry, 
of the sort presaged in the schematics performed by George, Doug, and Bert.

Notes
 1.  Here is the informing rationale for the Center’s para-site experiments (http://www.socsci.

uci.edu/~ethnog/): While the design and conduct of ethnographic research in anthro-
pology is still largely individualistic, especially in the way that research is presented in the 
academy, many projects depend on complex relationships of partnership and collaboration, 
at several sites, and not just those narrowly conceived of as fieldwork. The binary here 
and there-ness of fieldwork is preserved in anthropology departments, despite the reality 
of fieldwork as movement in complex, unpredictable spatial and temporal frames. This is 
especially the case where ethnographers work at sites of knowledge production with oth-
ers, who are patrons, partners, and subjects of research at the same time. In the absence of 
formal norms of method covering these de facto and intellectually substantive relations of 
partnership and collaboration in many contemporary projects of fieldwork, we would like 
to encourage, where feasible, events in the Center that would blur the boundaries between 
the field site and the academic conference or seminar room. Might the seminar, conference, 
or workshop under the auspices of a Center event or program also be an integral, designed 
part of the fieldwork? – a hybrid between a research report, or reflection on research, and 
ethnographic research itself, in which events would be attended by a mix of participants 
from the academic community and from the community or network defined by fieldwork 
projects. We are terming this overlapping academic/fieldwork space in contemporary eth-
nographic projects a para-site. Inspired by the concept for the 7th volume of Late Editions 
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(see Marcus ed. 1993–2000), a para-site creates the space outside conventional notions 
of the field in fieldwork to enact and further certain relations of research essential to the 
intellectual or conceptual work that goes on inside such projects. It might focus on devel-
oping those relationships, which in our experience have always informally existed in many 
fieldwork projects, whereby the ethnographers finds subjects with whom he or she can test 
and develop ideas (these subjects have not been the classic key informants as such, but the 
found and often uncredited mentors or muses who correct mistakes, give advice, and pass 
on interpretations as they emerge).
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ReseaRch and ethics





Chapter 7

Building capacity: a sri Lankan Perspective 
on Research, ethics and accountability

Robert Simpson

Clinical research and clinical trials: medical research studies designed to answer 
scientific questions and to find better ways to prevent, detect or treat disease. A 
large number of clinical trials are confined to testing the safety and efficacy of new 
medicines. (Nuffield Council on Bioethics 2002: 185)

Ethics re-describes accountability as a matter of responsibility towards those who 
will be affected by the outcome of certain actions. (Strathern 2000: 292)

introduction

In October 2005, the thirty-third session of UNESCO adopted by accla-
mation the Universal Declaration on Bioethics and Human Rights. This 
carefully crafted elision of human rights discourse on the one hand and 
bioethics on the other resolves to set out ‘a foundation for humanity’s 
response to the ever-increasing dilemmas and controversies that science and 
technology present for humankind and the environment’.1 The Declara-
tion is but one instance of a powerful and rapidly diffusing model of bio-
ethical awareness; what might be thought of as a global assemblage which 
manifests in diverse biomedical settings (Ong and Collier 2005). The model 
is carried by means of abstract, codified, translatable and transferable norms 
which encircle the globe like an ethically charged stratosphere made up of 
protocols, declarations and guidelines and held together by the energy of 
international committees and conferences. My aim in this chapter is to make 
visible some of the frictions (Tsing 2005) that arise at the point where these 
ideas are brought down from the stratosphere, and realised as practical strat-
egies in particular contexts. More specifically, I am interested in tracking 
these ambitious schemes into developing world contexts.2 The example I use 
is that of contemporary Sri Lanka.3

Consideration of the interface between grand schemes and local realities 
reveals the way that homogenizing forces are differentiated and unsettled once 
drawn into local contexts. What I set out to highlight are the complex media-
tions and articulations that shape and contextualize the global ethics of human 
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subject research and distract from the real imperatives of healthcare in devel-
oping world contexts (Farmer 2005). At the point where universal dreams, 
such as the UNESCO Declaration, are realised in the form of practical aspira-
tions, bioethics and human rights become tangled in rather more mundane 
issues of culture, power and identity. Furthermore, in these entanglements it 
is possible to glimpse ways in which new publics and different subjectivities 
are being stimulated.4 The particular example that I use to explore these as-
sertions is the growing expectation that biomedical research will be reviewed 
by formally constituted ethical review committees, not just in countries which 
sponsor research but also in those where the research is carried out.

ethical Review in developing World contexts

The genealogy which underpins the development of ethical review is well 
established and well known. The principles of ethical review are clearly laid 
out in the Declaration of Helsinki (WMA 2008) and include the need for a 
clearly formulated research protocol as well as information about funding, 
sponsors, institutional affiliations, conflicts of interest and the use of incen-
tives for subjects. An independent ethical review committee should then 
consider the protocol for possible approval and ongoing monitoring. Where 
the research is to take place in a country different from the research sponsor, 
it is now expected that there will be local ethical review based on the prin-
ciples listed above, or what is generally referred to as a ‘two-ended review’.5 
Finally, the ideal composition of ethical review committees is prescribed in a 
number of documents. For example, the World Health Organization Opera-
tional Guidelines for Ethics Committees that Review Biomedical Research 
state that ethics committees should be ‘multi-disciplinary and multi-secto-
rial in composition including relevant scientific expertise, balanced age and 
gender distribution and lay-persons representing the interests and concerns 
of the community’ (WHO 2000: 3).

Article nineteen of the Universal Declaration on Bioethics and Human 
Rights deals with the topic of ethics committees and takes the above require-
ments one stage further. It states the following:

Independent, multidisciplinary and pluralist ethics committees should be estab-
lished, promoted and supported at the appropriate level in order to: (a) assess the 
relevant ethical, legal and scientific and social issues related to research projects 
involving human beings; (b) provide advice on ethical problems in clinical settings; 
(c) assess scientific and technological developments, formulate recommendations 
and contribute to the preparation of guidelines on issues within the scope of this 
Declaration; and (d) foster debate, education and public awareness of, and engage-
ment in, bioethics.
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Here the remit extends beyond mere standard setting and begins to move 
into the realms of capacity building and the creation of a climate in which the 
objectives of the Declaration will be realized.

The urge to develop local capacity in research governance is typically 
expressed in terms of empowerment and the hope that charges of ‘ethical 
imperialism’ will be militated against. Involvement of ethics committees in 
the host country also brings into play knowledge and experience of local 
conditions which can benefit and facilitate the research and its participants. 
However, there are a number of problems that are usually identified in the 
development of the ‘two-ended’ ethical review model. As Macklin points 
out, the tie-up between the ends often leaves much to be desired and even 
though it is now common to have host and sponsor engaged in ethical review, 
there are currently few link-ups between research committees and little by 
way of significant and potentially productive exchange (Macklin 2004: 152). 
Concerns have been expressed about the competence of local bodies to subject 
research to a review which is broadly equivalent to the sponsor country’s pro-
cedures, as was evident in the discussions which followed the revisions to the 
Council for International Organizations of Medical Sciences (CIOMS) draft 
guidelines on international research (Macklin 2004: 154). Questions also arise 
when host and sponsor country ethics committees appear to work with fun-
damentally different ethical standards and principles. Such discrepancies have 
been the case in a number of clinical trials where local committees, after full 
ethical review of a project, appear to have been prepared to accept standards 
which are much lower than would pass in economically developed countries.6 
Farmer goes further still in identifying these discrepancies as a tacit acceptance 
within international biomedical research of fundamental health inequalities 
across the first and third world divide (Farmer 2005: 200). Not withstanding 
these concerns, ethical review carried out in the host state is now expected 
to take place and there is much work under way developing the knowledge 
and practical expertise to put this into effect. Sri Lanka is no exception in this 
regard and in what follows I provide an account of how the rush to build 
capacity plays out in this complex and currently troubled nation state.

slumbering sentinels

In March 2000, Professor Rohan Jayasekera, Sri Lanka’s leading human ge-
neticist, gave a public lecture entitled ‘Genethics in Sri Lanka: The Slumbering 
Sentinels’. For an audience made up of a wide and influential group of pro-
fessionals, the lecture provided an overview of the range of ethical, legal and 
social challenges beginning to arise as a result of Sri Lanka’s engagement with 
the new reproductive and genetic technologies; these included termination of 
pregnancy, issues arising from scanning and screening, developments in genetic 
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counselling, data protection, gamete donation and storage, surrogacy and ge-
netically modified foods. The sentinels referred to in the title were identified as 
the law and human rights as these relate to medical science and technology. As 
in an earlier paper by Ranasinghe (1984), who in turn took the idea from the 
eminent Sri Lankan lawyer C.G. Weeramantry (1983), the message was clear: 
doctors, lawyers and philosophers, whose responsibility it is to watch over these 
developments, were in certain respects failing in their duties and responsibilities 
and consequently placing basic human rights in jeopardy. In invoking, however, 
the image of negligent somnolence and the calamity this invites, these writers 
were also locating their concerns within a much more widely available narrative 
in which images of sleeping, sleep walking and going about with eyes closed are 
used to chastise the people of Sri Lanka for their tardiness in looking after their 
own material and spiritual well-being (Seneviratne 1999: 35, 171). Failure to 
‘wake up’ takes the narrative to an inexorable conclusion in which Sri Lankans, 
through their inaction, become complicit in their own domination, oppression 
and exploitation by one another as well as at the hands of foreign powers and 
forces. Without vigilance, the cultural and material potential of the nation will 
be irretrievably damaged and lost.

However, whereas it was once tea, rubber, spices and timber that were 
the patrimony being squandered and misappropriated, and more recently 
physical and intellectual labour, there are now a plethora of new contexts in 
which alarm bells are being sounded: seeds, bacteria, Ayurvedic treatments, 
traditional agricultural practices, artistic designs and so forth might all be 
subject to patents which place ownership and control in foreign hands. New 
forms of human biocapital with their own systems of value and exchange are 
now in place with blood, cell lines, genes, genetic tests, portions of DNA and 
access to databases falling into the realm of property and ownership (Franklin 
and Lock 2003: 6). As Appadurai has argued, there is also an emerging episte-
mological exclusion which operates around the production and validation of 
knowledge and particularly as this relates to the medical sciences (Appadurai 
2001: 2). The result is a systematic exclusion from the creation and use 
of new expert discourses and increasing marginalization when it comes to 
agenda setting for technological innovation and scientific research. Yet, as has 
always been the case, there is still the same need to identify and draw upon 
raw human material to make these appropriations possible.

Given these longstanding anxieties, it is hardly surprising therefore that 
foreign biomedical researchers working in Sri Lanka are viewed with some 
ambivalence. On the one hand, they are welcomed enthusiastically as they 
provide a vital link to international research and its institutions; they also 
bring resources and prestige. On the other hand, foreign researchers, along 
with their local ‘collaborators’ (sic) are viewed with considerable suspicion, 
and stories abound concerning the unscrupulous and illicit extraction of 
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blood samples, body parts and tissues as well as plant and animal samples 
(cf. Chapter 3 this volume). Many of these stories are no doubt apocryphal, 
but the fact remains that until recently the equipment to carry out complex 
analysis of blood and tissue samples was not available in Sri Lanka and con-
sequently a large amount of biomaterial has found its way, unregulated and 
beyond any kind of meaningful consent provision, into laboratories outside 
the country. Likewise, patents have been taken out overseas on the active in-
gredients of plants and trees. Considerable concern focuses on the plunder of 
knowledge within the indigenous medical tradition in general and Ayurvedic 
treatments in particular.7 Hand in hand with concern about unregulated ‘ex-
traction’ from local subjects go concerns about malicious ‘experimentation’ 
upon them. At one end of the spectrum this concern manifests in profes-
sionals lamenting the adequacy of informed consent procedures and, at the 
other, villagers suggesting that vaccinations should be avoided because they 
are part of a colossal conspiracy by the West to render Sinhalas impotent 
and ultimately extinct. International collaborations in biomedical research 
involving human subjects are currently an important context in which both 
these anxieties are rehearsed in Sri Lanka today.

It is against this backdrop that academics, the government and the public 
were being exhorted to ‘wake up’ and set about the task of devising workable 
strategies for how to frame, assimilate, regulate and, perhaps, resist powerful 
developments in Western science, technology and research. In earlier times, 
responses may have engaged the state more directly in questions of justice, 
fairness and protection of the weak.8 Today, however, an enervated state sector 
and a deeply engrained neoliberal market economy has fragmented the health 
sector and made unified responses to potential depredations more difficult 
to coordinate.9 At present there is a rapidly growing engagement with the 
two main tools advocated by the international community when constructing 
protection and defence where human subject research is concerned, namely, 
ethical review of protocols by formally constituted bodies of experts and lay 
people and a requirement that informed, and usually written, consent be 
elicited from participating individuals.10

Before considering Sri Lankan endeavours to build capacity in this area, 
however, it should be made clear that the tradition of biomedicine is very 
firmly established in Sri Lanka (Uragoda 1987: 81). Woven into this tradition 
is a familiarity with, and broad acceptance of, the tenets of Western medical 
ethics. Consequently, medical and research practice in Sri Lanka has been 
strongly influenced by the values of the Hippocratic tradition and more 
recent canonical documents such as the Nuremburg Code and the Helsinki 
Declaration (Babapulle 1992). The importance of these foundational ideas 
continues to be central to the development of ethical sensibility in medical 
science in Sri Lanka.
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Awareness of the particular issues raised by human subject research 
for the medical community in Sri Lanka were given a significant boost by 
Professor S.R. Kottegoda, who in 1988 published an editorial in the Ceylon 
Medical Journal dealing with ‘Ethics in Human Research’ in Sri Lanka 
(Kottegoda 1988). In 1991, working through the Natural Resources Energy 
and Science Authority, Kottegoda organized an unofficial committee which 
drafted an ethical code for use in biomedicine; although widely acknowl-
edged, this document never attained the status of a nationally recognized 
charter (NARESA 1992; Arseculeratne 1999: 6). However, since then several 
national science bodies have established ethics committees to consider and 
advise on conduct in relation to bioethical problems; these include the 
Medical Research Institute, the Sri Lanka Association for the Advancement 
of Science and the National Science Foundation. In 2003, an expert study 
group produced a draft national policy on biomedical ethics in relation to 
the new reproductive and genetic technologies in Sri Lanka. This committee 
recommended the establishment of two national commissions to deal with 
genetics and reproductive technologies respectively (NASTEC 2003). In 
parallel with this growing awareness of bioethics, institutional ethical review 
committees have been established to consider medical research. These com-
mittees were first established to serve medical faculties in Colombo (1981), 
Peradeniya (early 1980s), Galle (1984) and Jaffna (1985). At the time of 
writing all the major medical faculties and teaching hospitals have since put 
in place their own institutional ethical review committees, making for fifteen 
committees (Dissanayake et al. 2006). The Sri Lanka Medical Association 
(SLMA) formed its ethics committee in 1991 to provide a forum to which 
members could refer problematic cases. In 1999, the SLMA started its own 
Ethics Review Committee to consider research projects carried out by its 
members. More recently steps have been taken to establish national guide-
lines for ethical review committees, accreditation criteria and networks and 
data bases of activity (Dissanayake et al. 2006).

Considerable efforts are also being made to develop local capacity to meet 
the demands to staff a new wave of ethical review bodies and to raise awareness 
of ethical issues in research both in the universities as part of medical training 
and in the wider community through organizations such as the Forum for 
Research and Development (also see Sumathipala and Siribaddana 2003). 
Local initiatives are being facilitated and supported through participation in 
regional and international networks such as the Forum for Ethical Review 
Committees in Asia and the Western Pacific (FERCAP), the Strategic Initia-
tive for Developing Capacity in Ethical Review (SIDCER) and the Global 
Forum on Bioethics (GFB). Involvement with these networks brings its 
own traffic in foreign experts who contribute significantly to education and 
training in Sri Lanka.



Research, Ethics and Accountability in Sri Lanka   |   153

In Sri Lanka then, as elsewhere, adherence to codes of ethics and the will-
ingness to submit to ethical review processes are becoming the mark of profes-
sional authenticity and legitimacy where ‘research involving human subjects’ 
is concerned. As in other places, the invocation of ethics in practice and policy 
is explicitly linked in functional terms to accountability and the equalization 
of power between professionals and the citizens they are supposed to serve 
but, above all, to the protection of those deemed vulnerable. Increasingly, 
however, protection is not only sought in relation to local medical constituen-
cies. There is a growing expectation that committees will become a first line of 
defence when it comes to the far more politically charged issue of research that 
is externally designed, sponsored and managed. Viewed in these terms, the 
ethicization of practice in relation to international collaborative projects is the 
expression of an alignment between international reference points and local 
concerns. However, conversation in the rapidly proliferating lingua franca of 
‘ethics’ creates altogether different kinds of interacting subjects; those who 
are already fluent and those who are only just learning. The perceived inad-
equacies of local ethical review, typically expressed in terms of ‘weakness’ con-
trasted with ‘strength’ or ‘robustness’, thus become a novel index of under-
development when measured against First World standards. It also becomes 
a context in which the medical and scientific community might reflect upon 
who is in need of protection and from what it is they need to be protected. 
As the following case study demonstrates, these questions move attention 
beyond ethical review per se and invite us to reflect upon the broader context 
in which capacity building in ethical review is underway.

an ‘ethical’ dispute and its consequences

In late January 2003 an item appeared in a number of Sinhala daily news-
papers and on local radio claiming that a death had occurred in a provincial 
hospital as a result of foreign doctors experimenting with a black substance 
and using local people as guinea pigs. The stories were presented in a way 
that would be sure to arouse suspicion about the role of doctors who were 
engaged in a clinical trial using activated charcoal in cases of poisoning. 
The reports readily played into the concerns and anxieties that many people 
already have about ‘foreign doctors’. The death was tragic and distressing 
for those directly concerned but it would prove to be an event that had sig-
nificance beyond the local context in which the trial was taking place. The 
case eventually drew in senior medical personnel, a coroner, the Government 
Medical Officers Association, the Judicial Services Commission, the Provin-
cial Director of Health Services and the Secretary of Health.

The case and its consequences were brought to my attention whilst 
carrying out research in Colombo into regulation of the new reproductive 
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and genetic technologies. The case featured as part of the discussions that 
were going on among medical and other professionals interested in the de-
velopment of ethical safeguards in Sri Lanka and with whom I was associated. 
The unfortunate event invited reflection on the rights and wrongs of what 
had happened and, more importantly, what might be done in the future to 
prevent something like it happening again. As with such difficult and morally 
charged cases, the analysis that people offered also revealed something of the 
broader questions of personalities, power and interests which underpinned 
what, on the face of it, was a matter of research procedures and the ethics 
which govern them. It is not my intention to go into the full details of what 
transpired before, during and after the man’s death as these are complex, pro-
tracted and would take us beyond the remit of this chapter. Suffice it to say 
that personal enmities became tangled up with questions of research ethics 
and one result of this was a renewed critical attention being paid to foreign 
collaborative research and its governance in Sri Lanka. First, however, let me 
provide some background.

Sri Lanka has a serious problem with suicide. Since 1961 rates have 
increased by 700 per cent, giving it one of the highest suicide rates in the 
world. During the 1990s over 73,000 men and women took their own lives. 
Favoured methods are the ingestion of poisons such as organophosphate pes-
ticides and weedicides (Eddleston et al. 1998; van der Hoek et al. 1998). A 
common problem for hospital staff is the situation in which a group arrives 
unannounced at hospital with a friend or relative who has attempted suicide. 
Time will inevitably have been lost in getting to a hospital, by which time the 
patient is sometimes very seriously ill as the poison is well into the system. 
Attempts to save such patients are likely to involve drastic measures and 
failure is a common outcome.

For many years, the Universities of Oxford and Colombo have had a suc-
cessful collaboration in this area, researching the effects of poisoning and 
its antidotes. The research project in question thus does not fall within the 
90 per cent of research that is carried out in relation to 10 per cent of the 
world’s population, the so-called 90/10 divide (Global Forum for Health 
Research 2000). On the contrary, it is one of a number of high profile UK/
Sri Lanka collaborations in which the focus is on local health problems. The 
research which became the subject of controversy involved the administra-
tion of activated charcoal in randomized controlled trials for the treatment 
of acute poisoning. Charcoal activated with oxygen is believed to be effective 
in such cases as it absorbs the ingested poison more effectively, enabling it to 
pass through the digestive system with less drastic consequences. The study 
was funded by the Wellcome Trust and conducted by an English researcher 
with a well-established track record of working in Sri Lanka. Ethical clearance 
had been obtained from Colombo Medical Faculty as well as Oxford Univer-
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sity. Given that there were no local hospital ethics committees, approval for 
the research had been obtained from medical consultants and staff likely to 
be responsible for patients who had attempted suicide. The study involved 
an attempt to recruit 4,650 cases in three sites with random allocation to 
charcoal and non-charcoal trial groups at the point of admission.11

The trials took place in three hospitals. However, in one of the hospitals 
antagonisms between the researchers and senior hospital staff developed. The 
problem was brought to a head when a man who had ingested 100ml of 
a dimethoate pesticide was admitted to hospital. He was unconscious and, 
as is the norm in such cases, consent was elicited for participation in the 
study from the consultant in charge as well as the patient’s relatives. The 
patient was admitted to the study and assigned randomly to the activated 
charcoal group and given the treatment. The patient regained consciousness 
but subsequently died in the intensive care unit as a result of breathing dif-
ficulties. Given the parlous state of those who have ingested poison and the 
high fatality rate likely from other complications, death after an attempt to 
absorb the poison using charcoal is not an unlikely occurrence. However, the 
death gave some staff at the hospital their cue to get support for what they 
saw as ‘unethical’ trials to be stopped. The support of the local coroner was 
enlisted and, despite an ‘open verdict’, reference to the charcoal was put on 
the man’s death certificate and a halt was called to the trial by the coroner. 
The events were widely reported in the press and the story ran for several 
weeks. Despite attempts by researchers to reassure the public by means of 
counter articles in newspapers explaining the therapeutic role of charcoal in 
organophosphate poisonings, much damage to the credibility of the research 
had already been done. The trial did continue but an active campaign was 
launched subsequently to stop it in all three hospitals. Support was enlisted 
from the Government Medical Officers Association which was persuaded that 
the study was unsafe and ordered doctors not to cooperate. This resulted 
eventually in the trial being stopped in all three hospitals. The concern of this 
powerful and influential body of doctors centred on the trial’s detractor’s 
claim that by not giving the non-charcoal group an alternative treatment the 
researchers were being unethical. Their view was that gastric lavage should 
have been used with the non-charcoal group as the best available treatment 
even though this is not recommended in such cases because it can have the 
effect of accelerating absorption and thereby increase mortality rates. After 
a good deal of argument and persuasion by the researchers at national and 
local levels, the trials were allowed to start once again in two of the hospitals. 
However, the researchers elected to abandon the trial in the hospital where 
the problems first surfaced.

For the purposes of this argument, the most interesting element of the 
dispute is the one that emerged around ethical review and the authority of 
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committees. The criticism by the trial’s detractors concerned the fact that 
decisions about the research had been made in Colombo and Oxford. It 
was suggested that ethical clearance from local hospitals should have been 
obtained even though no such committees existed at that time. Critics also 
suggested that as Oxford and Colombo had such close collaborations, proper 
ethical consideration could not have been given in a study such as this. The 
funding sources were also seen as questionable with the ‘Wellcome Trust’ 
being readily and erroneously linked with the current activities of pharma-
ceutical companies and Third World exploitation. The ethical probity of the 
clearance was thus brought into question and with it some familiar themes 
became evident. The trials showed local academics toadying to an interna-
tional community of scholars, rather than directing their expertise to the 
needs of their own countrymen and women.

Yet, for those who were both supportive of and fully confident in the 
researchers, the problem was not to be found in some kind of ‘neoimperial-
ism’ but seen to originate in the tightly compacted networks of local elites 
in provincial settings. There was considerable frustration evident among 
this group at the failure at the local level to discriminate between research, 
which – as they saw it – was of probity and good intent and research that 
was unethical in its conception and conduct. Indeed, concern was raised by 
some as to whether any ‘foreign’ research could be carried out in Sri Lanka 
without some damaging impediment being brought to people’s attention. 
The militancy of the Government Medical Officers Association was also seen 
as an unhelpful catalyst in the escalation of the dispute. In Colombo circles, 
there emerged the sense that a good research project had effectively been 
derailed by spurious and malicious allegations. The idea that there should be 
more ethical review appeared to be the agreed prescription to avoid further 
repetition of the unfortunate dispute. In other words, had the hospitals es-
tablished their own ethics committees involving local medical and lay com-
munities the problem might not have arisen.

ethical Review and trust

In countries such as the UK, where the discourses of risk, accountability and 
ethics have taken on ever more prominence, there has been a concomitant 
drive towards procedural and bureaucratic refinement of ethical review. It 
would seem that there is always another loophole or unspecified part of the 
process through which abuse, exploitation and malpractice might burst at 
any moment; the suggestion that there ought to be more review always seems 
to be received more willingly than the suggestion that there might be less. 
Consequently, the forms that researchers fill out get longer, the conditions 
that need to be fulfilled in order for research to take place become more 
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stringent and the information that is needed to render consent informed gets 
ever more detailed. What appears to be taking place is an involution of sorts; 
a ‘technical hair-splitting’ in the name of ‘good practice’ that can always be 
better. The intensification of ethical discourse and practice, however, is not 
merely about proliferating bureaucracy. As Rose and others have argued, 
the current penchant for ethics and its increasing imbrications with audit 
and policy, is part of a broader neoliberal agenda: ‘a political rationality that 
seeks to govern, not through command and control operations but through 
the calculative choice of formally free actors’ (Rose 1996, 1999; Shore and 
Wright 1999; Strathern 2000: 280–83). Within the rationality of neoliberal-
ism, the objective is to reposition government such that it no longer governs 
the people but governs the governance by which people govern themselves. 
As Rose, following Latour, suggests, such ‘action at a distance’ is achieved 
through an intensification of surveillance, management, monitoring and the 
use of expert discourses on the one hand and, on the other, the creation of 
new subjectivities shaped by the urge to empowerment, responsibility and 
autonomy in all spheres of life (Barry et al. 2001: 14).

At the present time, these ideas have not only come to be foundational to 
Western models of governance, they also have a remarkable capacity to travel. 
I would argue that the current proliferation of codes of ethics and the ethics 
committees that are needed to realise these as forms of practice across the de-
veloping world are an interesting example of this mobility; a kind of institu-
tional and conceptual penchant to create templates that passes virtually unde-
tected across international frontiers. Thus, when viewed from the lofty heights 
of a global bioethics movement, an orderly diffusion is in evidence. Out of 
this global assemblage, capacity is slowly and uniformly being built across the 
developing world in a laudable, modernist aspiration to establish collectively 
agreed and widely shared codes, guidelines, and protocols for the protection 
of human subjects. It is clear that for some of those currently involved at local 
level, the development of an ethical infrastructure is indeed merely a technical 
and bureaucratic exercise necessary to achieve certain standards and a kind of 
compliance with international expectations. In this regard, ethical review of 
research is apt to function as a masking device, creating the appearance of a 
satisfying uniformity whilst obscuring deeper issues of context and concern. 
Thus, at the point where the benevolent urgings of world organizations meet 
the struggles of local sentinels it is apparent that the diffusion is more uneven, 
conflicted and messy. The drive to ethicize professional practice is ushered in 
against the backdrop of poverty, instability and deep crises of confidence in 
the state’s ability to manage pluralism and democracy. The question of who 
is building capacity and for what purpose becomes contested and challenged 
in ways that are not apparent in First World contexts.
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The call to bioethical citizenship, and the various powers that are engaged 
in the process, results in the business of ethical review being caught up in 
some unexpected social currents. For example, bioethics offers for some a 
potential vehicle for critiquing the failures of government and the weak-
nesses of the state when it comes to tackling injustice, inequality and widely 
felt insecurity. In this sense, enthusiasm for ethical review can be seen as an 
attempt to create and seize a new moral high ground in which others might 
be rendered accountable for their actions when accountability is otherwise in 
short supply. As a human rights lawyer opined in a conversation about ethics 
committees: ‘the law has failed, the constitution has failed, so let’s try ethics 
to achieve workable regulation’.

And yet, as the dispute discussed above illustrates, the emerging critique 
unfolds around deep-seated tensions that have featured prominently in Sri 
Lanka’s postcolonial history. Such tensions play off foreign intervention 
against local endeavour; elites against masses; cosmopolitans against nation-
alists and so forth. In other words, in the development of capacity in ethical 
review there is evident both an alignment with an international model of 
research governance as well as a means to rehearse internal disputes and 
conflicts over authority and legitimacy which go way beyond ethics per se. 
In the complex and fractured dynamics of national and local level politics, 
proliferation of ethical review is about more than comprehensive institutional 
coverage; it is also an expression of fissionary processes in which individuals 
and groups attempt to shift the locus of moral authority and thereby alter 
broader patterns of power and influence. In recent decades, these divisions 
and distinctions have been exacerbated and exaggerated by the weakening 
of civil society. As many of those with whom I spoke pointed out, they work 
in a ‘small world’. Concerns about ‘cronyism’, ‘back scratching’ and undue 
political interference in the conduct of decision making at all levels are wide-
spread and lead to despondency that honest attempts to realize procedures 
that are fair, transparent and robust are all too often confounded. Indeed, the 
problem of how to give regulation and review ‘teeth’ was a recurrent theme 
in discussions with ethics committee members (Simpson 2001). Not surpris-
ingly, in some quarters, the current penchant for ethical review inspired a 
deep scepticism. As one of my informants put it, the spread of ‘ethics’ was 
more likely to propagate bad practice rather than promote good; it was for 
‘witch hunters eager to find fault’ and ‘rebels looking for a cause’.

Considering the rise of ethics against the tragic and troubled backdrop of 
Sri Lanka’s recent history, a fundamental tension is thus in evidence. Pulling in 
one direction, building capacity in ethical review feeds into the more general 
tendency to retreat into zones of trust and security built out of traditional 
networks of association and typically those provided by kinship, religious af-
filiation, party membership, education and caste. In these networks, vertical 
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hierarchies tend to be strong and lateral or bridging links correspondingly 
weak.12 The ability to do the social calculus that goes with these networks 
is vital; it is often the most logical way to render the workings of power and 
authority amenable to some degree of control. Pulling in the other direction 
are the external pressures to develop an ever more robust ethical infrastruc-
ture and to ensure that representation on ethics committees is ‘multi-disci-
plinary and multi-sectorial’ (WHO 2000: 3). Yet compliance with this re-
quirement can mean engaging with some of the most deep and sensitive 
schisms in contemporary society. Working around it, however, feeds into a 
parochialization of representation which is invariably at odds with attempts 
to create an inclusive, participative and openly democratic civil society.13

conclusion

In recent years the conduct of health research in the developing world has 
come into sharper focus. Where protection of human research subjects is 
concerned, the tool of choice is robust ethical review of research and, where 
research straddles the First and Third World divide, there is a growing expec-
tation that this review will be ‘two-ended’, that is, carried out in both host 
and sponsor countries. At the present time this is deemed to be the optimal 
strategy for ensuring fairness, participation, accountability, and democratic 
protection for those most at risk of exploitation. Viewed in the abstract, the 
rationality that supports this strategy is difficult to fault. However, when 
it comes to the question of practice, a more careful scrutiny of the traffic 
in ideas is in order. In Europe and North America there is an increasingly 
sophisticated and complex machinery to ensure that research subjects are 
protected. I have argued here that, in the broader context, the spectacular 
growth of ethical review is not merely about evaluating research protocols 
but also articulates with a widely proliferating notion of governance built 
upon the principles of neoliberalism and the protection of the individual in 
the face of biomedical risk and excess. In this process, ethics has come to play 
a preeminent role: it has become both a way of thinking about society and 
culture as well as a more proactive blueprint for organizing relations therein 
(Strathern 2000: 281). When these forms of knowledge and practice diffuse 
into developing world settings, however, the transmission is far from linear 
and fundamental questions of context and locality come into play once ideas 
begin to travel. It is not the case that merely hitching up to the Western 
penchant for ‘governance’ can generate deficient ethical capacity. In truth, 
another tier of ethical review procedures would have been unlikely to have 
saved a rural peasant deep in despair and eager to see if the next life might 
hold any less suffering than this one. The vulnerability that ought to be of 
concern to us here is the precariousness of life for this rural farmer and many 
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thousands of others just like him. Yet his story, and the circumstances that 
led to its tragic unfolding, is obscured by an altogether different drama. In 
this drama, the global reach of ethics, research and new forms of account-
ability come into play in a setting where power is often unstable and trust and 
trustworthiness have been seriously depleted. It is against this backdrop that 
universal dreams are being converted into local schemes by professional elites 
who must balance conflicting needs which are both internal and external to 
the nation state.

notes
 1.  For a useful account of this elision and its possible implications see Faunce (2005).
 2.  Macklin usefully asks ‘which countries are developing?’ and provides a brief review of terms 

and concepts currently in play: ‘third world’, ‘developing’, ‘newly industrialized’ ‘under-
developed’ etc. (2004: 9). Mindful of the nuances of this vocabulary, I have elected to 
use the term ‘developing’ as shorthand descriptor for countries undergoing economic and 
infrastructural development against a backdrop of relative poverty.

 3.  The research was funded as part of a Wellcome Trust Fellowship under the Medicine in 
Society Programme (Biomedical Ethics GR067110AIA) enabling me to carry out four and 
a half months of fieldwork in Sri Lanka. A one month pilot field trip in summer 2000 was 
funded by the Nuffield Foundation (Social Sciences Small Grants Scheme).

 4.  Scholarly attention to the ways in which developments in the biosciences invites new ways 
of conceiving individual relationship with the state has resulted in a variety of conceptu-
alizations: biological citizenship (Rose and Novas 2005); biomedical citizenship (Petryna 
2005); therapeutic citizenship (Nguyen 2005) and pharmaceutical citizenship (Ecks 2005). 
In view of the argument presented in this chapter, I might add another neologism to the 
list, in the form of bioethical citizenship.

 5.  See for example, Nuffield Council on Bioethics 2002 and 2005. UNAIDS goes further 
than other guidelines in specifying that the existence of a local apparatus for ethical review 
is a prerequisite for research to proceed (Joint United Nations Programme on HIV/AIDS 
2000: 21).

 6.  For example, in the controversy over the use of placebo-controlled AZT trials on maternal-
to-child transmission of HIV/AIDS, Edward K Mbidde, chairman of the AIDS research 
committee of the Uganda Cancer Institute, suggested that it was somewhat ‘imperialist’ 
of those who criticised the local decision to go ahead with the trial to think that they 
knew what was best by seeking to override decisions made by local ethics committees (see 
Benatar 2000, 2002; Macklin 2002, 2004: 22).

 7.  Two of the most widely known and controversial patents in Sri Lanka are those taken out 
on kothala himbutu (Salacia Reticulata – patent number US 5691386) which has an active 
ingredient believed to be effective for obesity and diabetes, and kohomba (Azdractica Indica 
– patent number US5395951) which has long been used as a pesticide and antiseptic and, 
furthermore, has important symbolic and ceremonial uses (Silva 2001: 117). A subcom-
mittee of the Ministry of Ayurveda has recently been set up to tackle the increasing number 
of foreign patents. Also, the South Asian Association for Regional Co-operation (SAARC) 
has established an Intellectual Property Forum in which concerns over the plunder of the 
Ayurvedic tradition is a common concern.

 8.  For example, in the 1970s the pharmacist, Senake Bibile, in an attempt to resist ‘drug 
colonialism’, established the State Pharmaceutical Corporation and developed a national 
formulary which in its day was a model for the developing world (Weerasuriya 1995).

 9.  Following the election in 1977 of a rightwing government with an agenda for funda-
mental market reform and economic liberalization, the private sector has come to play an 
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increasingly important role in healthcare. In 1978, for example, doctors were for the first 
time allowed to do private practice in addition to their government responsibilities. This 
reform spurred a spectacular growth in private provision, particularly in tertiary care. More 
recently, the import of equipment to private medical institutions has been accelerated by 
the granting of duty-free concessions. The profile of the private sector has risen yet further 
with the building of a series of large private hospitals in Colombo. The result of these and 
other developments has been a significant increase in the quality and availability of private 
medicine. In contrast, the public sector, which to date has provided free healthcare at the 
point of need, has begun to fall further behind the private sector in many areas although it 
is still extensively used by vast numbers of middle to lower income families (Jayasinghe and 
Mendis 2002; Russell 2005). For general discussions of the impacts of post-1977 develop-
ments see Hasbullah and Morrison (2004) and Winslow and Woost (2004).

 10.  Discussion of the use of informed consent provisions is beyond the scope of this essay 
(see O’Neill 2002). Suffice it to say that concerns are commonly expressed that in many 
research projects consent may be neither ‘informed’ nor ‘freely given’ (Sumathipala and 
Siribaddana 2004).

 11.  The research project in question is more fully described at http://www.controlled-trials.
com/isrctn/trial/%2002920054/0/02920054.html.

 12.  Tan-Torres Edejer extends this argument further by highlighting the tendency in develop-
ing world contexts for researchers to consolidate vertical links with Northern partners at 
the expense of local networks (1999: 450).

 13.  This process has been reinforced by the extraordinary growth of local and international 
non-governmental organizations that have created what Wickremasinghe has perceptively 
characterized and analysed as ‘new circles of power’ (2001) operating between the sov-
ereignty of the state and the individual, and seemingly beyond the reach of either. For a 
useful comparison drawn from environmentalism see Bryant (2002).
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Chapter 8

Global Clinical Trials and the 
Contextualization of Research

Ann Kelly

There is a gap between artificial data and that which is true to life. We have been 
trying to clean our evidence of confounding factors, such as age, previous illness, 
and gender. But life isn’t like that. More and more, drugs are going to be pulled 
from the market because of unpredicted effects in patients excluded from industry 
studies. If we are going to survive … we must start looking to new research settings 
to produce more reliable and better evidence of what works and what doesn’t … 
on real patients. (Dr Dennis Hurley, the Vice-President of Kendle International, 
Contract Research Organization, emphasis added)1

At a pharmaceutical industry conference focused on the role of biomark-
ers2 in early stage product development, participant recruitment in large-
scale clinical trials seemed an incidental topic. Indeed, Dr. Dennis Hurley’s 
talk – ‘Focus on Latin America: Practical Fast-Track Development’ – was 
strikingly disjunctive with mainstream papers describing pharmacogenom-
ics, pharmodynamics, pharmacokinetics and other novel approaches to drug 
development.3 But for Hurley, the context in which research takes place is as 
important to the success of these innovative processes as the bioinformatics 
upon which they are based. He argued that while the relationship between 
pharmacological action and biological response can demonstrate how drugs 
are metabolized, it cannot adequately predict therapeutic efficacy on the 
scale of population. However sophisticated, pharmacological analysis cannot, 
Hurley concluded, account for all of the potential variables that impact on a 
drug’s performance. Hence the importance of Contract Research Organiza-
tions (CROs) that can provide access to ‘real patients’ and ‘true to life’ data.

Hurley’s was not a voice crying in the wilderness. On the second day of 
the conference The Guardian reported that despite promises to yield break-
through medical treatments, the British biotech industry had managed to 
produce only ‘scandal and huge losses’ (Pratley 2003). One week later The 
Independent ran an article headlined: ‘Glaxo Chief: Our Drugs Do Not Work 
on Most Patients’ (Connor 2003). In the course of the following months 
BBC One aired two investigative programmes on the safety of Seroxat, a 
Selective Serotonin Reuptake Inhibitor (SSRI) anti-depressant manufactured 
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by GlaxoSmithKline.4 These programmes documented in dramatic fashion 
the failures of drug manufacturers to reveal adverse drug reactions and of 
government regulators to monitor the industry effectively. Nor was Glaxo-
SmithKline the only company to come under public scrutiny. In the same 
period, four other pharmaceutical companies – Merck, Pfizer, AstraZeneca, 
and Eli Lilly – were forced to withdraw blockbuster drugs after studies linked 
their products with serious adverse effects.5

As Hurley’s call for ‘reliable and better evidence’ suggests, quality control 
poses as substantial a challenge to Big Pharma as drug development.6 Conven-
tionally pharmaceutical companies have looked to recruit healthy, young, and 
– almost exclusively – male subjects to participate in trials; the theory being 
that a homogenous population of ‘normal’ bodies can best demonstrate how 
a drug will work for the typical patient.7 Constituting the ‘typical’, however, 
has proven to be more difficult than it might seem. The dramatic incidence of 
Adverse Drug Reactions (ADRs) – the British Medical Journal has estimated 
that from 2006 to 2007 over a quarter of a million affected patients were 
hospitalized in the UK alone – has called into question how closely sample 
research populations correspond to the general patient public.8 At stake are 
the strategies of aggregation adopted across the pharmaceutical industry. 
Critics like Hurley argue that rather than determining the representative 
status of research subjects on the basis of common biochemical characteristics, 
selection must proceed from the sample’s likeness to the real patients who will 
use the drug. Accurate clinical science, in other words, must encompass the 
heterogeneity and unpredictability attendant on population health.

The proclivity of CROs and pharmaceutical companies to locate this robust 
evidentiary context in Latin America, Africa, and other ‘developing’ or low-
income countries has been a recurrent concern among ethicists for the past 
decade. Referred to by Hurley as ‘Rest of World’ (ROW), but more accurately 
identified as resource-poor, these countries have hosted a disproportionately 
high level of pharmaceutical research studies.9 Among other concerns, critics 
have questioned the cross-cultural relevance of informed consent, the ex-
ploitation of vulnerable populations, the translation of research into health 
benefits, and the collaborative potential of commercial science and public 
health institutions (see, for example, Angell 1997; Lurie and Wolfe 1998; 
Macklin 1999; Emanuel et al. 2004; Doumbo 2005).10

In recent years, anthropologists and sociologists have focused considerable 
attention on the strange alchemy whereby the world’s most destitute, socially 
marginalized, and disease-ridden populations come to sustain a multi-billion 
dollar global pharmaceutical industry (see Petryna and Kleinman 2006). 
These finely grained accounts illuminate the commercial practices that con-
stitute the collective identity and well-being of the population by reframing 
offshore clinical research projects within the specific social, political and 
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economic circumstances in which they are conducted. Almost invariably, they 
demonstrate that the difference between experimental subjects and patient 
consumers can be mapped on an axis of comparative wealth. Indeed, jux-
taposing corporate strategies with individual struggles to gain therapeutic 
access casts seemingly intractable discrepancies in health and life expectancy 
within a neoliberal frame (Das and Das 2006).

Other critics have focused their accounts on the commercial, public, state 
and non-governmental institutions that structure the pharmaceutical market 
and shape global health policy. Careful analyses of the relationship between 
market dynamics, epidemiological data, humanitarian efforts on one hand 
and state administrative practice on the other have illuminated the political 
and commercial interests that subtend scientific integrity. For these scholars, 
the multiple and highly specific health-care contexts in which clinical trials are 
conducted underscore the biases attendant to commercial knowledge pro-
duction. Through the prism of these critiques we have come to see how diag-
nostic and prescription practices are shaped in corporate boardrooms (Lakoff 
2005, 2007; Healey 2006) and how ‘true to life’ data is mined, manipulated, 
and manufactured (e.g., Abraham 2002; Petryna 2002, 2007).

What these investigations make clear is that the relationship between good 
clinical research and the goods of clinical research is anything but straight-
forward. Thus, fomenting a critique of the global pharmaceutical industry 
has meant squaring two not entirely collateral ideas about the value of sci-
entific research. The first can be understood in terms of the epistemologi-
cal significance of knowledge. The relative worth of research depends upon 
its accuracy; evidential reliability is the residue of empirically driven, free, 
and disinterested inquiry. Scholarship that relocates scientific standards and 
regulatory practices as sites of power speaks to that ideal. By exposing the 
strategies that drive the pharmaceutical industry’s experimental practice, this 
work significantly erodes the knowledge claims of commercial science. In the 
context of public health, the credibility of clinical evidence determines its 
capacity to alleviate suffering, or alternatively, cause harm (e.g., Mirowski and 
Sent 2002; de Vries and Lemmens 2006).

For the most part, analyses of the ways in which medical research is 
conducted elide the relationship of clinical knowledge to those involved in 
its production. As a constituent of the experimental outcome, the research 
subject comprises part of the public good. Thus, the social benefits of 
research must be calculated against individual risk. But this equation, which 
scales scientific truth to clinical benefit, does not account for the participation 
of ‘Rest of World’ populations who can rarely afford the medical products 
that clinical trials yield. Recent anthropological critiques that chart the gross 
inequities attendant on global health-care do stress some of the unconven-
tional roles the pharmaceutical industry could assume to generate public 
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good (see for example, Biehl 2004, 2006; cf. Farmer 1999, 2002). These 
ethnographic studies also help to highlight the ways in which the contexts of 
research (where, upon whom, and according to what economic and political 
logics a study takes place) may or may not relate to the social and scientific 
integrity of its claims. Often, this aspect remains radically ambiguous in terms 
of the descriptiveness that is produced within mainstream accounts of scien-
tific cultures of experimentation. Drawing from work that examines clinical 
trials in the UK, I would like to begin to rethink the relationship between 
the goods of science and good science by scrutinizing the role the research 
setting plays in generating evidence. My focus is the contextualizing work 
‘Rest of World’ subjects do for global clinical research and the ways in which 
their involvement furthers the interests of the pharmaceutical industry. I will 
shift then from the practices of private to public health researchers and briefly 
describe a trial investigating the effectiveness of a screening program for os-
teoporosis. Pragmatic in its approach, this trial endeavours to address the 
much discussed ‘gap’ between medical evidence and clinical practice by in-
corporating ‘the real clinic’ into its design. Though clearly dissimilar from the 
strategic vision advanced by Hurley and other CRO executives, the efforts 
of these researchers to improve the reliability of their data also troubles the 
boundary between the experiment and the clinic. By juxtaposing these tactics 
of contextualization, I hope to demonstrate that medical ‘facts’ necessarily 
involve social impact.

Real People, Real Results

Though Kendle International claims clinical capacities in forty-eight countries 
on five continents, the focus of Hurley’s remarks was his company’s presence 
in Latin America and Mexico. In a series of bullet points he enumerated 
the considerable advantages of outsourcing clinical trials to these research 
settings.

Introduced during his conference talk, Hurley’s slides underscore the 
located nature of global clinical research. The language, geography and 
climate of Latin America contribute to the country’s value as a research 
setting. Sharing a time zone with the US, for instance, ‘would facilitate com-
munication between industry customers and partners’ (Hurley 2003) while 
its ‘reverse seasons’ meant that allergy studies could be conducted year round. 
Consider too the sheer number of potential patients available to researchers. 
In Mexico alone, Hurley reports, the ‘total population is more than 100 
million’. Further, since the vast majority of that population is ‘concentrated 
in major cities’, subject recruitment is rapid. Availability of subjects translates 
into shorter timelines, lower costs, and higher profit margins (Macklin 1999).
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The feasibility and efficiency of conducting clinical trials in Latin America is 
clear. But in what ways do these contextual features advance the goal of gen-
erating data that is ‘true to life’? What version of reality do Mexican patients 
offer to pharmaceutical research and development? In a clinical trial, a group of 
individuals stands in for the population at large. The methodological achieve-
ment of randomization is to set this likeness within a statistical framework 
that systematically deletes confounding variables introduced by conscious or 
unconscious bias.11 Rather than relying on clinical judgement to extrapolate 
population benefits from sample outcomes, clinical generalization proceeds 
from securing a group of patients large enough to interpret the significance 
of changes in health against a margin of error (Marks 1997). The relentless 
growth of Big Pharma has placed human subjects in high demand; conse-
quently, the industry has been forced to look worldwide to achieve requisite 
sample sizes for an ever-increasing number of clinical research projects.12

The external validity of trial data is not, however, simply a matter of sample 
size. For though the problems representation entails for politics are distinct 
from those it provokes for epistemology, in the clinical trial the tasks of faithful 
and exact representation coincide (Epstein 2004). Thus, while statistically 
impressive, data derived from large numbers of people loses traction if sig-
nificant subsets of the population – minorities, women, children – have been 
excluded.13 Indeed, recent industry initiatives have attempted to engage a more 
racially diverse set of physicians and investigators because they are perceived 
as gatekeepers to minority populations.14 Kendle International’s approach 
to the problem of diversity is location. Latin American subjects, they argue, 
can bridge the knowledge gaps that result from the under-representation of 
a crucial US demographic. In light of the tragic adverse reactions to Seroxat, 
another advantage Latin America offers lies in its paediatric population:

Latin America also provides access to unique populations such as paediatric patients, 
which are increasingly required for global studies. For example, in Mexico, out of 
a population of 107 million people, 44 per cent are under age 18 and 37 per cent 
are under age 15. Similarly, in Brazil, 38 per cent of the population of 187 million 
is under the age of 18. These populations create huge opportunities for paediatric 
studies.15

In several respects, the advantages of the Latin American research setting can 
be understood in terms of the epidemiological characteristics of its popula-
tion.16 Recent scholarship has demonstrated that scientific and technological 
advancement has transformed the ‘bare life’ of human beings into a national 
resource.17 However, though the biology of the clinical subject is clearly 
critical to the production of ‘reliable evidence’, for the CRO industry these 
subjects embody more significant clinical dimensions than their age, race, 
and disease profiles. Consider the ‘fewer competitive studies’ advertised in 
Hurley’s first slide. This point can be taken in two ways. First, the high ratio 
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of subjects to studies suggests that researchers will not have to scramble to 
enlist participants. Second, the lack of industry presence means that subjects 
have never been enrolled in research and are therefore ‘treatment-naive’. 
In places where populations are poor and state health-care infrastructure is 
largely absent, ‘naive’ corresponds to a lack of exposure not only to experi-
mental therapies but also to pharmaceutical therapies of any kind. As opposed 
to those in Western Europe or North America, Latin American populations 
are more likely to yield reliable results because their responses to experimental 
treatments – including adverse ones – will be more dramatic and thus easier 
to read (Macklin 1999).

One can begin to see the relationship between the scientific value of these 
‘real patients’ and their ‘socioeconomic conditions’. That ‘the majority of the 
Latin American population falls into lower economic brackets’ entails further 
advantages for the production of reliable knowledge. Without patient com-
pliance, the relative size, diversity, and treatment-naivety of a sample popula-
tion are worthless. In this regard, Latin American trial subjects are exemplary 
(Hurley 2003: 17). Because ‘clinical trials offer them access to better, more 
efficient health care and free or better medication’ patients are, it is said, 
‘strongly motivated’ to participate. Enthusiasm is not limited to the subject 
population. As Hurley explained, ‘our investigators are very excited to work 
with us because we give them the opportunity to collaborate with some of 
the finest research institutions of the world’. Such local cooperation further 
enhances the prospects for patient recruitment and compliance.18

As I have noted, scholars have been quick to identify the potentially ex-
ploitative consequences of this corporate strategy (for example, Angell 1997, 
2000; Lurie and Wolfe 1998; Petryna 2005). In situations of health-care crisis, 
where medical attention provided by international research projects is the only 
available clinical care, motivation is often a euphemism for desperation (cf. 
Chapter 3 this volume). The coercive potential of this ‘therapeutic miscon-
ception’19 has been well documented by anthropologists investigating public 
health research in the developing world (see Molyneux et al. 2005). But the 
ambiguity between experimental practice and clinical intervention has much 
darker connotations when local standards of care are used to justify placebo-
controlled trials. For the industry, comparing a novel therapy against a placebo 
has both financial and scientific consequences. On the one hand, placebo-con-
trolled trials are cheaper to conduct because they do not require the purchase 
of an active therapy against which an experiment’s non-therapeutic effects can 
be registered. They also take less time to complete and require fewer subjects. 
Like conducting studies on naive subjects, a placebo-controlled study renders 
therapeutic differences more obvious and outcomes easier to interpret.

Across medical literature, the large, double-blind, placebo-controlled, 
randomized clinical trial (RCT) is hailed as the gold standard of evidence 
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(see Chalmers and Maynard 1997; Califf 2005). The US Food and Drug 
Administration (FDA) privileges medical evidence generated through pla-
cebo-controlled studies, though, significantly, it has limited this methodolog-
ical requirement to circumstances where it is deemed ethically appropriate 
(Macklin 1999). Here again the specifically Latin American research setting 
becomes relevant for pharmaceutical knowledge production. As Janet Jones, 
Kendle’s Director of Global Access and Retention, writes:

There are many incidences in which the standard of care and/or healthcare setting 
further defines the most appropriate patient population and geography for a study. 
Placebo-controlled studies are a case in point … For example, when a therapy 
is routinely used/reimbursed and study participation might result in receiving 
poorer treatment, this is unlikely to be well received by patients, investigators or 
regulators. This type of study would be conducted more successfully in a country 
that either does not have access to the therapy or where it is not routinely reim-
bursed or used.20

Kendle’s efforts to match population to protocol renders hollow the humani-
tarian terms in which it casts its Latin American research programme. Unable 
to afford the therapeutic products clinical research projects yield, most Latin 
American research subjects may not even gain access to ‘better medications’ 
while participating in them.21

In an attempt to balance the demands of good evidence against the vul-
nerability of specific populations, new guidelines have been developed to 
address double standards in regulatory practice (Nuffield Council on Bioethics 
2002, 2005; cf. Chapter 7 this volume). In many cases, these benchmarks 
have alienated local researchers who frequently regard them as instruments of 
ethical imperialism.22 But there is a greater irony at work here. Because clinical 
trials are not reproducible, their burden of proof depends on both the rigour 
of their experimental design and the precision with which they are executed.23 
The empiricism of placebo-controlled clinical trials begins, however, to sound 
like persuasion when CROs advertise, implicitly or explicitly, their capacity 
to conduct clinical trials that will generate positive results.24 We might well 
ask whether the outcomes of a therapy tested on a group of treatment-naive 
patients with minimal access to health-care accurately predict the response of 
patients regularly exposed to a wide range of drugs and medical interventions. 
By selectively choosing populations that will produce the sort of data required 
for regulatory approval, outsourced clinical projects can effectively mask 
potential harms that will surface when the drug goes to market. As Adriana 
Petryna’s ethnographic work on CROs demonstrates, the ‘ethical variability’25 
across clinical research sites can serve to undercut rather than bolster the objec-
tivity of trials (Petryna 2007: 35–38).

So as an exemplar of a ‘real patient’ what does the Latin American research 
subject bring to the production of pharmaceutical data? Suspending for a 
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moment doubts about the quality of commercial science, it could be argued 
that Latin American research subjects yield evidence that can be applied to a 
larger number of patients. Put somewhat differently, the context-specificity 
of global research projects serve to decontextualize their outcomes. Drawn 
from a large number of treatment-naive, compliant, and ethically unprotected 
people, clinical knowledge is – technically speaking – more objective. But in 
other key ways the Latin American research setting also serves to recontextual-
ize the production of medical knowledge. The motivation of Latin American 
subjects to enrol in clinical research cannot be reduced to false consciousness. 
Though it is hardly a consistent or reliable practice, contract clinical research 
does provide free access, at least provisionally, to doctors and treatment. 
Petryna, for one, has observed that the number of clinical trials on hyper-
tension in Poland has effectively reduced that country’s high incidence of 
cardiovascular-related deaths. An aggressive campaign to attract CROs like 
Kendle made blood-thinning statins and state-of-the-art surgical interventions 
available to a population in need (Petryna 2007: 22). In this case the research 
setting was not merely demonstrative of therapeutic effect but also productive 
of health-care policy and practice. Constructed to be true to life, the experi-
ment reworked clinical reality through the process of representing it.

Neither the background from which good research is produced, nor the 
site where goods are distributed, research contexts emerge through process. 
In the next section of this chapter, I will explore the way in which that trans-
formative capacity can become instrumental to the production of knowledge 
and ultimately serve the interests of scientific rigour.

Everyday Practice
Making evidence from scientific studies available to clinical practice has been 
expected to directly improve quality of care, but this expectation has not been 
realised … [R]esearch is needed that takes into account the specific characteristics 
of its population and the presentation and prevalence of illness and disease. (de 
Maeseneer et al. 2003: 1314)

One of the vulnerabilities of evidence-based medicine (EBM) is its reliance on 
the double-blinded randomized controlled clinical trial (RCT). While some 
have argued that the applicability of population-derived data to the manage-
ment of individual patients is limited, others have challenged the relevance 
of that approach for public health more generally. For while its core set of 
methodological strategies – randomization, blinding, clinical equipoise, and 
informed consent – undergird its claims to universality, RCT processes work 
to expunge the unpredictability that defines clinical practice. The highly 
controlled setting of the RCT is unrepresentative of the realities of health-
care, and thus fails to meet the practical needs of clinical decision makers (de 
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Maeseneer et al. 2003; Timmermans and Berg 2003). Like Hurley, critics of 
EBM take issue with the ‘artificiality’ of current approaches to the produc-
tion of evidence; they, too, insist that reliable clinical data must take into 
the account the vicissitudes of physician care and patient health (Wood et 
al. 1998). But for professionals concerned with the quality of health-care 
delivery, the reliability of research-generated data depends more on the utility 
of its findings than on the stability of its controls (Godwin et al. 2003; Tunis 
2003; cf. Will and Moreira 2010). ‘Context’ works here to align scientific 
proof with medical practice and, as we shall see, the effect of this alignment is 
to facilitate the implementation of the evidence generated.

Consider for example a trial across seven General Practitioner (GP) surgeries 
in the UK.26 The SCOOP Trial (SCreening Of Older women for Prevention of 
fractures) will investigate a screening programme that combines clinical exami-
nation with a DEXA scan, an x-ray technology that determines a patient’s bone 
mineral density. Though there is little doubt that the DEXA scan is the gold 
standard for diagnostic practice, what concerns the project’s principal investiga-
tor is that the instrument is neither cheap nor readily available in the UK.27 The 
trial, therefore, is directed toward the problem of distribution: for whom and 
under what clinical circumstances will the assessment of fracture risk by DEXA 
be most beneficial? The principal investigator (PI) believes that by building the 
use of the scan within a programme that effectively links patient self-assessment 
with GP diagnosis, he can systematically reduce both the number of fractures 
incurred by the population under study and the economic strain experienced 
by the National Health Service (NHS).

On its broadest level the study hopes to demonstrate how such a 
programme might work in everyday practice. That challenge is primarily one 
of design: how can a trial simultaneously model a clinical interaction and 
measure its effects on patient and clinician behaviour. The research team 
has addressed this problem by deploying an intriguing protocol. At the start 
of the trial, the GP will send a letter to female patients aged 70–85 asking 
them if they would like to participate in a study. The letter is accompanied 
by a consent form, information leaflets on osteoporosis, and a baseline infor-
mation booklet designed to assess a patient’s overall risk of fracture. Those 
patients who agree to participate will be randomized into a control and a 
screening group. From clinical information provided on participant self-as-
sessment forms, the GPs will divide the ‘screening’ group into three subsets. 
The first group, considered to be at low risk, will not be contacted further.28 
The second group, found to be at high risk, will be given appointments to 
discuss disease management. The third group, whose level of risk could not 
be assessed from the self-report forms, will have their bone mineral densities 
measured by a DEXA scanner. If the scanning determines that a patient is at 
high risk for a fracture, a course of treatment will be recommended.
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Clearly, the trial raises a number of methodological problems. From the 
point of view of patient population, the use of self-assessment forms and 
the distribution of informational leaflets are likely to generate an unusually 
proactive sample population. The information provided about osteoporosis 
might well alter the conduct of the control group. Better informed, they 
would be more likely both to seek treatment and to adopt behaviours that 
reduce their risk of fracture. In short, this highly informed sample could hardly 
be considered representative of the general patient population. Further, the 
trial grants GPs a degree of flexibility that would make its outcomes exceed-
ingly difficult to analyse.29 Concerned less with whether the trial sufficiently 
resembled the ‘real clinic’ and more with the legibility of scientific proof, GPs 
might misdiagnose patients, or worse, recommend a therapeutic regimen, 
such as Hormone Replacement Therapy (HRT), that was no longer consid-
ered front-line treatment for osteoporosis.

While acknowledging the legitimacy of these concerns, the research team 
maintained that the value of the evidence generated about the screening 
programme was related directly to its impact on practice. In a letter to the 
committee that reviewed their funding application they defended their design 
on two key fronts. First, they argued that if, through participating in the 
trial, patients went out of their way to seek clinical advice, that action alone 
would demonstrate the efficacy of the screening programme. Second, they 
stressed that the ‘sample’ included both patients and GPs. Rather than an 
issue of clinical uncertainty, the team framed variations in GP clinical practice 
as a problem of information. In the same way that pamphlets would educate 
patients about the management of their disease, a sufficiently detailed protocol 
would inform GPs about current standards of care, thereby changing their 
behaviour for the better.30 Rather than being cast as gatekeepers of a patient 
population or executers of a research project, the GPs are integrated within 
the trial’s design both as implementers and beneficiaries.

The coordination and standardization of the GP’s practice and patient 
behaviours renders the accurate representation of the clinic beside the point. 
Here the strength of the scientific model resides in its potential to alter 
current circumstance and generate better performance. At the interface of 
the clinic and the trial, the reliability of the experimental method and the ef-
fectiveness of the intervention merge. As a vehicle through which practice is 
reorganized, the imagined ‘real world’ of the clinic becomes an instrument 
of both epistemology and management (Armstrong 2002).

Like the Latin American projects Hurley promotes, this study draws a 
pragmatic connection between experimental protocol and the specificities of 
health-care environments. In both cases ‘context’ does not simply describe 
therapeutic effects more explicitly; the particular social relations and behav-
iours that characterize the research setting – whether understood as a failed 



174   |   Ann Kelly

health service or the vicissitudes of everyday practice – elicit them.31 These 
strategies of contextualization, in other words, have generative effects that 
extend beyond the controlled site of assessment to the everyday world of 
clinical practice. Needless to say, the degree to which those effects can be 
described as ameliorative differs quite dramatically. But rather than describ-
ing that difference in terms of location, population, or even intervention, 
I will, in the following section, consider the dynamic interaction of science 
and the state that these ‘contexts’ exemplify. In so doing, I hope to reset a 
problem of scientific aggregation (what kind of patients will best demonstrate 
pharmacological efficacy) within a political frame.

The New Social Contract

The NHS is a unique institution, globally providing a gateway to the largest single 
pool of patients in the world, and caring for those patients from cradle to grave. 
Domestic access to high quality, rapid and economic clinical trials is essential to 
bioscience companies. Increasing participation in trials will play a crucial role in 
modernising the delivery of healthcare, as protocol-driven care improves both 
patient outcomes and the skills of healthcare professionals. (Bioscience Innovation 
and Growth Team 2004: 11)

In October of 2004, the Bioscience Innovation and Growth Team (BIGT) – 
an advisory committee launched by Lord Sainsbury and consisting of leading 
figures from research organizations, financial institutions, universities, and the 
bioscience industry – published its strategic vision of the future of UK biosci-
ence. To secure the nation’s position as the global bioscience leader by 2015, 
BIGT recommended that UK policy makers focus their attention on three 
key areas. First, they must create ‘a diverse, self-sustaining bioscience sector, 
with a core of large, profitable, world-class companies’; second, they must 
ensure that this sector provides ‘the most efficient and effective setting for con-
ducting clinical trials in the world’; and third, they must sustain ‘a healthcare 
system, regulatory regime and business environment that support innovation 
in bioscience’ (BIGT 2004: 8). The raft of recommendations proposed in the 
one hundred and twenty-five page document can be subsumed under a single 
theme: the development of a mutually supporting relationship between gov-
ernment, industry, and clinical practice. With ‘the largest single pool of patients 
in the world’ the UK is in a unique position to ‘secure the benefits of improved 
national health and wealth’ (2004: 12). In his forward to the document, 
former British Prime Minister Tony Blair underscored this message, stressing 
the economic advantage of placing a single provider health-care system under 
a regulatory environment that supports business initiatives.32

BIGT’s position has not been universally embraced, of course. Many 
analysts have argued that a regulatory environment which privileges com-
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mercial science is far more likely to reduce the quality of health-care research 
than to enhance it.33 But leaving aside for a moment how these recommen-
dations play out on the ground, consider the vision of good science that the 
BIGT report inscribes. The value of medical research – in economic and 
clinical terms – is tied to the distinctive nature of the NHS: embedding the 
production of scientific knowledge into the public health-care infrastructure 
will not only give the industry access to patients, it will also increase the 
impact of medical research on patient health. Responsive to national needs 
and oriented towards practical impact, processes of medical invention and 
discovery require intellectual, clinical and financial resources and thus criss-
cross universities, hospitals, and commercial enterprise. Good research – that 
is, research generative of profit and social well-being – emerges from and is 
vetted within specific policy environments.

Recent scholarship on contemporary science policy in Europe and the US 
has described the increasingly close relationship between scientific and public 
administrative practices in terms of a ‘new social contract’ emerging between 
science and the state.34 Set in opposition to a post-Second World War state 
commitment to scientific research, this new protocol seeks to make science 
socially accountable by integrating ethical, legal and financial considerations 
into the assessment of research aims and outcomes. One consequence of 
what is often described as a ‘contextualization’ of research is that scien-
tific objectivity is no longer the prerogative of impartial technical expertise. 
Rather, reliable knowledge is the product of a dynamic collaboration among 
researchers, government, industry, and an informed public.

Surely this model of knowledge production raises questions about the 
ways in which society comes to be and can be taken into account. One might 
ask, for example, whether science that is aligned with economic and political 
authority genuinely serves society. But a more crucial point involves the ways 
in which ‘the new social contract’ makes the ‘context’ of research both the 
backdrop and the destination of scientific inquiry (cf. Chapter 6 this volume). 
The production of data, in other words, is inextricably bound to particular 
social demands. In the British context, the NHS provides the framework 
around which processes that Anthony Giddens calls ‘looping effects’ are set 
in motion (Giddens 1991). From the example above, we can see how as a 
vehicle directed towards both assessing therapeutic effectiveness and justify-
ing health expenditure, the clinical trial situates scientific research within the 
structures of government policy.

How does this ‘new social contract’ alter the relationship between science 
and the state in research settings like those Hurley describes? First, there is 
the question of scale. As James Ferguson has demonstrated, for many low-
resource countries, the ‘national state’ has become an increasingly irrelevant 
category for conceptualizing political or social life. In its place, civil society 
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has emerged as a rubric better suited to the analysis of the real world processes 
of development and democratization. Ferguson concludes that ‘nation state’ 
obscures the transitional financial institutions and development agencies (one 
might add medical research collaborations) that effectively – or not so effec-
tively – govern in place of the state. In the developing world, sovereignty no 
longer implies the provision of public services or even control over national 
resources, but rather ‘the ability to provide contractual legal authority that 
can legitimate the extractive work of transnational firms’ (Ferguson 2006: 
207). Under these circumstances, the contract between state and science is 
one that bypasses society completely. Beyond the health benefits it does or 
does not provide, the scientific knowledge generated through outsourced 
clinical trials lies outside the processes of modernization. Populations are 
mined for data in the way that companies might extract oil.

Recent efforts made by NGOs and international research organizations 
towards capacity building represent one approach to enhancing the public 
value of science (Molyneux et al. 2005). However, while stressing the col-
laborative nature of these projects, such policy initiatives retain a dichotomy 
between scientific practices and the context in which research takes place. An-
thropologists of development have demonstrated how programmes geared 
towards engaging local participants fail to recognize the ways in which locality 
is constituted through the process of development (Pigg 1995; Mosse 2005). 
Indeed, some anthropologists have questioned whether practices of ‘partici-
pation’ might, in fact, serve to diminish the civic potential of science by cir-
cumscribing the ways in which citizenship is imagined (Cook and Kothari 
2001). In contrast to policy programmes that stress the significance of local 
perspectives, I would argue the clinical trial for osteoporosis illustrates the 
ways in which research and its context are coproduced. Bringing that model 
to bear on the practices of global pharmaceutical research and development 
recasts Latin American subjects’ participation in science in a way that empha-
sizes their creative work.

Conclusion: Research Context as Social Contract

In order to conduct successful research, companies need to establish that the 
country has: efficient regulatory start-up times, appropriate standards of care … 
investigators who are motivated to take part … site staff willing and able to recruit 
patients … sufficient patients who are willing to enrol and be committed to the 
study. (Jones 2006: 36)

It is clear that implications of clinical research extend well beyond research 
protocols; more notably, they involve the formation of social relationships 
between research sites and the transnational arena in which medical ideas 
circulate. Whether regarded as a commercial advantage or merely part of 
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the real world challenges of conducting field trials in developing countries, 
how that social activity generates scientific integrity has largely remained un-
explored. The strategies deployed by the pragmatic clinical trial to arrange 
clinical life into patterns of both scientific and political reality provide us with 
a starting point to consider how the practical relations generated through 
clinical research – whether conducted in the NHS or on a global scale – might 
serve to strengthen the reliability of knowledge. Taking place over a number 
of years and involving large numbers of people, clinical trials require the co-
ordination of multiple actors and practices. For Kendle International’s trials 
in Latin America, the statistical model produced at a trial’s closure represents 
more than just the collective pharmacological effects of a therapy on a sample 
population. The process of translating research participants into medical infor-
mation involves local drivers, data entry clerks, fieldworkers, medical experts, 
ethics boards, and funding bodies. Though the relative significance of these 
groups to research outcomes might seem incommensurate, the success of a 
clinical research project depends upon the connections made between them. 
Invisible at the point of publication, these interactions and transactions are the 
substance through which public health-care knowledge is produced.

Exploring this contingent work of mediation borrows from the observa-
tions made by science studies, which has revealed the complex social and 
material arrangements that belie reliable facts. In addition to being a method 
of knowledge production that might be mapped out through a network of 
artefacts, practices, and interests,35 the clinical trial is also a demonstration: 
an event – or aggregation of events – that renders novel relations visible so 
that practice might be transformed (Barry 2001: 177–78). The persuasive-
ness of a clinical study, therefore, inheres both in its technical coherence and 
upon the ways in which the conduct of research establishes its relevance to 
patient populations. To investigate the processes and procedures attendant 
on clinical research, therefore, requires that we consider the kinds of social 
and political claims the social and material work of medical science allow. 
Ethnographies of global clinical research present an opportunity to move 
beyond observations on the interests that motivate science to exploring 
science as social relations.

If we view the context of research as generative of pharmaceutical 
knowledge, then new approaches to the obligations owed to research subjects 
by commercial clinical projects might open up. Rather than circumscribe our 
ethical discussions to the limits and legalities of informed consent,36 we could 
begin to ask how the contractual relationship between Kendle and their Latin 
American participants might begin to reflect the collaborative relationship 
between CROs and public health. Clinical trials are systematic tools of per-
suasion that are, for many, a mode of life. As Petryna puts it: ‘clinical trials are 
social institutions, and the question of whether to carry them out, where, and 
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how is a political one’ (Petryna 2007: 22). The question I hoped this paper 
would raise is what kind of political programme the production of clinical 
knowledge might entail.

Notes
 1.  Dr Dennis Hurley, ‘Focus on Latin America: Practical Fast-Track Development’, concluded 

the last panel at the one-day workshop Biomarkers in Early Clinical Drug Development, 
opening a four-day conference at the Paragon Hotel, London, 25–28 November 2003, on 
early stage research and development.

 2.  Most broadly defined, a ‘biomarker’ refers to a substance whose presence can indicate 
either the presence of disease or reveal something about its progression. Biomarkers can be 
used to target which patients are most likely to respond well to a therapy or suffer from an 
adverse drug reaction, and most significantly, accelerate clinical trials and the processes of 
drug approval. For a discussion of the politics of the biomarker, see Epstein (1996).

 3.  In the past ten years, pharmaceutical research has separated into the distinct fields of phar-
macokinetics (PK) or the study of what the body does to the drug; pharmacodynamics, 
examining what the drug does to the body; proteomics, looking at which protein markers 
might be used to predict drug response; and pharmacogenomics, investigating the genes 
implicated from the protein markers.

 4.  First marketed in the US and Britain in the 1980s, SSRI anti-depressants became one 
of the must lucrative class of drugs the industry ever produced, the most profitable of 
which is Eli-Lilly’s Prozac. Though there had been reports of increased aggressive and 
suicidal behaviour in some users since SSRI’s were first introduced, it was not until the late 
1990s that regulators finally began to investigate these serious adverse affects. Much public 
outcry was generated over the length of time and number of studies that were required for 
the UK Medicines and Healthcare Products Regulatory Agency (MHRA) to reach a final 
decision on the safety of a drug. For a detailed discussion of why regulators failed to report 
these effects earlier, see McGoey (2007). The BBC One programmes were The Secret of 
Seroxat and Seroxat: Emails from the Edge, aired on 13 October 2002 and 11 May 2003 
respectively.

 5.  In 2002, the Women’s Health Initiative study confirmed that Hormone Replacement 
Therapy (HRT) doubled the risk of breast cancer and resulted in increased heart problems. 
The Million Woman Study (2007) has suggested further links between HRT and the risk 
for ovarian cancer. After releasing information in 2003 suggesting that Strattera – a therapy 
intended to treat Attention Deficit Disorder (ADD) – had caused severe liver damage in at 
least two patients, Eli-Lilly, following the fate of GlaxoSmithKline, was accused of manipu-
lating and concealing evidence that Prozac can cause violent and suicidal behaviour. Similar 
accusations were made of Merck when evidence emerged linking the risk of heart attack 
and stroke to Vioxx, one of a class of anti-inflammatory drugs called COX-2 inhibiters. 
After a flurry of lawsuits, Vioxx was withdrawn from the market in September 2004 and 
formally denied approval by the US Food and Drug Administration (FDA) in April 2007.

 6.  For instance, the prosecution argued that Merck had ignored data from their own trials 
(VIGOR and APPROVe) that revealed that Vioxx increased the risk of adverse cardiovas-
cular events. The defence emphasized the inherent uncertainty of the data; in particular, 
the researchers insisted that the three additional heart attacks had occurred after the cut-off 
point for data collection and were therefore inappropriately included (Berenson 2005).

 7.  Though the fears of harming pregnant women provides the most commonly cited rationale 
for excluding women from clinical research, Wendy Rogers has also explored the inherent 
gender bias underpinning the assumption that male bodies are somehow ‘more normal’ 
than female ones (Rogers 2004).
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 8.  In the words of Dr Stephen Arlington, IBM’s global leader for Pharmaceuticals and Life-
Sciences Practices: ‘Big Pharma is and has always been the best dog-and-pony show in 
town. The way studies are run, we are delivering a non-specific poison to 60 percent of our 
consumers – and now, they know it. There is simply no way we can continue conducting 
research as we have been for the past 50 years. If big Pharma doesn’t undergo a paradigm 
shift, it’s going to go the way of the airline industry’ (Dr Steve Arlington, Introductory 
Comments to the Global Clinical Trials Conference, 25–28 November 2003, Paragon 
Hotel, London).

 9.  And one that has become increasingly popular in the industry: in 2004, leading CROs 
managed nearly 23,000 Phase I–IV studies at 152,000 clinical sites worldwide. Currently, 
clinical research organizations account for over 40 per cent of the total number of clinical 
research personnel engaged in drug development activities (Kaitin 2006).

 10. In November 2000, two amendments were passed to the Declaration of Helsinki, clauses 
19 and 30, stipulating that all populations must benefit from the results of research and 
by being assured of access to the best proven prophylactic, diagnostic and therapeutic 
methods identified by a study (World Medical Association Declaration of Helsinki 2000: 
3043–45). In practice, national regulatory authorities have interpreted these regulations 
rather modestly. As a contributor to the industry pharmaceutical publication, Scrip, put it: 
‘A conservative interpretation of these clauses would appear to make clinical trials novel 
and potentially expensive products unlikely in India for the foreseeable future … However, 
experience in other developing clinical trials regions, such as Central and Eastern Europe, 
shows that these clauses are not proving as inconvenient to pharma as might be assumed’ 
(Modderham 2003: 25).

 11. Attributed with its invention, Anthony Bradford Hill believed the advantage of random-
ized experimental design inhered in the liberal orientation of the knowledge it produced. 
Rather than rely on the authoritarian judgements, an experiment with an accurately 
arranged statistical framework could produce reliable results that did not require years of 
experience. The value of randomization was not only in its accuracy but in its ability to 
retain the distinction and the distance between the world of science and politics. The irony 
that this method has become the protector of corporate agendas has not been lost on social 
scientists (for example, de Vries and Lemmens 2006).

 12. According to industry estimates approximately eighty thousand global clinical trials are 
conducted worldwide. From 2002 to 2006 the number of patients participating in clinical 
trials in China and Russia nearly tripled, while in Latin America, the number of clinical 
research projects has increased annually by 20–30 per cent over the past ten years (Center-
Watch, Regulatory Affairs Professionals Society [RAPS], International Federation of Phar-
maceutical Manufacturers and Associations [IFPMA]).

 13. The relevance of ethnicity, age, and gender in determining therapeutic efficacy is still hotly 
disputed and poorly understood (Epstein 2004).

 14. AstraZeneca, for instance, will offer grants to the Interamerican College of Physicians and 
Surgeons (ICPS), the largest medical school in the Americas, and the National Medical 
Association (NMA), which represents more than 30,000 African American physicians 
(Gambrill 2007).

 15. Arguably ‘success’ could also describe good quality negative data. In light of the cost of 
drug development, however, a negative result is generally synonymous with failure.

 16. At a Global Clinical Trials conference I attended in the spring of 2004, Quintiles Interna-
tional explained the advantages of conducting research with its units based in China and 
South Africa. The former population would be perfect for pharmaceutical companies inter-
ested in producing drugs to treat osteoporosis: the theory being that because the Chinese 
diet is rich in soy the patient population might provide more conclusive data for studies on 
vitamin D deficiency. South Africa, on the other hand, where there is a high incidence of 
trauma – let alone a high prevalence of HIV/AIDS – offered patients who might appeal to 
companies interested in developing anti-retrovirals and corticosteroids.
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 17. ‘Biopolitics’, ‘biosociality’, ‘biovalue’, ‘biocapital’, and ‘bioavailability’ form a constellation 
of terms used to describe the contemporary relationship between individual and popula-
tion. These terms denote the ways in which collectives are formed through identification 
with genetic and biological categories, rights and claims are made through the body, and 
biological survival becomes the basis of citizenship (see, for example, Cohen 1999, 2005; 
Waldby 2000; Petryna 2002).

 18. Drawing from work conducted on anti-depressant research in Argentina, Andrew Lakoff 
observes that the ‘consumer’ of pharmaceuticals stands in an indirect relationship to the 
industry; companies must market their drugs to doctors who then prescribe them to their 
patients (Lakoff 2005: 197). The relationships developed between the industry and the 
doctor should primarily be understood as establishing a reciprocal access to ‘guarded 
resources’. For the former, this translates into a patient population to participate in and 
consume therapeutic products. While for the later, ‘guarded resources’ refers to cutting-
edge technologies and the opportunity to publish in internationally recognized journals.

 19. Molyneux et al. (2005: 1467) define the term in this way: ‘a belief that every aspect of the 
research project to which someone has consented has been designed to benefit the indi-
vidual directly, and has a reasonable chance of success … or seeing study activities either as 
community-wide health checks or as investigations to identify more precisely what is wrong 
with an individual patient and how (s)he might be treated.’

 20. She continues with the following example: ‘When the National Institute of Clinical Excel-
lence (NICE) guidelines did not endorse the use of the newer biotech therapies for rheuma-
toid arthritis, the UK became a good environment for recruiting such patients, especially as 
many other countries in Europe were already prescribing biologics routinely. When the UK 
guidelines changed in 2004, patients waiting for biologics were quickly given this therapy, 
and this patient pool disappeared. Trials of such therapies have now moved to Central and 
Eastern Europe, Latin America and the Asia/Pacific region, where only 1–5 per cent of the 
rheumatoid arthritis population receives this therapy, compared with more than 25 per cent 
of the population in the US and Western Europe’ (Jones 2006: 35).

 21. Macklin (1999) provides an excellent overview and discussion of the arguments for the 
ethical use of placebo.

 22.  In response to the ‘ethical relativism or ethical imperialism?’ debates, social scientists have 
begun to explore ways in which ethics can be refined and developed from the ‘bottom up’ 
(Hedgecoe 2004).

 23.  This is a financial as well as a methodological issue. Even if one could get access to the 
same patient group it is assumed that the patients would have been altered (and not merely 
biologically) by their prior experience with clinical research.

 24.  Petryna (2005, 2007) has commented on this phenomenon and provides several examples. 
From Kendle’s own marketing campaign: ‘When you choose Kendle to conduct your Phase 
III clinical trials you can be confident of your success’ (from an advertisement for a Phase 
III Trial conducted in Brazil. See http://www.kendel.com).

 25.  Petryna and Kleinman observe: ‘Ethical variability refers to how international ethical 
guidelines (informed by principles and guidelines for research involving human subjects) 
are being recast as trials for global research subjects are organized’ (Petryna and Kleinman 
2006: 35).

 26.  While I was conducting fieldwork with the Arthritis Research Campaign (ARC), ‘a pragmatic 
randomized controlled trial of the effectiveness and cost effectiveness of screening for os-
teoporosis in older women in the prevention of fracture’ attracted the attention of the ARC 
Clinical Trials Collaboration (CTC) funding committee. In January 2005, the ARC CTC 
awarded £200,000 to conduct a twelve-month pilot study across two Primary Care Trusts 
in Norwich and Sheffield. This amount was increased to £380,000 and with the combined 
support of the Osteoporosis Society, the SCOOP Trial has since ‘expanded into a five year 
project that will recruit at least 11,600 women between the ages of 70 and 85 across seven 
sites in the UK’. (Further details available at: http://www.scoopstudy.ac.uk).
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 27.  This information is drawn from a series of interviews and conversations with the PI, Dr Lee 
Shepstone from 2004–2005 and from the initial grant application for the trial. 

 28.  They will receive what is described by the protocol as ‘usual care’, which, in essence, 
denotes no proactive involvement whatsoever. It is possible that over the course of the trial 
a GP might diagnose a patient in the control group with osteoporosis and recommend 
treatment. This intervention will be ad hoc. Because a control patient’s self-reported risk 
assessments will not be read, GPs will probably only see a patient when she fractures a bone. 
(Interview with Dr Shepstone, 21 May 2005).

 29. As one external assessor of the grant proposal wrote: ‘I fear there will be a great deal of 
variation which will make the study difficult to analyse as it is currently described. The ap-
plicants say that if the individual’s risk lies above the threshold, the subject’s GP will be 
recommended to consider introducing bisphonphonate treatment and that applicant will 
be offered recommendation. If a GP were to decide against this and to move to HRT, for 
example, this will introduce other risk into the population as a consequence of screening. 
There should be a much stricter protocol regarding treatment’ (Assessor B comments, 13 
December 2003).

 30.  For a discussion of how protocols become instruments of implementing trial results see 
Berg (1997).

 31.  In other words, this form of contextualization is quite different from the one Marilyn 
Strathern describes as a characteristic of Western epistemology. In brief, Strathern argues 
that the modern dimension of grounding yields a point of view from which the essential 
characteristics of an object may be seen. Because an object can always be described as part 
of something else, this perspective is partial. One effect of this partiality is to assume that 
more perspectives or ‘more context’ will yield more reliable knowledge. The demand for 
situatedness resonates with the clinical trial, but the problem of representation here is tied 
to creating an instrument for policy, or, in the case of the pharmaceutical industry, an in-
strument for profit (Strathern 1992: 73).

 32.  Blair writes in the forward to the report: ‘I believe that a strong bioscience industry in the 
UK is a vital ingredient in building a world-class health service, and the ultimate test of 
BIGT’s success will be found in hospitals and surgeries up and down the land’ (2004: 3).

 33.  Many academic researchers have argued that the NHS R&D policy has been to make it 
more difficult to conduct publicly funded research. A collaborative scheme with bioscience 
industry has meant first, that publicly funded trials must compete with industry for patients; 
and second, that the regulatory surveillance that would be amenable to the industry is an-
tithetical to the way in which academic research gets funded and conducted. Though the 
Medical Health Regulations Agency (MHRA) has recognized that some controls should be 
more flexible for academic research, the fact remains that the UK regulatory environment 
has been shaped in order to facilitate the commercial development of drugs rather than 
enhance the quality of health-care delivery. As argued by Professor Rory Collins, British 
Heart Foundation professor of medicine and epidemiology at the University of Oxford: 
‘Despite amendments, the bureaucratic hurdles and extra cost will have a destructive effect 
on clinical trials. They will mean that some – maybe many – clinical trials will not be done. 
The fixed budget for academically funded research must mean fewer questions will be 
answered reliably’ (cited in Mayor 2004).

 34. The notion that ‘society’ is in some way counterpoised to ‘science’ stems from public con-
troversies over new science and technology in the late 1960s. Environmental activism and 
patient advocacy during the 1980s and 1990s shifted public attention from the products 
and uses of science to its contents and methods (Epstein 1996).

 35. That scientific knowledge is constituted through acts of translation and travel is a critical 
observation of science studies. Actor Network Theory (ANT) has provided one of the key 
heuristics for the sociological study of science. An epistemological stance and methodologi-
cal approach, ANT approaches practices and entities within a configuration of relations. 
The relational focus suggest that actors, objects, social and technical artefacts are treated 
on a par, as effects or outcomes of an interaction.
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 36. As many have argued, rendering ethics more transparent serves only to further limit and 
restrict the moral commitments felt by researchers towards their patients (O’Neill 2002; 
Kelly 2003; Bosk and Devries 2004).
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Chapter 9

the Performance of Global Health r&d 
Alliances and interdisciplinary research 
Approaches

Sonja Marjanovic

What he sees is not the one, but always, with an all-penetrating lucidity which 
maddens him, the many. 

Paraphrased from Isaiah Berlin (1953)

Improving population health in developing countries requires a global outlook 
on healthcare that strategically embraces international cooperation. Alliances 
between developing and developed country institutions play a central role in 
research and development (R&D) efforts to tackle global infectious disease 
priorities such as HIV/AIDS, malaria and tuberculosis, amongst others. No 
single player has the funding, research and delivery capabilities required to 
tackle the problems alone (see, for example, Cambridge International Health 
Leadership Programme Report 2004). The need for novel scientific under-
standings, and improved prevention, control and treatment strategies for 
global health priorities are high, but the resources and donor budgets for 
R&D collaborations remain limited (Engelhard and Box 1999; Bautista et al. 
2001; Kettler and Marjanovic 2004).

In the face of such a dialectic, it is important to understand how the per-
formance of these collaborations, and hence the efficacy of donor invest-
ments, can be best facilitated. This chapter seeks to strengthen our under-
standings of the complexity of global health alliance performance, and to 
make a case for an interdisciplinary research lens on the theme. Interdisci-
plinary research perspectives are important for a more holistic understanding 
of the determinants of performance, and of the types of management and 
donor policies and practices that can best facilitate it (de Rond and Marja-
novic 2006). The chapter is organized as follows. In Section 1, I overview the 
need for and purposes of global health R&D collaborations, and elaborate 
on the complexities integral to their performance. Section 2 then discusses 
the potential benefits of embracing interdisciplinarity in academic enquiries, 
and considers the somewhat mysterious paucity of interdisciplinary research 
in current global health alliance literature. I elucidate how interdisciplin-
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ary research differs from single discipline approaches, and hope to provide 
greater clarity on what has become somewhat of an umbrella term (Holm 
and Liinason 2005). Despite the potential benefits of interdisciplinarity, I try 
also to be candid about its drawbacks, and to suggest some practical recom-
mendations for feasible interdisciplinary research practice. Finally, in Section 
3, I revisit two questions of research interest on the theme of global health 
alliance performance that are framed through an interdisciplinary perspec-
tive. I highlight how an interdisciplinary research lens influences the ways by 
which academic enquiries, as well as collaboration practitioners might seek 
to understand performance determinants of relevance in the design and op-
erationalization of collaborations. Throughout the chapter, the conceptual 
arguments advanced draw on empirical material from global health and de-
velopment literature, and on insights from a recent case study I conducted 
of a population health collaboration in South Africa. The case study set out 
to examine instability management in global health collaborations, and it 
entailed detailed examination of the performance interests and achievements 
across diverse stakeholder groups in the initiative (Marjanovic 2007).1 Many 
of its findings illuminate the contributions that this chapter seeks to make.

complexities of Global Health Alliances

The Need for and Purposes of Collaboration

Health inequalities between populations in developing and developed 
countries persist in the risks and types of disease, their actual burden, access 
to reliable diagnoses, treatments and health services, and the impacts of illness 
on individual lives (Kettler and Marjanovic 2004). Infectious diseases impede 
efforts to improve life expectancies in less developed regions, constrain 
education targets, and impact negatively on the productivity and growth 
potential of these economies. Over 90 per cent of all infectious disease related 
fatalities occur in poor countries of the Southern hemisphere (Kettler 2000). 
The scale of disease burden is undoubtedly even higher than official statistics 
report, as inhabitants of many of the world’s poorest countries have substan-
dard access to healthcare and do not receive adequate diagnoses. However, 
infectious diseases are also a global threat. Increased international travel, 
immigration, globalization of the economy and changing patterns of sexual 
behaviour have increased the internationalization of health risk. Infections 
which were previously considered to be predominantly problems of the poor 
are no longer confined to less developed countries.

In view of the scale of health inequities, their global implications and the 
inability of developing countries to tackle the problem alone, we have witnessed 
an increase in the popularity of collaborative R&D initiatives between insti-
tutions in developed and developing countries, which seek to jointly tackle 
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global health challenges. These collaborations range from financial and tech-
nology sponsorships to joint research and development ventures (Engelhard 
and Box 1999; Velho 2001; Cambridge International Health Leadership 
Programme Report 2004).2 Joint ventures often take the form of collaborative 
R&D centres in the developing world, with a mix of local and international 
researchers, advisors and operational staff. These arrangements are meant to 
facilitate more equitable participation by Southern and Northern stakeholders, 
in agenda setting, decision making, responsibilities and accountabilities, than 
earlier modalities, where Northern partners tended to dominate the initiatives. 
I shall refer to this latter model of collaboration with the following terms: cross-
cultural alliances, global health alliances and collaborative research centres.

Variety in collaborative research centres exists along many levels such as: 
area of health R&D and disease focus; participating organizations and in-
stitutions; legal status; governance and forms of management; participants’ 
contributions and operational roles; and ownership and control distributions. 
Beyond altruistic motivations to decrease health inequities between the rich 
and the poor,3 these partnerships all explicitly aim to realize one or more of 
the following objectives: (i) to further scientific knowledge on global health 
burdens through research that is relevant to academia, policy, or interested 
communities; (ii) to drive the development of health innovations through 
drugs, vaccines, technologies, health-delivery systems; (iii) to improve 
community health and well-being through demand-driven and participatory 
research approaches, community education, public advocacy, regulation, or 
quality assurance in health-service provision; and (iv) to contribute to sustain-
able research capacity building in developing countries. Most R&D collabora-
tions are also embedded in broader sustainable developmental agendas and 
are based on the premise that only healthy and empowered communities can 
contribute to sustainable development goals for employment creation, the im-
provement of work-force health demography, and social and political stability.

Complexities Integral to Global Health Alliance Performance

Global health alliances are operationally and administratively complex. They 
generally have long time frames, involve diverse stakeholder groups (research-
ers, operational, management and administrative staff from different countries, 
donors, patient groups and communities, political bodies) and integrate 
multiple performance agendas (for example, academic advancements, policy 
contributions, community health improvement and development objectives). 
Their performance is influenced by the broader socioeconomic and cultural 
landscapes in which a collaboration is embedded. A number of interdisciplin-
ary determinants – scientific and technological, political, legal and ethical – 
influence performance trajectories and these determinants can have idiosyn-
cratic influences across different collaboration contexts.
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Most global health R&D alliances are initiated through externally 
sponsored donor funding. The initial finance is generally for a time period that 
is seen as sufficient to allow an R&D centre to ‘incubate’, establish a viable 
presence, and build sustainable R&D capacity. Meeting the performance 
goals specified by funders is crucial towards ensuring subsequent, continued 
financial support, especially in the face of stringent review criteria and limited 
donor budgets for North–South collaborations.4 However, as I will illus-
trate shortly, the performance agendas and assessment criteria prioritized by 
donors can at times be in conflict with those of other participant groups. 
The sustainability and productivity of a collaboration depends on mobilizing 
and sustaining the support, dedication and commitment of all stakeholders, 
because they all contribute needed skills and resources. Hence, understand-
ing the ways by which the performance agendas of diverse participants can 
best be facilitated – how multiple interests can most effectively be met – is 
an important policy concern for collaboration management and donors alike. 
Gaining such understandings is not a straightforward task, moreover. It calls 
for considering the social construction of performance through time, and 
across diverse stakeholder groups.

Since global health collaborations often function in turbulent socioeco-
nomic and political landscapes of developing countries and face unpredictable 
and emergent contingencies throughout their life-span, their performance 
objectives and milestones can change through time (see Inkpen and Beamish 
1997; Yan 1998). In addition to the most transparent and direct performance 
targets of an alliance such as those initially specified in strategic plans, other 
supportive performance objectives and measurement criteria can also surface 
as particularly important at specific points in the social life of a collaboration. 
Hence, both explicitly formulated agendas and supportive milestones and 
assessment criteria are worthy of consideration in efforts to understand and 
assess global health alliance performance. Let us turn to consider briefly two 
illustrations. First, many global health R&D collaborations that take place 
in developing countries integrate local research capacity building mandates 
into their performance agendas. In this context, empowering local scientists 
to conduct and publish cutting edge research is a key performance goal, 
and publications authored or co-authored by local scientists are the most 
common criterion for assessing achievements in this mandate. However, the 
rate at which scientists can be empowered and at which publication outputs 
can accumulate varies across collaboration contexts. For example, scientist 
empowerment depends on factors such as the availability and sustainabil-
ity of funds for professional development through time; on the availability 
of scientific resources for research; and on the level of previous skills and 
experience that local new recruits bring to a collaboration. As I have consid-
ered elsewhere, these resources, skills and capabilities vary across collabora-
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tions, and their nature is not fully predictable at the onset of a collaboration’s 
formation (Marjanovic 2007).

In addition, building and growing sustainable research capacity as an 
explicit core goal can depend on a number of complementary performance-
related priorities and measurement criteria. These include temporal factors 
such as: (i) the acquisition of renown amongst collaborators; (ii) the estab-
lishment of enduring research networks, (iii) securing additional financial 
and human resources; (iv) research continuity and expansion to additional 
projects; and (v) growth in the experience of local research, operational and 
management staff (for example, training in cross-disciplinary skills and com-
petencies, exposure at international conferences, higher degrees, movement 
up the alliance organizational ladder). Other criteria indicating the develop-
ment of sustainable research capacity might entail: (vi) continued community 
support through time (where communities are a source of patient groups 
for research); and (vii) growth in staff dedication and commitment (staff 
retention, evolution of employee roles and responsibilities, involvement in 
tasks beyond those specified in a job description) (see Bautista et al. 2001).

Secondly, an alliance whose primary goal is to become a centre of R&D 
excellence in a global health priority area may not yield a critical mass of 
leading publications or patents within an initially envisaged time frame. 
But such an alliance may have effected improved health-seeking behaviour 
in local communities, or mobilized sustainable support for research by re-
cruiting patient groups, or built a sustainable critical mass of researchers, or 
initiated a number of innovative scientific projects and contributed to better-
informed policy making through community and government liaisons. Many 
of these ‘softer’ performance outputs are in line with the universal mission 
of global health initiatives to contribute towards public health improvement 
and the creation of healthy and sustainable societies. In addition, all of these 
outputs are likely to influence an alliance’s ability to produce cutting-edge 
R&D advancements (publications, patents, drugs, vaccines) in the long term, 
and to realize its core goal. The need for achieving supportive performance 
milestones towards the ultimate goal (e.g., publications, scientific advance-
ments), and the resources and time requirements intrinsic in the process of 
their realization are not always foreseeable at the onset of a collaboration.

These examples allude to the difficulties of gauging success or failure 
in global health alliances with long-term orientations, multiple agendas 
and stakeholder groups according to deterministic performance assess-
ment criteria and strict time frames set a priori. So whilst the ‘success’ of 
R&D alliances is commonly adjudicated on factors such as top-tier journal 
publications, patents or commercialized product and process innovations 
(Rogers and Bozeman 2001; Jordan and Malone 2002; see also Geringer 
and Herbert 1991), these indicators do not really consider nor capture the 
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complexity of performance pathways through time. There is also the matter 
of stakeholder groups. Stakeholders in global health alliances bring different 
disciplinary interests, personal, professional and institutional objectives into 
performance pursuit pathways, and ‘success’ may mean something different 
to distinct stakeholder groups. The multiple performance objectives at play 
in an alliance can at times be in conflict with each other – due to factors such 
as resource constraints, vested interests and power plays in the prioritization 
of specific performance objectives. There are likely to be some common but 
also some unique goals and objectives across multiple participants.

Insights gained during a recent case study of a collaborative HIV/AIDS-
focused population health initiative in South Africa illustrate these dynamics 
aptly (see further Marjanovic 2007). While all participant groups in this study 
supported the initiative’s aims to conduct policy-relevant population health 
research in partnership with the communities in which they operate, differ-
ence existed across stakeholder groups in the extent to which importance 
was attached to specific agendas, objectives and perceptions. Not only did 
people think differently; these differences touched upon matters of control, 
interpretation and output, such as who would decide and determine disci-
plinary emphasis in data collection or mechanisms of benefit distribution. 
For example, local communities (which provided participants for studies) 
and political authorities seemed to place the highest importance on perfor-
mance outputs recognizable as: (i) community health improvement oppor-
tunities (e.g., potential for therapy provision, other forms of clinical care for 
HIV+ persons); (ii) community health education activities of the initiative; 
and (iii) some development aid-like spillovers for the district in which the 
R&D was being conducted, for instance, upgrades in clinical infrastructure 
or the provision of employment opportunities. These stakeholder groups 
largely consisted of South African local community members who stood to 
benefit from tangible social deliverables that could improve their quality of 
life. Donors, management and scientists also saw population health improve-
ment to be the ultimate mission of research activities, but emphasized the 
scientific research and advancement mandates of the centre as key.

However, disagreements emerged between the donors and the centre’s 
management and research staff over the most efficient ways to channel 
resources towards the realization of scientific advancements. Conflicting views 
primarily revolved around the scale of investments needed to mobilize and 
sustain community support. The centre’s management had continuously 
channelled substantial staff capacity and funds towards this agenda, seeing 
it as crucial for the sustainability of participants for clinical studies, and ulti-
mately for scientific productivity. Participant mobilization had also called for 
some aid-like investments into community empowerment which were not in 
the explicit mandate of the centre as a research initiative, for instance training 
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community residents in income-generating skills, computer skills, arts and 
crafts, and sustainable farming, and which the centre presented as part of its 
Social Responsibility Programme. While donors recognized the importance of 
maintaining strong community engagement, they raised substantial concerns 
over a potential imbalance in the focus and energy placed on community en-
gagement in comparison to scientific research in management’s strategy.

The initiative’s management and indeed most staff expressed discontent 
with donor views on the required levels of community engagement activities, 
and – as one senior demographer put it – saw donor perceptions to be based 
on ‘a detachment from the operational reality needs on the ground’ and a 
threat to the continuity of the participant pipeline. Difficulties in seeing ‘eye 
to eye’ led to relational tensions between different stakeholders, which some 
staff saw as a threat to the long-term sustainability of the collaboration. In 
seeking to alleviate donor concerns over scientific productivity and to rectify 
relational challenges, management urgently galvanized publishing activity. 
Some changes in the leadership hierarchy and organizational structure were 
also implemented to make better use of existing resources towards both sci-
entific and community engagement-related activities. In the face of resource 
constraints and power dependencies, meeting the diverse agendas at play in 
the initiative has been a complicated task, but one that was widely acknowl-
edged as crucial for the long-term sustainability of the collaborative R&D 
initiative.

Interdisciplinary Research Lenses for Understanding Global Health 
Alliance Performance: Preliminary Remarks

Facilitating and evaluating global health R&D performance requires an un-
derstanding of the distinct interests, goals and expectations that diverse stake-
holders bring to bear on performance. Gaining such understandings is likely 
to benefit from a consideration of interdisciplinary issues.

To illustrate: the multiplicity and idiosyncrasies in performance-related 
interests that exist in global health alliances are to a large extent rooted in 
the diversity of social identities that frame a collaboration and its operations. 
These social identities can be of many forms, and are preconditioned by a 
range of interdisciplinary determinants: cultural, socioeconomic, professional 
and disciplinary roles and responsibilities, to name but a few. The social iden-
tities of individuals relate both to the internal functions of individuals at an 
R&D centre, and also their external environment-framed life experiences and 
group belongings: professional alignments (donors, management, scientists, 
operational staff, patient group participants, political stakeholders); disciplin-
ary alignments (social scientists, molecular biologists, demographers, epide-
miologists); culture related (nationality or ethnic group beliefs, fears, customs, 
traditions, means of communicating and relating, working cultures), socio-
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economic factors. Individuals tend to identify with multiple social groups si-
multaneously and at various intensities of belonging. The individual identities 
feed into the construction of individual performance-related interests, which 
in turn inputs into the social construction of stakeholder-group performance 
goals and commitments, and into perceptions on performance achievements 
(see Bouchikhi and Kimberly 2003; Lawson 2003; Meyer et al. 2006).

With the above in view, the variables which are integral to achievements in 
global health initiatives embrace the disciplinary interests of sociology, social 
anthropology, ethics, economics, psychology, development studies, interna-
tional relations, politics and global health. And the potential of each of these 
disciplines to contribute to our understandings of alliance performance is 
by no means mutually exclusive. Different disciplines are likely to bring to 
surface distinct variables of interest. This is not to say that one discipline 
excludes the performance concerns that might be particularly important 
to another. But distinct disciplines are likely to address the influence and 
impacts of specific performance determinants and measurement criteria in 
unique ways, and with differential emphases. For example, entrepreneurship 
studies or molecular biology may emphasize the importance of measurable 
scientific indicators such as publications, patent or health product innovations 
in exploring performance outputs in a R&D initiative. Sociology, ethics, de-
velopment studies or politics may be more interested in alternative indicators 
of achievement. These alternative indicators might include criteria such as: 
creating a working environment that is conducive to attracting and retaining 
research staff and mobilizing their loyalty and commitment; investing in 
improvements in regional health infrastructure as a means of mobilizing 
community and political support for the initiative’s scientific research; or in-
dicators of changes in health awareness and health-seeking behaviour in the 
communities in which R&D is being conducted. Ideally, we would want to 
incorporate all of these ‘interdisciplinary’ criteria towards efforts to establish 
comprehensive performance measurements for global health alliances, par-
ticularly with their multiple agendas in mind. Whilst efforts to understand 
global health alliance performance would benefit from interdisciplinary 
research approaches, nonetheless these have been rare. I elaborate on this 
paucity shortly, but want to overview first the benefits of interdisciplinary 
approaches for understanding complex phenomena.

interdisciplinary research Approaches

Social and natural scientists increasingly look to interdisciplinary research as 
a means of understanding complexity. Mark de Rond and Sonja Marjanovic 
(2006) argue that the advantages of interdisciplinary over single discipline 
research approaches reside at two levels. In brief, these are identifiable as 
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‘research inputs’ and ‘research outputs’. In highlighting quite deliberately 
the diverse, multifaceted and complex nature of social phenomena, inter-
disciplinarity brings different disciplines together to inform research design, 
and allows data to be collected on a broader range of features. At the level of 
research outputs, it is the multiplicity of gathered empirical information that 
is likely to impact on the way we draw inferences from data (what it signifies 
and implies), and to inspire a process of negotiating research outputs across 
disciplines’ (see de Rond and Marjanovic 2006: 422). So if interdisciplinary 
research may assist us in confronting the multifaceted and complex nature of 
global health R&D alliances, why is it that interdisciplinary research has yet 
to make its presence properly felt in alliance studies? Given the complexity 
and multifacetedness of global health R&D alliances, and the fact that they 
are often intrinsically interdisciplinary in organization, it is perhaps curious 
that so few truly interdisciplinary studies of these collaborations exist.5

With regard to sustainable development-oriented North–South collabora-
tions, Bautista et al. (2001) offer the following remarks:

The choice and conduct of development-oriented research demands an under-
standing of a problem from the perspectives of many stakeholders, often with 
conflicting interests. Such a nuanced grasp of issues and problems, in turn, requires 
inputs from researchers in various disciplines and branches of knowledge … The 
[research] practices transcend the theoretical and methodological positions of 
collaborating research partners from different branches of knowledge and disci-
plines … In the course of understanding a problem, researchers go back and forth 
between the fundamental and the applied, the theoretical and the practical … 
the curiosity-oriented and mission-oriented research … The alternative mode of 
knowledge production … recognizes the existence of multiple knowledge sites. 
(2001: 1,12)

In addition to these observations, I would contend that the paucity of inter-
disciplinary studies of alliance performance is especially intriguing since the 
boundaries of management research are considered to be broad and fluid. 
It has been noted that a diversity of disciplinary lenses has been applied in 
alliance studies (ranging across economics, corporate strategy, sociology and 
politics).6 However, individual disciplines have generally been employed 
in isolation in a specific enquiry. As a consequence, our understandings of 
alliance performance are partial. There have been few efforts to combine 
multiple disciplines and theories in the same research agenda, and to reconcile 
the dispersed contributions of single discipline enquiries (cf. Osborn and 
Hagedoorn 1997; de Rond 2003).7 The question why interdisciplinary ap-
proaches remain so scarce in alliance literature merits much further research, 
but the answers are likely to turn, at least partially, on a lack of clarity as 
to what interdisciplinary research approaches entail, and how they can be 
feasibly adopted in research practice.
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Yet when relations and boundaries between disciplines, theories and fields 
of study seem blurred, it may not be easy to distinguish interdisciplinary from 
single discipline research approaches. As de Rond and Marjanovic (2006) 
note, theories may originate within one discipline but be applied in others. 
We are of the view that interdisciplinary research approaches differ from single 
discipline lenses in three key areas. First, disciplines tend to gravitate around 
an object or theme of interest. Think of the way that biochemists study the 
chemical interactions that exist within living organisms; and psychologists 
study the mental and behavioural characteristics of individuals; while ethicists 
pursue philosophical reflection on moral beliefs and practices. Interdisciplinary 
studies develop thematically around grouped analytical or practical interests, 
but they do so by focusing deliberately on a more diverse set of variables of 
interest than single discipline approaches, and they tend to emphasize explic-
itly aspects of multidimensionality, multiplicity and complexity (ibid.).

Second, disciplines may be characterized by a prevailing commitment to 
a particular epistemology, and a particular set of ontological assumptions. 
Even if there exist different ‘churches’ of philosophical orientation within 
disciplines, a particular set of scientific and metaphysical beliefs that govern a 
field of research is likely to be seen as dominant and more mainstream at any 
one point in time (de Rond and Marjanovic 2006: 418).8 This will influence 
dominant theoretical approaches, and methods of enquiry in a discipline. In 
contrast to single discipline approaches, interdisciplinary research arises out 
of the conviction that the social world is invariably more complex than can 
be accounted for by a single theory, or within a single discipline, and it builds 
on expectations of diversity and complexity. It calls for pluralism in philo-
sophical assumptions and in methods of enquiry. Pluralism entails a belief not 
just in the multiplicity and diversity of values and beliefs – views and ways of 
different cultures, societies, and social groups – but in the possibility of their 
incommensurability. Whereas some order and homogeneity may exist in or-
ganizational life, this cannot be taken for granted. A pluralist ontology lends 
itself to the application of multiple theories and methodologies in studying a 
phenomenon, and helps account for the complexity, variety and irregularity 
in social organization (de Rond and Bouchikhi 2004).

Thirdly, and related to the above, disciplines provide a sense of identity 
and belonging, that is, a disciplinary culture with specific philosophical beliefs 
and dominant methods of enquiry. Schoenberger’s (2001: 370) clarification 
is illuminating: ‘Disciplinary culture is … inextricably tied up with questions 
of identity – of who we understand ourselves to be in the world and what 
we do there. This is, in a way, automatically a product of the epistemological 
and ontological content of disciplinary culture’. Lastly, embracing an inter-
disciplinary mindset – as the point of departure in study design – is crucial 
for all interdisciplinary studies. Interdisciplinary research is not the bundling 
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of findings from different studies across distinct disciplines, and especially 
not from studies that reside on conflicting ontological assumptions about the 
nature of social reality. It is a research effort that systematically incorporates 
cross-disciplinary concerns into the various phases of a study: from the estab-
lishment of a theoretical framework, through data gathering and analysis, to 
abstracting analytical inferences.

Despite its promises and potential, however, interdisciplinary research is 
faced with a series of drawbacks and challenges. I highlight some below, and 
discuss how they could be dealt with. Most generally, high degrees of journal 
specialization and problems of reviewer and audience unfamiliarity with 
diverse literatures and methodologies make interdisciplinary research difficult 
to publish. The needs for simultaneous understandings and applications of 
different disciplinary literatures, conceptual frameworks and methodologies, 
also make interdisciplinary enquiries difficult to conduct (Parkhe 1993). 
Hence, as a start, embracing interdisciplinarity calls on academic institutions 
to promote the learning and know-how of a broader set of methodologies 
in their teaching programmes. In interdisciplinary research teams, interpre-
tive barriers between members from different disciplines complicate inter-
disciplinary enquiry, as the language of one discipline is often quite different 
to the language of another (Oborn-Barret and Dawson n.d.). With this in 
view, interdisciplinary approaches call for rich communications between team 
members from the very onset of a study. This would include discussions, 
explanations, negotiations and reconciliations as to how the issues and focal 
points, methodologies and findings relevant to one discipline relate to (an)
other discipline(s).

The philosophical premises of diverse disciplines, theories and methods of 
enquiry can also be at variance. It is crucial, therefore, to ensure that the disci-
plines selected for an interdisciplinary study reside on compatible, reconciled 
philosophical underpinnings, and that these philosophical assumptions are not 
only clarified at the onset of a study, but are revisited in the interdisciplinary 
process of analysis and idea formation (see Klein and Myers 1999). This is 
important for the validity of an interdisciplinary study because the intellectual 
and philosophical basis provides the lens through which data are constructed, 
documented, organized, presented and interpreted (Klein and Myers, 1999: 
76). Lastly, interdisciplinarity is inevitably faced with the trade-off between 
ensuring breadth in the scope of analysis versus depth and sharpness of focus 
(de Rond and Marjanovic 2006; Oborn-Barrett and Dawson n.d.). In this 
regard, conducting interdisciplinary studies may be particularly useful once 
disciplines have had time to inform distinct aspects in a theme of research 
interest. Interdisciplinary research approaches could then be applied in efforts 
to review, integrate, validate and reconcile the theoretical assumptions, 
methods and findings of single discipline in-depth studies against each other.
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I want to stress that interdisciplinarity is not a substitute for single disci-
pline research but a complement, and that to respond to the paucity of inter-
disciplinary contributions in academic literature, studies can adopt different 
degrees of interdisciplinarity towards future research enquiries and designs. 
For example: a soft sensitization to interdisciplinary concerns can be gained 
through background research on the topic of interest across diverse disciplin-
ary literatures. This is likely to expose different variables that impact on a 
theme of interest and at minimum, study design should reflect such ‘interdis-
ciplinary sensitivity’. Higher degrees of interdisciplinarity would entail devel-
oping and building on integrative, pluralist theoretical frameworks, adopting 
multiple methodologies, ensuring that cross-disciplinary issues and variables 
of interest are addressed in empirical enquiries and negotiating and reconcil-
ing final research outputs, inferences, abstractions and implications across the 
findings of contributing disciplines. This is likely to be more feasible in later 
stages in the maturation of a research field, once single disciplines have had 
sufficient time to inform distinct variables or topics of interest in depth (see 
Osborn and Hagedoorn 1997; de Rond and Marjanovic 2006).

revisiting Global Health r&d Alliance Performance

Previous sections have argued for the need for interdisciplinary research ap-
proaches to gain comprehensive understandings of global health R&D alliance 
performance, and I have discussed what such approaches entail and how they 
could be adopted in practice. I now want to outline two examples to reinforce 
the point that interdisciplinary research perspectives can shape the ways in 
which scholarly and applied enquiries seek to understand performance deter-
minants in global health collaborations. I will address issues of management 
models and spatial organization. The types of management models and spatial 
organizations that can best facilitate sustainability, productivity and competi-
tiveness are topical research questions for global health R&D alliances, and 
they inform North–South collaborations more generally. These questions 
address matters of design, operational policies and strategic plans.

Management Models: Participatory or Autocratic?

Global health collaborations can be managed in a participatory manner 
whereby multiple stakeholder groups and individuals at all levels in the 
alliance hierarchy are involved in decision making; conversely, they can 
be managed more autocratically by fewer individuals in the most senior 
positions in the management hierarchy. Participatory models are important 
for perceptions of fairness and equity. They are also beneficial for the cross-
fertilization of ideas and for the sharing of emergent information between 
agents from different disciplines. In such models, management guides and 
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facilitates decision-making processes, but not autocratically or hierarchically. 
Participatory models provide unique opportunities for pooling diverse per-
spectives, skills and knowledge towards a better-informed decision making, 
but they are also operationally challenging. Meeting, negotiating and com-
municating the various interests and objectives of diverse participants is time- 
and management-intensive, and can be costly (Geringer and Herbert 1989; 
Hagedoorn and Narula 1996; Osborn and Hagedoorn 1997). More auto-
cratic management models are considered to be less costly and more time-
efficient. However, they rely on inputs from fewer individuals for making 
strategic decisions, and can compromise perceptions of fairness and equity 
in an organization, and lead to relational tensions in an alliance which can 
obstruct productivity (Ouchi 1979).

As de Rond and Marjanovic (2006) suggest, understanding the benefits 
and trade-offs between different management models benefits from interdis-
ciplinary research lenses. For example, one discipline might address the issue 
of management and governance models from the perspective of cost minimi-
zation (for example, some streams of economics). Another may emphasize 
power structures (some streams of sociology or politics). A third may place 
a particular focus on social networks, and consider issues of interpersonal 
trust to mitigate appropriation concerns (sociology). A fourth may be most 
concerned with issues of equity and fairness (for example, ethics). Incor-
porating each of these disciplinary perspectives into the process of making 
strategic decisions on a management model is conducive to better-informed 
choices – matched to the resources, performance agendas, organizational 
culture, size and stakeholder constitution in a specific global health alliance.

Spatial Organization and Linkages with a Host Institution

Another important issue in global health alliance strategy revolves around 
types of spatial organization. Different degrees of centralization of R&D 
activities and autonomy from a host institution have various benefits and 
trade-offs. Being based on the ground in a developing country – ‘at the 
heart of the problem’ – holds opportunities for doing unique research that 
is well matched to local population needs and to the reality of the socioeco-
nomic, political and cultural landscape in which research advancements are 
meant to be of some use. It is also crucial for nurturing supportive relation-
ships with individuals in positions of authority in local political, academic and 
health-system networks and hierarchies, and for mobilizing and sustaining 
community support and participation in population-based studies. However, 
such a spatial organization can also be operationally challenging in terms of 
retaining foreign collaborators (individual researchers) for sustained periods 
of time, particularly in turbulent socioeconomic and political environments. 
It can also be problematic for attracting staff, as the settings of population-
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embedded R&D initiatives are often rural, and have limited lifestyle infra-
structures. For example, in the case study of a population health initiative 
in South Africa that I mentioned earlier, modest opportunities for spouse 
employment or limited choices for child education, as well as high levels of 
violent crime in the area of the initiative, were considered major deterrents 
to staff recruitment and retention. Fluctuating political support for HIV 
R&D, and scepticism and caution towards the involvement of expatriates 
and foreigners in such research, were also perceived as a bar to attracting and 
retaining staff. At the same time, building supportive political relationships 
was seen to necessitate being on the ground.

Participants in an alliance from different disciplines and professional back-
grounds may require different levels of actual concentration in a specific 
geographical area. For example, in a population-embedded clinical research 
initiative researchers such as epidemiologists and demographers need to 
mobilize patients for their studies and attain and nurture consent, acceptance 
and trust. This relationship building can be intensive. These scientists are 
likely to benefit from locality and concentration, rather than from a widely 
dispersed form of initiative organization (see Chapters 3 and 11 this volume). 
However, scientists engaged in laboratory ‘bench science’ may be able to 
perform their functions in a distributed or virtual model of collaborative or-
ganization, having specimen samples sent to them, and data communicated 
via the web (see Chapter 10 this volume).

Therefore, understanding the benefits and trade-offs of various degrees of 
centralized or decentralized R&D activity, and determining the most adequate 
and feasible spatial organization for a collaboration is likely to be context-
specific (see Chapter 8 this volume). This calls for consideration of a nexus 
of interdisciplinary concerns: infrastructural factors (life style, education, em-
ployment infrastructure); sociological factors (personal needs and commit-
ments of potential recruits and their families, personal dispositions to life in a 
foreign country for international recruits); scientific and technological factors 
(the need for being based in a specific location for conducting R&D activi-
ties), relational and social network factors (access to local academic, political, 
health system authorities); and political factors (ways of ensuring the support 
of local political authorities for an international collaboration).

Now global health R&D collaborations that take place in a developing 
country are often placed under the auspices of a local academic institution 
that is actively involved in collaboration governance. This is important for 
the sustainability of an international alliance and for managing power depen-
dencies and gaining access to requisite resources in often highly politicized 
social structures. However, there are various possible degrees of operational 
autonomy and flexibility from a host institution, and these too may be in-
fluenced by the spatial organization of an initiative. It has been argued that 
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physical independence of a collaborative centre from a host institution allows 
for greater autonomy in the ways by which a centre can determine research 
themes, administer and utilise funds, and pursue academic, development and 
policy-related performance goals simultaneously (as opposed to physical em-
beddedness in host institution premises). Physically independent centres are 
likely to be somewhat less subject to the stringent norms, rules and regula-
tions of academic research cultures and practices, and their productivity less 
encumbered by academic politics and administrative bureaucracy (Bautista et 
al. 2001).

However, the potential benefits of relative autonomy are accompanied by 
a range of operational challenges. Initiatives located outside the premises of 
a host institution are generally faced with the need to establish appropriate 
organizational policies and regulations internally, and to acquire adequate 
management capacity independently of a host institution. As mentioned, not 
only is this costly and time consuming; arrangements are often precondi-
tioned by the availability of resources and the skill pool of a collaborative 
project at the early stages of its formation. Moreover, a formally presented 
autonomy and operational flexibility can be compromised by implicit strong 
power dependencies on the more salient interests of the host institution, 
and of local political stakeholders. Such risks are likely to be higher where 
there is a lack of prior history of collaborating or in the absence of trust in 
the adherence to pre-agreed commitments, roles and rights of participant 
organizations. They are also likely to be higher in environments where lines 
of authority shuffle and change frequently. Physically independent centres 
may also face the relative disadvantage of reduced support and involvement 
from the host institution. In light of the above, understanding the benefits 
and trade-offs of physical embeddedness calls for addressing the economic, 
relational and social network conditions which impact on sustainability and 
research productivity. These conditions are likely to differ across collabora-
tion contexts, and so the most adequate type of spatial organization is likely 
to be context specific. However, the need to understand the interdisciplinary 
determinants of feasible and efficient practice applies across different collabo-
ration contexts.

In conclusion, this chapter hopes to have raised awareness of the need 
for interdisciplinary studies of global health alliance performance, and to 
have pointed to how interdisciplinary research approaches may be adopted 
in academic enquiries. It acknowledges that interdisciplinary research is not 
straightforward. Nevertheless, if, as academics, we are expected to provide 
well-informed, meticulously researched and comprehensive insights into the 
sorts of circumstances or choices that impact on global health R&D alliance 
performance, then it seems we also need to recognize that this is not easily 
achieved through the application of any single disciplinary approach in 
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research. A number of interdisciplinary factors which impact on global health 
alliance performance need to be exposed and addressed in scholarly investiga-
tions, as well as operationalized in collaboration practice. This chapter hopes 
to have provided fertile ground for embracing an interdisciplinary approach 
in future research on global health alliance strategy and performance.
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notes
 1. In terms of design, the study drew on a multiple methodology approach, combining 

primary evidence from semi-structured interviews and informal communications with 
diverse participants in the collaborations; ethnographic observations; archival reports and 
other sourced initiative documents. Evidence from the cases, background literature that 
guided the study and the theoretical framework were jointly reflected on when making 
analytical inferences.

 2. In the 1960s, most ‘North–South’ collaborations were based predominantly on financial 
and technical assistance from the ‘North’, and thus were really synonymous with research 
aid, more than with active collaboration on projects. As a number of developing countries 
began strengthening their own research capacities in the 1970s, more actively collabora-
tive ventures surfaced. These often took the form of virtual networks with Northern and 
Southern researchers working in their own institutions in different countries (Engelhard 
and Box 1999). Since the 1990s, we have witnessed a rise in the popularity of collaborative 
research centres that take place in a developing country, with a mix of researchers, opera-
tional and management staff from different national backgrounds.

 3.  Global health efforts are framed around a universal mission to alleviate human suffering 
and bridge global health inequalities.

 4.  Despite a growing recourse to international cooperation, less than 10 per cent of global 
health-care R&D investments are devoted to the priority health needs of 90 per cent of the 
world’s population (Global Forum for Health Research 2000).

 5.  Interdisciplinarity can be integral to an object of study, in as much as it can be applied to 
understanding the object through research. The organization of R&D activities in global 
health alliances is often through interdisciplinary teams that seek to encourage understand-
ings of particular problems at multiple dimensions, and from diverse disciplinary stand-
points (Marjanovic 2007).

 6.  For examples of individual disciplines informing alliance studies, see the following: in 
economics (Buckley and Casson 1988; Williamson 1991; Dunning 1993); in corporate 
strategy (Geringer and Herbert 1989; Hamel et al. 1989; Shan and Hamilton, 1991); 
in sociology (March and Olsen 1976; Galaskiewicz 1985; Shaan and Beamish 1988; 
Wasserman and Galaskiewicz 1994); in politics (Mowery 1988).

 7.  Though exceptions would include Sydow and Windeler (1998); Shenkar and Yan (2002); 
de Rond (2003).

 8.  At any point in the history of a field, there are likely to be groups of academics who 
challenge and question the leading or most popular philosophical assumptions of a particu-
lar time. But there is also likely to be a dominant view and a general prevailing epistemo-
logical commitment.
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Chapter 10

Partial Lineages in Diversity Research

Amade M’charek

Introduction

Science nowadays seems to be best organized in projects. Big science endeav-
ours, such as the Human Genome Project, have demonstrated that politics, 
business and laboratory science can be aligned to facilitate scientific collabo-
rations on an international basis (see, for example, Kevles and Hood 1992). 
Many such technoscience projects perform and are performed through a ho-
mogenizing ‘grand narrative’ that contributes to what John Law has called 
‘project-ness’. As he has it:

This is the idea (which is also a performance) that many technologies and other 
social arrangements are properly narrated and organized as ‘projects’ … These 
are objects that are somewhat linear, chronologically chained, and more or less 
centrally and teleologically ordered, and that are also shaped in one way or another 
by their circumstances. (Law 2002: 7–8)

 In addition, linear and chronologically chained narratives help to perform col-
laborations as a singular object. One project. A project with a clearly defined 
history and future, aimed at a common objective. In line herewith, assess-
ments of the successes and failures of collaborations tend to be a function of 
this project-ness. But what about collaborations that do not manage to take 
up such centrally organized forms? And what if collaboration is distributed, 
with its success not merely dependent on human action but also on the cir-
culation of things?

In this chapter we will encounter two versions of one international collab-
oration, namely the Human Genome Diversity Project (HGDP).1 The first 
version is an account of the HGDP as a structured network; a project seeking 
an organized form capable of coordinating research on an international level 
and directing the research agenda towards commonly shared goals. This is 
a singular project where there is a date of birth and ‘great men’ involved; a 
vision of splendid objectives and allies in and out of the field; a project with 
a world to be gained and ghosts that need to be exorcized. As I shall discuss, 
this is also a project that failed to achieve its desired form. However, instead 
of siding with a diagnosis that sees the HGDP as a failure (for example, 
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Cavalli-Sforza 2005), we will consider a second version of it. This version of 
the HGDP is less structured and more difficult to locate in documents and 
institutions alike. It is a project that draws people and things together in col-
laborative work, yet one that does not need to fix collaborators’ identities and 
roles, nor the form of collaboration it sustains. I will suggest that this version 
of the HGDP can be seen in terms of ‘partial lineages’ and that in this partial 
form the project is more successful than it has been credited.

Partial Lineage

Why lineage? Based on the idea that all humans have one common origin in 
Africa, geneticists study the DNA of contemporary populations in order to 
reconstruct the history of human migration out of Africa. Knowledge of the 
origins of populations, as Cavalli-Sforza, one of the initiators of the HGDP 
has stated, would have ‘enormous potential for illuminating our understand-
ing of human history and identity’ (in Butler 1995: 373). By tracing simi-
larities and differences in the DNA, geneticists aim at reconstructing where 
humans came from and how they migrated to populate the world. Moreover, 
the ‘Out of Africa’ hypothesis suggests that all populations are part of one ‘ge-
nealogical family’. Knowledge about their genetic diversity helps determine 
relations between them both in terms of genetic nearness and distance, and 
in terms of their relative age. It is believed that genetic diversity is expected 
to be higher in older populations and lower in younger ones with younger 
populations representing a relatively youthful branch of the tree of mankind, 
as it were; a branch that contains a smaller number of the genetic variations 
that could be found at large. In this approach lineage seems to be an entity 
in itself (see also Strathern 1991: 53) isomorphic with one common origin. 
That is to say, populations and genetic diversity are taken as part of the natural 
process of human evolution, and the classifiers ‘individuals’ and ‘populations’ 
presumed to designate a common scale determined by mutations. Gathering 
genetic variations together – by occurrence and by number – makes the con-
nection: the lineage. Lineage, then, in this view is a statistical relationship 
between the populations compared. It is important to note that this version 
of lineage naturalizes relationships: it is as if relations, and therewith genetic 
diversity, are ready made manifestations out there in nature waiting for ge-
neticists simply to reveal them. However, if we take the technologies that are 
being applied in scientific practices seriously, we would soon find out that 
lineage is always partial. In the second part of this chapter we will examine 
how that is done, and based on that insight I will suggest partial lineage as a 
mode of understanding scientific collaborations.

The notion of partial lineages is akin to Marilyn Strathern’s Partial Connec-
tions (1991). In her book of the same title, Strathern unravels the technique 
of comparing, a central technique in the social sciences, such as compara-
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tive anthropology. She does away with the idea that comparability, and the 
assumption of similarity, inheres in the entities compared. Rather, the act 
of comparing itself produces similarities (or dissimilarities). In other words, 
the process of comparing is the very technology of making links (Strathern 
1991: 53). Strathern contrasts the notions of comparability to that of com-
patibility while discussing the case of feminist debates. She argues that this 
debate is ‘characterised by a compatibility that does not require comparability 
between the persons who engage in it, bar their engaging in it’ (Strathern 
1991: 35). Persons move in and out of different positions and may sustain 
different identities in different practices. Compatibility allows for the making 
of connections without the assumption of comparability, that is, equality or 
encompassment. For this purpose Strathern takes inspirations from Donna 
Haraway’s (1991) concept of the cyborg.

The cyborg observes no scale: it is neither singular nor plural, neither one nor 
many, a circuit of connections that joins parts that cannot be compared insofar as 
they are not isomorphic with one another. It cannot be approached holistically, as 
an entity or as a multiplication of entities. (Strathern 1991: 54)

Compatibility establishes links between humans and things in the form of 
extensions – extensions of the objects or persons juxtaposed. They become 
prosthetic extensions of one another. ‘[E]ach extends the other, but only 
from the other’s position’ (Strathern 1991: 38; cf. Mol 2002). But only 
from the other’s position: this indicates that the effect of the connection 
is decentred; it is neither intentional, nor embodied in one person. Partial 
connections, then, is about relations that do not resolve in total unity; a 
connectivity without clones. It is also about identities that do not stay put. 
For example, a person can move between different positions, allowing her 
to establish different relations, and contributing to different collaborations. 
Connections are always partial.

A History Unfinished: HGDP Version 1

In the early 1990s the late Allan Wilson (Berkeley) and Luigi Luca Cavalli-
Sforza (Stanford) had found a number of colleagues welcoming their plan to 
map genetic diversity on a worldwide basis.2 The aims and added values of 
this HGDP initiative were pointed out in a Summary Document (HUGO 
1993) and included not only the project’s ‘enormous potential for illuminat-
ing our understanding of human history and identity’, but also its contribu-
tion to the ‘elimination of racisms’. The HGDP set out to ‘bring together 
people from many countries and disciplines. The work of geneticists will be 
linked in an unprecedented way with that of anthropologists, archaeologists, 
biologists, linguists and historians, creating a unique bridge between science 
and the humanities’ (HUGO 1993: 1). To reach these goals the initiators 
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aimed at an internationally organized project, a project based on technol-
ogies and knowledge developed within the realm of the Human Genome 
Project (HGP) and capable of redirecting the work conducted in the field of 
population genetics. As early as 1991 the HGDP was ‘adopted’ by HUGO, 
the Human Genome Organisation, that was established in 1989 within the 
HGP. To assess the potentials of the project in Europe, HUGO set up an ad 
hoc committee in the autumn of 1991. This committee was charged with 
organizing a series of workshops during which various aspects of the project 
were to be discussed and evaluated, such as the methods of sampling and the 
storage of the samples, the technologies to be applied and the processing of 
the information, as well as the social and ethical aspects of the project. The 
committee was also asked to conduct a pilot study, using already existing 
samples, to show the relevance of the project and to adjust the protocols 
for the forthcoming research (HUGO 1993: 28–29).3 HUGO provided 1.2 
million Euros to organize the workshops, to conduct a pilot study, and to help 
create a more friendly political climate for the project to get off the ground. 
Whereas the European regional committee was receiving European Commis-
sion support as early as 1992, the North American regional committee had to 
wait until 1997 for federal support and funding.4

So, what happened? In fact, the HGDP became a controversy overnight. 
Upon its initiation it was debated in terms of racism and neocolonialism. This 
was not merely due to the project’s interest in difference (based on the genes) 
but primarily because of a special emphasis placed on ‘isolated populations’.5 
Based on linguistic criteria, geneticists were faced with 5,000 different popu-
lations (Cavali-Sforza 1991; HUGO 1993: 3).6 However, sampling, storing 
and studying all their cell material did not seem feasible. The initiators of 
the HGDP therefore decided to focus on 500 populations (as a numerical 
cluster that was deemed representative of overall human diversity). Addition-
ally, priority was to be given to obtaining samples from ‘isolated populations’, 
‘anthropologically unique populations’, ‘populations that can give clues 
about genetic diseases or about contemporary ethnic, language or cultural 
groups’, and ‘populations in danger of losing their identity as genetic units’ 
(HUGO 1993: 12–13). These qualifications do not only give clues about 
what it means to be genetically representative. They also suggest that the 
linguistic criterion is highly invested with various social, cultural and biologi-
cal concepts.7

It seems that those who are not considered to be connected to the global 
traffic of humans and things, especially those in far-off places, were consid-
ered best sources for understanding how genetic ‘melting pots’ must have 
come about. Hence the HGDP’s primary object of study (e.g., Cavalli-Sforza 
1993: 5–6; de Stefano 1996; Dickson 1996). In light of its interest in the 
blood of the allegedly pure and untouched ‘other’, the HGDP was soon 
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dubbed the ‘Vampire Project’ (de Stefano 1996). Various organizations of 
indigenous people started to protest against the project. In 1993, the Rural 
Advancement Foundation International (RAFI), as well as other political 
agencies, urged geneticists to incorporate indigenous organizations in every 
step of the project and to reassess its scientific and ethical implications. And by 
the mid 1990s many other organizations, including the Bioethics Committee 
of UNESCO, were calling for strict regulations on genetic sampling proce-
dures and the treatment of information obtained.

In order to organize the HGDP as an inter-institutional collaboration for 
generating genetic maps of the world, various different worlds had to be co-
ordinated. Here, I will briefly point out an example of this; however a similar 
argument could be developed too for the standardization of technologies. 
As we have seen, the catgeory of population was defined in terms of linguis-
tic separation. Ordering the world according to allegedly clear definitions 
seemed to make the object of study apt to the goals envisioned. This aim 
was jeopardized however when the targeted populations appeared to speak 
back with their own accounts of identities, histories and envisaged futures. 
These populations appeared to be more than a living resource that could 
be collected at will (Hayden 1998; Lock 2001; Reardon 2001; M’charek 
2005); a consideration which began to exercise constraints on what and who 
could be studied in the project. In addition, it transpired that populations 
were not amenable always to being so well-ordered in laboratory practices 
themselves. As I argue elsewhere, population samples may have arrived in a 
lab for a variety of reasons and they may be sampled according to different 
criteria (M’charek 2000). In other words, the scientific effort here to order 
populations according to liguistic separation was not just a problem because 
‘isolated populations’ had their own ways of locating themselves on the map 
of the world. The heterogeneity of laboratory practice itself did not seem to 
accommodate the vision of the HGDP either.

Interestingly enough the discourse aimed at centring the HGDP also 
helped to elicit voices that critiqued a variety of developments that involved 
race, genetics and biomedical science. For example, although the HGDP 
did not aim at commercial revenues, it moved to the centre of debate about 
the patenting of human genes and the development of drugs for specific 
diseases. Due to these problems, one could say that the HGDP, as it had 
been conceived by its initiators, did not manage to get off the ground. It did 
not succeed in raising the necessary funding, mobilizing political goodwill, 
nor in acquiring its desired from. After more than a decade of projecteer-
ing, the HGDP has found two visible points of condensation. One of the 
most tangible achievements of the project is the production of a databank 
in 2002, consisting of 1,065 human cell lines from 51 different populations. 
This databank is a compilation of cell lines that had already been developed 
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in different cell line consortia of the HGDP. In 2002 they were moved to the 
Foundation Jean Dausset (CEPH) in Paris under the supervision of Howard 
Cann (Cann 1998; Cann et al. 2002). A second outcome of the HGDP is 
a Model Ethical Protocol produced by the North American Committee of 
the HGDP.8 This protocol (i) prescribes that individuals or populations who 
have donated samples for research should be granted monetary compensa-
tion in cases where research generates financial return; and (ii) introduces the 
concept of community consent on the grounds that knowledge about indi-
viduals might affect a whole population (cf. Chapters 2 and 5 this volume).

Given these results, one might conclude that the HGDP indeed has failed 
(Cavalli-Sforza 2005). There is no convincing centre of coordination and no 
stable network to carry through the planned research. Contrariwise, I am 
inclined to say that the HGDP has been more successful than conventional 
accounts claim. The Project, in my view, can be seen as one that is every-
where and nowhere at the same time. Instead of holding in mind structured 
networks based on long distance control, we might think of the HGDP as 
a project that was ‘organized’ along partial lineages. I mean to imply here 
lineages that are less fixed and stable and which allow for the multiple iden-
tities of humans and things trafficked across locales. But before we turn to 
consider this second version of the HGDP, let us have a look at the ways 
in which genetic lineage is practiced in population genetics. Taking into 
account the specificities and complexities of the knowledge produced in this 
practice will help us – by way of contrast – to analyse collaborations within 
the HGDP.

Doing Genetic Lineage in Diversity Studies

In studies of human diversity, geneticists capitalize on two significant parts of 
the DNA – the Y-chromosome and the mitochondrial DNA. The Y-chromo-
some is the so-called male sex chromosome which is passed on from fathers 
to sons. Mitochondrial DNA is different from chromosomal DNA insofar as 
it is located outside the nucleus in the cytoplasm and it can only be trans-
mitted from the mother to her offspring.9 Analysis of these DNA particles 
has often featured in terms of a sexualized approach to lineage studies (see 
for example, Sykes 2001, 2004) and I now want to comment on the style 
and reasoning of one scientific paper to highlight the constructed nature of 
genetic lineage. ‘The Genetic Archaeology of the Human Genome’ – let us 
call it ‘the Archaeology Paper’ – opens as follows:

Many of us, especially in our youth, are interested in the lives of our parents and 
immediate family; then again, as members of a particular group or population, we 
like to know about the life of our ancestors; finally, as members of the human race, 
we are fascinated with the question of human origins … [E]arly humans left traces 
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of their activities not only in the form of their bones and artefacts. They also passed 
on to us their genomes. (von Haeseler et al. 1996: 135)

Under the heading ‘A bit of theory’ the papers goes on:

All individuals have parents, and some individuals have the same parent(s). The 
consequence of these trivial facts is that as genealogical lineages in a population 
trace back over generations, they will occasionally coalesce to common ancestors. 
There will be fewer and fewer ancestors as one goes back. Eventually, all female 
lineages will trace back through a series of consecutive mothers to one single 
mother and all male lineages will similarly trace back to a single father, that is, the 
most recent common ancestors (MRCAs) on the maternal and paternal side.

Autosomal DNA sequences, which are inherited through both males and females 
and occur in two copies per individual, trace back to ‘biparental’ MRCAs that are 
on the average four times as old as maternal and paternal MRCAs. (von Haeseler 
et al. 1996: 135)

The reference to archaeology in this paper is by no means neutral. It points 
to a heated debate between the disciplines of population genetics and pal-
aeontology. The battle is about human origin, and about which discipline 
can claim to have the best access to it. At issue is not only which field of 
knowledge provides the best entry to human history and origins studies, 
but also how the spread of humans around the world actually came about.10 
In an interview, the population geneticist Mark Stoneking referred to these 
ongoing academic debates as follows: ‘We geneticists know that our genes 
must have had ancestors, but palaeontologists can only hope that their fossils 
had descendants’.11 Archaeology, so it seems, is nowadays best carried out on 
the basis of genes, and in line with this the choice of the term ‘archaeology’ 
in the paper title indicates that genetic similarities and differences come with 
a story about the past: a story about populations. Similar to archaeological 
artefacts which are treated as records of human history, mutations (random 
changes) in the DNA are treated as records of population histories. The 
quote above indicates that mitochondrial DNA and the Y-chromosome are 
considered very useful for studying these events. This is especially so because 
they represent the maternal and the paternal lineages due to the absence of 
recombination. The ‘trivial fact of genealogy’ mentioned in the Archaeology 
Paper, namely the fact that all individuals have parents, demarcates a connec-
tion between genealogy and genetic lineage. From a genealogical perspec-
tive going back in time means to unfold a greater complexity in biological 
kinship. It makes more and more individuals appear as part of ‘the family’, as 
ancestors of a specific individual (see Strathern 1992: 83–84). From the per-
spective of an individual, this arrangement of ancestors can be represented by 
the form of a V. The intersection between the two arms of this letter indicates 
a contemporary moment in time (where there is one individual), and their 
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divergence points deeper into history where progressively more ancestors can 
be located in the space between these arms. However, the quote contends 
that there ‘will be fewer and fewer ancestors as one goes back’. At issue here 
is not an ever-growing family but an ever-shrinking ‘family’. This suggests 
that given genetic lineage the genealogical V should rather be placed upside 
down, to become 

V

 instead. So what kind of genealogy do we have here?12

Although the Archaeology Paper evokes the idea that population genetics 
is interested in individuals and their biological origins, its main object of study 
is in fact populations. Population genetics is a field that studies how groups 
of individuals relate to each other and it attempts to trace the unfolding of 
these relations through history. Moreover, geneticists do not study all genetic 
material, but focus only on limited and usually tiny fragments of DNA. Their 
aim is to trace back the history and origin, not of a human person, but of a 
specified fragment of DNA. This means they take only those ‘parents’ into 
account who contributed by passing on that particular DNA fragment. 
Others are left out. Ultimately, the further back in time that geneticists go, 
this particular extract of information will coalesce in ancestors. Whereas a 
‘V-type genealogy’ is about how the individual is connected to predecessors, 
the ‘

V

-type genealogy’ is about how individuals are connected to each other 
via predecessors.13

Similarly the fact that all persons are descendants, referred to in the Ar-
chaeology Paper, gains a specific importance here. Although ‘parenthood’ 
is pivotal for studies of genetic lineages, parents are simply passage points 
for DNA fragments. They are not so much relevant as individual males and 
females but as the means of producing lineage; this is the matter of factness 
of sexual reproduction.14 So this is how geneticists do genetic lineage. Let us 
now consider how they do lineage among themselves. 

The analysis of the Archaeology Paper indicates that lineage is far from being 
a fact of nature, or a matter of fact. It is invested with theory, technologies, 
and points of departure. Whereas genealogy is about origin, lineage is about 
connections.15 And given the partiality of lineage that we have encounterd, 
parenthood and ‘origin’ are neither natural nor singular. Lineage is enacted, 
and some forms may be solid while others are more fluid. It is situated and 
dependent on technologies and practices. In this sense it is a version of partial 
connections (Strathern 1991). Yet here I wish to apply the notion of partial 
lineage for three reasons. Since the notion of lineage is central to diversity 
research, might it also help us to understand the collaborative work of science 
and how scientists do science? Secondly, lineage between individuals can be 
established again and again as something different, depending on which part 
of the DNA is being studied. This suggests a version of lineage that subverts 
both single origins and single outcomes.16 This insight may help us to better 
understand the second version of the HGDP. Thirdly, genetic lineage, albeit 



Partial Lineages in Diversity Research   |   213

a reductionist approach, accounts for the circulation of body parts. This is the 
traffic of DNA from one generation to the other. Even though the passing on 
of DNA is rather linear, it suggests that social circulations across persons and 
bodies is relevant for establishing and maintaining connections.

Partial Lineages in Research Practice: HGDP Version 2

To view how geneticists do lineages among themselves, I shall briefly introduce 
an ethnographic study of the HGDP. This ethnography was carried out in 
laboratories where I worked together with geneticists conducting diversity 
research whilst I followed them around in the laboratory and associated 
locations. There were several reasons why I ended up conducting a laboratory 
ethnography. One of these had to do with the debate surrounding the HGDP 
and the political and ethical questions that were raised about genetic diversity 
research. As noted above, the HGDP was controversial for good reasons. Yet, 
even though the initiative was alarming on several fronts, the HGDP seemed 
to beg other questions for critical social enquiry. For one, if geneticists claim 
to be in a position to ‘combat racism’ through diversity research, what then is 
genetic diversity? How are similarities and differences articulated in sampling 
technologies? And how does this shape the similarities and differences we live 
by? These questions indicate two movements. One movement is away from 
ethical considerations, which tend to be human centred and to neglect the 
role of technologies (Keulartz et al. 2002). Conventional (bio)ethics seems 
to limit itself to norms, values and principles that guide human action and to 
aim at general (universal) rules. In addition, mainstream models of ethics pre-
suppose that conflicts about goals, interests or ideas can be resolved through 
norms and principles. The second movement is away from a notion of politics 
in which the political is viewed as a dissonance between social groups or as an 
incommensurability between different perspectives on a given issue. Just like 
ethics, this notion of politics tends to be human centred and to focus on those 
who have voices or need to be given voice.17 Instead, the questions listed 
above invite us to trace the political in the materiality of everyday routines. 
How do such routines and technologies contribute to what we come to know 
as diversity and to what effect? For example, despite mainstream stories in 
genetic discourse about sex or ethnic differences (e.g., Sykes 2001, 2004), 
taking account of laboratory practice has taught us that differences do not 
always inhere in individuals. Also, since lineage comes in different versions 
depending on the fragments of DNA compared, individuals can be clustered in 
a variety of ways to produce different populations (see M’charek 2000). These 
knowledge practices are political not only because they help to tell different 
stories about genetic lineage and diversity – stories that are less essentializing 
and homogenizing – but also because they invite us to develop an interest in 
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genetics, that is, both to follow its categories and concepts and to trace how 
we are ordered by them. Given this specific interest in genetic diversity I chose 
not to focus on the controversy and the debates that surrounded the HGDP, 
but studied rather those locales where nothing strange seemed to be going 
on – locales of science as usual.

However, in the laboratories I came across some unexpected implications 
of the controversial status of the HGDP. It appeared to me that several geneti-
cists were not keen on associating their work with this project.18 Despite their 
involvement in the study of genetic diversity materials, and even though their 
names were printed on the ‘International Executive Committee’ list or other 
related documents, they would speak of the HGDP as something they were 
disengaged from and which was external to their daily scientific work. Yet it 
was in the process of studying it in laboratories that I realised that the HGDP 
workshops and meetings that had been organized (by HUGO, for instance) 
were already making links between scientific groups as well as doing the work 
of organizing the scientific community. In other words, in the laboratories the 
HGDP was both absent and present (Law 2002). Because it was controversial 
geneticists themselves did not articulate their ties with the HGDP and instead 
these ties were articulated in the organization of their daily work. Through 
the workshops scientists did indeed start to work together and exchanged 
technologies, samples and staff and did indeed enact the HGDP. This implies 
that the ‘ethographic field’ was not merely a locale where I conducted my 
research (the laboratories studied, conferences visited, the interviews held 
or documents examined), but it was also a political site. This site, in which 
the everyday organization of scientific work was taken into account, helps 
to make actual a project that in a sense did not come off the ground, or at 
least one which had a rather virtual existence. This site performed the HGDP 
as something that is, rather than something potential. The following ethno-
graphic account excerpted from my field diary exemplifes the traffic of humans 
and things and the organizing work of such transactions.

On 15 December 1996 I was at Munich airport to pick up a professor in popula-
tion genetics. She had travelled from Tel Aviv to visit the laboratory where I was 
conducting my research. After we had traced each other amongst the crowd of 
people we took the train back into the city. Professor B-T appeared to be a very nice 
person and it was not difficult to keep the conversation going on this one hour trip. 
She told me about the rare DNA samples that she had brought along and where 
she had collected them in the 1960s. The lab was looking out for the samples, 
specifically because it had run short on male samples from these populations. She 
had heard that I was going to use those samples for my research project on Y-
chromosome diversity. I told her about the genetic markers that we were studying 
and the protocols that I had brought with me from a Dutch laboratory where I had 
conducted research before I came to Munich. At the same time I started to feel a 
bit uncomfortable. I felt the urge to ‘reveal’ my ‘identity’ to her. Because I was not 
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just a member of that laboratory, I was also studying it. But before I could do so, 
Professor B-T was interested to learn where I came from. I told her that I live in 
Amsterdam, but that I am originally from Tunisia. A bit shy but curious, she asked 
me whether I was also from ‘one of those interesting populations’.

Two years later I was visiting Professor B-T in Tel Aviv. She invited me to her 
laboratory and introduced me to her group. I learned that her lab housed one of 
the consortia of the HGDP where cell lines of various population samples were 
grown. Also, on introducing me to her colleagues, I was surprised that I was not 
introduced as a social scientist from Amsterdam, but as a member of the Labora-
tory in Munich.

In this excerpt the Human Genome Diversity Project is both absent and 
present. The HGDP is absent in the sense that the story we are told is one 
of science as usual. This is an account about scientific groups exchanging 
samples, protocols and people. It points to the traffic and circulation of scien-
tific goods, articulating thereby some perceived common interests. Notable 
also is that the talk by Professor B-T, in which she addressed the collection of 
samples and how they had been studied by her group in former days, made 
no mention of the HGDP. Yet the Project is clearly also present. And this is 
not simply in the form of a consortium based in Tel Aviv. The Project is being 
carried along with the samples.19

My observations on the ways in which the HGDP came to be enacted 
were not bound to the laboratories in which I was studying. In actual 
practice, the complexities found in these labs made it possible to see the 
proliferation of the HGDP and its contribution to research in various other 
places. This proliferation certainly is not attributable merely to the popu-
larization of diversity research in and outside the sciences and to the com-
mencement of various other diversity projects since the late 1990s, such as 
the HapMap Project or the Environmental Genome Project.20 It indicates 
rather another phenomenon. Namely, that the population geneticists, tech-
nologies and research objectives that had been drawn together by the HGDP 
are circulating now between various different places and may be involved in 
more or less similar jobs of work. We might find these in medical or forensic 
DNA research and in more or less basic research aimed at a better clustering 
of individuals according to the slippery category of ‘population’. A variety 
of research projects (related to the research fields just mentioned) might 
be found in one laboratory. What links them together is not just the scien-
tists involved, but also the technologies applied (such as the specific genetic 
markers studied) and a special interest in populations, their lineages, genealo-
gies and histories.21 Meanwhile diversity research in the global information 
age has also become a highly popularized and commercialized good. One 
could think of popular science accounts in the media about our common 
ancestors, spectacular research about the genetic identity of long-deceased 
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celebrities and their relatives (for example, former US presidents), or the 
dazzling interest of individuals who are willing to pay serious sums of money 
to find out about their genetic descent and identity. Diversity research in 
fact has left the space of laboratories to become part of a growing number of 
everyday extra-scientific practices.

So we have two versions of the HGDP. The first HGDP that we encoun-
tered is singular and assumes a version of ‘project-ness’. This is the HGDP 
aimed at ordering the work conducted in different places of the world to 
produce a whole picture about human evolution and diversity. This is also 
the controversial HGDP; one that was debated on an international level and 
one that was keenly in search of funding and political support to achieve its 
desired form. And yet again, it is the project that indigenous peoples, among 
others, were arguing against or collaborating with. The second version of the 
HGDP is less coherent and rather distributed. It is enacted through partial 
lineages and the traffic of humans and things between sites. Humans and 
things may travel more or less afar, and such traffic may be incidental or more 
recurring. This version of the project does not require one common goal 
in diversity research (for instance a map of human genetic diversity), but is 
capable of moving in and out of new fields and research directions.

One could say too that the way diversity research is developing does not 
comply with a network either. Early actor network theory work has suggested 
the network metaphor as a means to understand how objects of science and 
technology are held together. Such networks consist of diverse and hetero-
geneous elements (both human and non-human) and as part of a network 
these elements are assigned a particular role, taking up one specific identity in 
order to contribute to the stability of the network (see Callon 1986; Latour 
1987). However, as science studies scholars have argued, networks may be 
homogenizing and centred around one goal, such as an object or a technol-
ogy. At any rate, there might be diverse orderings that help to hold objects 
together (see, for example, Haraway 1994; Mol and Law 1994; Singleton 
1998). Diversity research in this second version of the project has neither a 
clear starting point (a stated origin) nor an endpoint (a delineated future); it 
might be stable but it is moving across different directions – ones that do not 
add up to produce coherence in the form of a ‘centred project’ (Law 2002). 
Even though a project’s initiation helped to establish links between scientific 
groups, these links do not infer the same scale or space. They are transformed 
by and help transform collaborations and the traffic between sites. In this way 
they also transform the origin of the HGDP. For these origins become effects 
of technologies that may go back to the 1970s or are the effects of the specific 
career biographies of collaborating scientists and their research interests. Or 
yet again they may be established through samples that have been collected 
decades ago which are now becoming interesting to current generations of 
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scientists because of the technical possibilities they present. The male samples 
that travelled from Tel Aviv to Munich and that had been collected in the 
1960s are a case in point. Similarly, it is not so much the specific identity of 
scientists or their technology, and whether they comply with the goals of 
the HGDP, which help to enact the latter. Rather, lineage is the name of 
the game. In specific places and times scientists do indeed enact the HGDP. 
Partial lineages and the circulation of humans and things between research 
fields contribute to the success of this project. They configure the HGDP in 
many more different versions yet at the same time they translate and displace 
both the knowledge produced and the questions that need to be addressed 
to many more different places.

Discussion

What are the implications of ill-structured projects such as the HGDP? How 
does a version of partial lineages in scientific collaborations affect the kind of 
politics, or ethics for that matter, at stake? How are we to approach the dis-
tributed nature of knowledge production and by consequence the distributed 
nature of politics and ethics? For example accountability and responsibility 
cannot be merely configured according to a political model of representation. 
That is a model based on one actor (or a number of them) who can speak 
on behalf of specific groups, embody the will of these groups, and be held 
accountable for their actions. It seems to me that despite the weight given to 
the displacement of politics, as theorized by the sociologist Ulrich Beck and 
others, politics and the political has increasingly moved towards a version of 
‘project-ness’. This articulation of projects can be found in requirements for 
auditing, transparency and a strict division of labour in terms of responsibility 
and accountability. To borrow the words of John Law, these projects have to 
be ‘linear and chained’ (2002). While a ‘politics of the project’ may engage 
and intervene in well-ordered and centred scientific endeavours, one could 
however question its potential to address the relevant questions in cases 
where scientific collaborations are diffuse. For example, the first version of 
the HGDP became a vocal point for a variety of concerns with race, racism 
and genetics. It did help to organize critiques of diversity research and put 
the issues of race and colonialism firmly on the agendas of bioethics commit-
tees. However, by announcing the failure of the HGDP the discursive space 
to debate issues of race risks disappearing. How then to do politics in the 
absence of objects of ‘strategic essentialism’ (Law 2002: 199).

We might learn from feminist politics, especially from the 1970s and 1980s, 
about how to do politics in a more experimental way. Rather than a politics 
of taming the problems encountered, this might be a politics of reinvention. 
A politics that might raise one question to find multiple answers (that do 
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not add up well). A politics that moves more than the specific object(ive) of 
intervention. It is also a politics that embraces the experiment and not just 
the object of experimentation. What I am suggesting here is ‘a politics of 
the experiment’. What might this politics do inside practices of distributed 
genetic research? And what might it look like? Of course, one answer is that 
this remains a matter of experimenting. For, it might take various different 
and specific forms. In general terms, such a politics might also learn from eth-
nographies about how to take seriously the everyday practices and material 
cultures of science within and beyond laboratory spaces. It might also learn 
to view contemporary questions concerning science and technology as thick 
and layered questions, whereby various histories and futures come together 
in non-linear, complex and therefore surprising ways. And finally, it might 
start to see that knowledge and other objects of science, and the political or 
ethical considerations that may emerge in conjuncture with them, are neither 
fixed nor stable. It then becomes worthwhile to follow sciences and tech-
nologies to explore how they effect, and are effected by, the everyday lives 
and work of people in the world. The politics of a project that is everywhere 
and nowhere at the same time is not given but needs to be reinvented, again 
and again.
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Notes
 1.  This chapter is partially based on an ethnographic study of the Human Genome Diversity 

Project. This laboratory ethnography was conducted between 1996 and 1998 and has been 
published as M’charek (2005).

 2.  Among these professors in genetics are Mary-Claire King at Berkeley, a former student of 
Wilson’s; Ken Kidd at Yale, who has experience with the growing of cell lines; Ken Weiss at 
Pennsylvania State University, the chair of the North American committee.

 3.  For the purpose of this pilot study a proposal competition was launched: ‘Pilot Projects for 
a Human Genome Project – Special Competition’, to be found on the internet at http://
web.ortge.ufl.edu. This announcement welcomed proposals on: ‘Improving Techniques 
for Collecting, Preserving, Amplifying, and Selecting DNA Markers’ and ‘Research on 
Ethical and Language Issues in a Cross-Cultural Setting’.

 4.  In 1997 the North America National Research Council released an evaluation of the 
HGDP and advised that financial support be made available for research conducted within 
US national borders (NRC 1997).

 5.  The history and reasons for the problems that the HGDP met were more complex and 
intricate. See Reardon (2001) and M’charek (2005).

 6.  Defining populations on the basis of linguistic separation is not new. This criterion was in 
fact introduced in the eighteenth century by Johann Friedrich Blumenbach. See Hannaford 
(1996), Molnar (1975).
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 7.  This is how Cavalli-Sforza sees the link between language and genes: ‘In the modern world 
horizontal transmission is becoming increasingly important. But traditional societies are so 
called precisely because they retain their cultures – and usually their languages – from one 
generation to the next. Their predominantly vertical transmission of culture most probably 
makes them more conservative’ (Cavalli-Sforza 1991: 78; cf. Darlington 1947).

 8.  Http://www.stanford.edu/group/morrinst/hgdp/protocol.html. For a discussion of this 
protocol, see Reardon (2001).

 9.  The mtDNA stemming from the mother are passed on through the cytoplasm of the egg 
cell. The sperm cell, by contrast, consists mainly of a nucleus (carrying the chromosomes).

 10.  On the multi-regional theory versus the African origin theory, see Thorne and Wolpoff 
(1992), Wilson and Cann (1992).

 11.  Interview with author at The Laboratory for Evolution and Human Genetics in Munich, 
11 March 1997.

 12.  See Bouquet (1995) for an elaborate examination of different types of genealogical trees.
 13.  The ‘V’ and ‘

V

-type genealogy’ are commonly known as ascendent and descendent 
genealogy respectively. However, whereas the common ancestor in a descendent genealogy 
is usually the point of departure, in evolutionary studies there is no predecessor to start 
with. The DNA of Mitochondrial Eve or Y-chromosomal Adam, as the MRCAs for mtDNA 
and the Y-chromosome are commonly referred to, is not available. Geneticists thus start in 
the here and now comparing bits and pieces of the DNA in order to establish a descendent 
genealogy.

 14.  As indicated above, mtDNA is passed on via the mother only. Males and females inherit 
their mtDNAs from their mothers, however, males cannot pass them on to their offspring. 
This system of inheritance contributes to a maternal lineage. The Y-chromosome shows a 
different pattern. Only males carry a Y-chromosome and pass it on to their sons, a pattern 
of inheritance that contributes to a paternal lineage. Hence, viewed from the mtDNA 
approach there is no difference between males and females. They both have it. MtDNA 
does not make a sex difference. But from the perspective of the Y-chromosome male and 
female individuals differ.

 15.  This is not to say that genealogy and genetic lineage do not go well together. Consider the 
various commercial companies that market the vision of reconstructing personal genetic 
origins. For example IBM and National Geographic are working together on a project 
called the Genographic Project inviting the public to participate: ‘You can contribute your 
DNA anonymously to the study by purchasing a public participation kit. By participating 
in the project, you will learn interesting information about your family’s deep ancestry 
over the ages’. See http://www-03.ibm.com/industries/healthcare/genographic/doc/
content/landing/1442929132.html (retrieved 31 January 2006). Another example is 
offered by the Oxford Ancestors: ‘Groups of men, perhaps sharing the same surname, who 
would like to explore and share their genetic connections as part of a Surname Project’. See 
http://www.oxfordancestors.com/genealogy.html (retrieved 31 January 2006).

 16.  See also Strathern (2004: 38).
 17.  In their examination of the symbolic interactionist and the semiotic method, Annemarie 

Mol and Jessica Mesman have also traced these different notions of politics. Whereas 
symbolic interactionism considers the relation between different groups of people, those 
who can speak and those who are silenced, the semiotic take at politics focuses on the 
enactment of different entities in relation to another (Mol and Mesman 1996).

 18.  For example, in the interviews conducted for this study. Interviews with author: Svante 
Pääbo, held on 4 February 1997; Peter de Knijff, held on 1 July 1996.

 19. An HGDP conference held in November 1995 helped establish a variety of communities 
and it also brought together the laboratories and researchers mentioned here. The heads of 
the laboratories in Tel Aviv, Munich and Leiden (the Netherlands), as well as the ethnog-
rapher were all present at this conference. Most of them met for the first time and agreed 
upon working together in diversity research. In addition, during this conference special 
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attention was paid to the study of Y-chromosomal diversity which indeed established a 
community of Y-chromosomal researchers (that included the head of the Leiden labora-
tory), but also a wider interest in the Y-chromosome (Euroconference Human Genome 
Variation in Europe: DNA Marker, Barcelona, 9–10 November 1995).

 20.  See The International HapMap Consortium (2005). On the Environmental Genome 
Project, see http://www.niehs.nih.gov/envgenom/home.htm.

 21.  Here I cannot but be brief about the different links entertained by scientists and their tech-
nologies. More details about these are provided in the main text, footnotes and references 
of M’charek (2005). But to make the point of how geneticist and technologies move in 
and out of research fields, the link between the following publications is in fact one popula-
tion geneticist: ‘Assessment of HV1 and HV2 mtDNA variation for forensic purposes in an 
Uruguayan population sample’; ‘A comprehensive survey of human Y-chromosomal mic-
rosatellites’; ‘Evaluation of gastrointestinal cancer tissues as a source of genetic information 
for forensic investigations by using STRs’; ‘DNA Commission of the International Society 
of Forensic Genetics: recommendations on forensic analysis using Y-chromosome STRs’; 
‘Y-chromosomal SNPs in Finno-Ugric-speaking populations analyzed by minisequencing 
on microarrays’; ‘Fatal isolated ruptures of bladder following minor blunt trauma’.
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Chapter 11

Meeting Minds; Encountering Worlds: 
sciences and other Expertises on the 
north slope of alaska

Barbara Bodenhorn

introduction

During the summer of 2006 I facilitated the interchange of a dozen young 
people, with various attached adult others, from three indigenous communi-
ties: Ixtlán de Juárez, Oaxaca; San Juan Nuevo Parangaricutiro, Michoacan; 
and Barrow, Alaska.1 For a month students were based in Barrow, and were 
incorporated into scientific research teams, currently working in the Arctic, 
whose work is relevant to our understanding of climate change processes; they 
met with elders to learn more about local environmental knowledge and local 
history; they had weekly sessions with local language experts; they lived with 
families; and they participated in local subsistence activities. During a second 
month the exercise was largely repeated, with local variation, in Oaxaca and 
Michoacan.2 The impulse for the project emerged from two throw-away 
remarks made to me while in the field in 2005. The first came from a forester, 
then head of Technical Services in Ixtlán, which struck me as notable in terms 
of his perceptions of climate change processes (‘climate change is a problem 
of Texas car drivers, not for us here in Ixtlán’). The other was made by a 
PI on a long-range interdisciplinary research team studying biocomplexity in 
Barrow (‘Iñupiat aren’t interested in what we do unless you can connect it 
to lemmings’), which struck me as distinctly odd given the long history of 
local collaborations with scientists in the region – some of which had indeed 
involved lemmings. Many developments have emerged from that interchange 
but what I propose to consider here revolves around my response to the 
second comment: in what ways might distinct scientific disciplines be differ-
ently accessible to knowledgeable non-scientist others; and to what extent is 
that sense of ‘the accessible’ about the nature of disciplinary practice, interdis-
ciplinarity, and/or of the particular collaborative relations involved?

Both ‘collaboration’ and ‘interdisciplinarity’ have increasingly attracted 
anthropological attention as they have gained institutional favour: funding 
bodies want to see evidence of it in research proposals and frequently the 
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government policies behind funding body decisions assume that the outcome 
of collaborative activities will be increasingly ‘useful’ products.3 One of my 
first academic conversations about this was with an anthropological colleague, 
when he noted that the scientists he was working with in Cambridge were 
more than happy to admit artists into their labs; they assumed that art could 
take inspiration from science, but the alternative did not occur to them.4

I shall pay attention to recent anthropological analysis of these institu-
tional processes, focusing on a number of instances in which not only indi-
vidual, but institutional collaboration flows from ‘the bottom up’ (although 
of course, the question of what we mean by ‘the bottom up’ is itself an 
ambiguous one), where the motivation may well be about applied implica-
tions of research, but it might also be about a value placed on ‘knowing’ more 
generally. It might be based on assumptions that collaborative research results 
will be ‘better’, but more often than not those assumptions are more about 
an insistence on recognition and inclusion than on the search for synergy. 
Collaboration is, then, clearly an equally interested process, but what drives 
that interest is not necessarily based on the same understanding either of the 
politics or the value of knowledge production as that which fuels the more 
market-driven policies mentioned above. By saying this I am not suggesting 
that institutional processes are different depending on one’s position within 
them, although that is clearly true. Nor am I rehearsing familiar arguments 
about the ontological assumptions that ‘belong’ to different cultural logics. 
We shall take into consideration the possibility that such logics inform the 
ways in which the collaborative relations under discussion have developed, 
but in fact I shall suggest that the material to come challenges some of our 
most commonly held assumptions about the consequences of such concep-
tual separations.

The present work draws on fieldwork conducted as part of the interna-
tional interchange already mentioned that brought together young people 
from three indigenous communities (Zapotec and Purhépecha in Mexico, 
Iñupiaq in Alaska) to work with scientists representing distinct scientific disci-
plines in Barrow, Alaska during the summer of 2006. My intent was to make 
visible to students the extent to which ‘the scientific method’ looks different 
depending on what science is under consideration. To that end, we incorpo-
rated students in a variety of scientific projects and required them to compare 
notes about how problems were defined or discovered; how methods were 
chosen and applied; how data were interpreted; and what sorts of implica-
tions of those data were felt to be pertinent to the research project at hand.

It was only as I, acting as general facilitator, was negotiating these students’ 
participation with different scientists’ research groups that I came to realise 
how complex and varied the collaborations were between scientists and other 
experts in the region.5 In each case, the nature of the collaboration is slightly 



Sciences and Other Expertises on the North Slope of Alaska   |   227

different, but in all cases, unusually, the originating impulse for the relation-
ship is driven from Iñupiaq-led institutions: the Home Rule North Slope 
Borough (NSB) and the Alaska Native Claims Settlement Act village corpo-
ration, Utqiagvik Iñupiaq Corporation (UIC). My weak argument, then, is 
to encourage the recognition that ‘collaboration’ is itself a complex category 
that invites specific attention.6

I shall examine most specifically three kinds of collaborative relations that 
came into view as we developed our involvement with scientists working on 
the North Slope of Alaska in August, 2006. First we examine a long-standing 
relationship of mutual respect between whale biologists and whalers, formally 
institutionalized through the North Slope Borough Department of Wildlife 
Management. Subsequently we consider a specific archaeology project com-
missioned by UIC, the local Iñupiaq village corporation, and finally we 
look at the complex of collaborative relations with visiting scientists that are 
currently being realized as a function of the existence of the Barrow Arctic 
Science Consortium, itself a UIC initiative. Although climate change was 
the explicit focus only of the biocomplexity group, it was emerging as an 
important factor across the range of scientific projects. For the participants, 
the issue was one of the major factors unifying the interests of the members 
of all three communities.

By following these relations I propose to follow up on the initial, surpris-
ing, PI comment and explore why it is that some disciplinary boundaries 
seem more permeable than others, collaborative practices thus informing, 
and being informed by, disciplinarities and their interests. Biologists and 
hunters on the North Slope not only understand each other, they want, 
actively, to know what the other is observing and thinking about what they 
see. Archaeologists and elders know and respect each other, but the relation-
ship is much less proactive than those between whalers and whale biologists. 
Climatologists, on the other hand, seem by common consent much more 
likely to occupy a world of their own, despite an impressive amount of local 
expertise whose knowledge comes from years of careful observations that 
connect patterns of wind, current, and temperature to thinking about why 
ice, for instance, is acting the way it does.

Disciplinary boundaries, then, simultaneously seem to fade from and 
come into view. Of significant interest – which leads to my strong argument 
– is that it is precisely in that instance where the ontological positions of the 
collaborators appear most distant, that the understanding between collabora-
tors seems most mutual. Most Iñupiaq whalers with whom I have worked 
continue to assume they are in a moral, social relation with whales, who 
themselves are in constant communication with each other about human 
actions, and base their decisions regarding whether or not they will donate 
themselves to a particular crew based on their moral judgement of the past 
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actions of the crew members and the whaling captain couple. The whale 
biologists working for the North Slope Borough Department of Wildlife 
Management, on the other hand, do not accord whales the same degree of 
sentience or of intent, although they listen with respect to Harry Brower 
Jr., Iñupiaq whaler/biologist, who does. Both whalers and biologists are 
in agreement that it is important to know about the whale population: its 
size, state of health, reaction to changes in the marine environment and so 
forth. Both respect the others’ observational techniques, and both listen to 
the others’ interpretations of what they see. The distinct ontological bases 
for why they think such knowledge is important, makes little difference to 
their mutual endeavours.7 Equally germane to this discussion is the observa-
tion that, amongst the scientists with whom we have worked, it was those 
most ‘contained’ by their individual disciplines (biology, archaeology) whose 
knowledges seemed to be of most interest and most accessible to other local 
knowledgeable people. The biocomplexity group, itself both interdisciplin-
ary and multi-sited, seems to have generated the least amount of ‘cross-over’ 
activity in terms of interactions with local others. Why this might be so is the 
subject of some speculation in the present paper.

Collaboration as analytical idea

The recognition of collaboration as an ethical position (that is, assuming 
‘good practice’ to be both morally and intellectually constituted) is closely 
connected to the history of the postcolonial critique in social sciences in 
general, and anthropology in particular in the US8 as well as in Mexico.9 In 
Social Anthropology, a combination of postcolonial, feminist, postmodern 
and poststructural critiques produced a variety of arguments about ethics as 
well as about the generation and presentation of narrative. These debates are 
well known and we are not proposing to review that literature. What is less fre-
quently rehearsed is the recognition that this process emerged historically and 
continues to be inflected through actions of the researchees as well as research-
ers. Any inquiry into the nature of collaboration should take into consider-
ation the long-standing focus on ‘cooperation’, or ‘collective social organiza-
tion’ that has informed much ethnography from the mid twentieth century. 
That is, we recognize cooperation as an already present factor, not an imposi-
tion of research design. Indeed, an appreciation of the extent to which local 
expectations include well-established patterns of cooperation across different 
kinds of boundaries is by no means trivial.10 All three regions in which I have 
worked are sites where local social organization revolves around a legally 
recognized communal property base and the sine qua non of community 
membership rests on participation in collective endeavours – whether that 
involves taking part in the activities of a whaling crew or a forest fire-fighting 
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team. The perks come after the responsibilities. By the same token, decision 
making in all three communities depends at least nominally on public partici-
pation. Recognizing, then, that non-research generated practices are integral 
to the research process, we have modified our working definition in a way 
that resonates with much contemporary institutional promotion of collabora-
tion as ethical practice: we are looking at intentional decisions to cooperate 
in new ways, when alternative actions would have been possible. By doing so, 
however, we recognize that the intention to work together will be informed 
by a complex of motivational factors that need not coincide. Decisions to 
collaborate amongst institutions at the local level, or indeed between recog-
nized ‘experts’ in a given context, invite the same kind of consideration as 
collaboration between science researchers and industry, governmental bodies, 
or within research teams across disciplinary boundaries: that is, the term itself 
is not taken to signify a particular form of ‘knowledge relationship.’ My focus 
here on scientists and other knowledgeable persons is meant to provide a case 
example rather than a special case.11 I make this point in part because it seems 
to me that within (at least some) recent anthropological discourse, ‘science’ is 
becoming the ‘Other’ of the early twenty-first century, a classification strategy 
I personally have never agreed with.12

Astronomer-turned-anthropologist Anthony Aveni (2002: 20–33) intro-
duces us to a comparative view of what ancient Mayan ‘saw’ and twenty-first 
century European astronomers ‘see’ when they look at the stars. In Convers-
ing with Planets: How Science and Myth Invented the Cosmos he examines 
what sorts of patterns are revealed by an earth-based perspective, that a so-
lar-system inflected vision would obscure – patterns that provided powerful 
long-term predictive value for changing patterns in the night sky. He is of 
course, but only in part, talking about how ontological positions direct the 
interpretation of information received. For the moment, however, I shall 
simply suggest that he was engaging in a collaborative relationship, as far as 
that is possible, with those Mayan astronomers, taking seriously how they 
made account of what they saw, and asking himself how that might allow 
him, a scientifically trained astronomer, to see what he sees with an added 
dimension.13

In Do Glaciers Listen? Julie Cruikshank (2005) considers glaciologist and 
Tlinget ontologies in depth. Hers not surprisingly is a much more politicized 
account than Aveni’s. She is, after all, working with living people who con-
stantly find their views eclipsed by, or subordinated to, ‘more scientific’ views 
and more dominant political agendas at national and international levels. 
Such erasure more often than not subsequently allows the imposition of ‘self-
evident’ arguments justifying profoundly disturbing interventions in First 
Nations peoples’ ways of life: from prohibitions on hunting to the physical 
removal of people from their hereditary homelands (most recently in the 
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name of creating ‘World Heritage Sites’). At the same time, however, she also 
explores contemporary collaborations between Kluane First Nations people 
and archaeologists; collaborations that have been generated as new kinds of 
material evidence of human presences are revealed by melting glaciers in the 
Canadian Northwest. It is this sort of collaboration that I am interested in 
following up – not because Foucauldian power/knowledge is not a factor, it 
most certainly is – but to open up the discussion in new ways.14

Fieldwork, of course, has always depended on collaborative interactions 
between any researcher and the people s/he is working with. Like the term 
‘informant’, ‘collaboration’ has a somewhat ambiguous sociolinguistic 
history – implying both the instrumental cooperation of people in the face of 
more powerful invaders and the intentional cooperation amongst equals for 
a particular end. In her introductory chapter to this volume, Monica Konrad, 
for instance, notes the ambiguous boundary between collaboration and com-
plicity. We thus modify our working definition for a final time: the present 
work defines collaboration as the cooperative interaction amongst equals. In 
so doing we also recognize the collaborative aspects we feel have historically 
characterized much interactive fieldwork, even in contexts in which asym-
metries of power were even more marked than in the present. That is, we 
reject the extreme postcolonial position that seems to assign all agency to the 
researcher. To reject an element of mutuality in ethnographic relationships is 
to eclipse the active decision-making capacities of those individuals.15

the setting

Because of the extreme fluctuations in light and in temperature, arctic eco-
systems are amongst the most basic on the planet. For that reason, changes 
in climactic conditions manifest themselves rapidly and to dramatic effect. In 
terms of public media coverage, that includes the melting of the permafrost 
and, with implications for radical and the already palpable intensification of 
international political and economic tensions, the melting of the polar ice 
cap. As such it is of driving interest to many scientists, ecologists and others.

Barrow, Alaska (or Utqiagvik, its Iñupiaq name) is the northernmost 
community in North America. Protruding into the Arctic Ocean and situated 
at the mouth of a complex of inland rivers, Utqiagvik has served Iñupiat well 
as homeland and jumping off place for at least the past two millennia.16 In an 
environment rich in marine life that flourishes in arctic conditions, Iñupiat 
have developed sophisticated mental and material technologies to support 
their whaling/hunting way of life. They have been interacting with Euro-
American visitors to varying degrees of intensity and with varying degrees of 
amiability since the middle of the nineteenth century. The latter have arrived 
with ever-shifting agendas: exploration and discovery, commercial whaling, 
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fur trapping, oil development, and national defence. In part as a function of 
this latter objective, and increasingly driven by environmental concerns, the 
arctic environment has also been the subject of intense scientific scrutiny. 
The Naval Arctic Research Laboratory (NARL) was established a few miles 
north of Barrow shortly after the Second World War; many Iñupiat of the 
author’s generation remember earning their first money collecting voles and 
other small animals for NARL scientists during the 1950s. The facility was 
abandoned by the Navy during the 1970s, and taken over by the village 
Alaska Native Claims Settlement Act Corporation (UIC) during the 1980s. 
Currently the physical plant houses the North Slope Borough Department 
of Wildlife Management, Ilisagvik College (Alaska’s first recognized tribal 
college), and the Barrow Arctic Science Consortium.

a brief History of north slope Collaborations between 
scientists and others

I begin with a cautionary tale. In 1978, the International Whaling Commis-
sion (IWC) imposed a ban on all subsistence whaling, declaring that Iñupiaq 
whaling was endangering the bowhead, the large and relatively non-aggressive 
species most favoured by Iñupiaq hunters. The local reaction was immediate 
and unequivocal. The IWC’s information was mistaken; the whale population 
was much healthier than suggested, largely because the IWC data were in-
complete. Furthermore, whaling was such a crucial part of Iñupiaq social life 
that to ban it would endanger the very basis of local sociality. IWC responded 
by saying Iñupiat were not scientists and that their information was inter-
ested; in addition they were no longer even traditional hunters, but should be 
classed rather as sports hunters. Using the federal governmental authority of 
the regional tribal government, the Iñupiaq Community of the Arctic Slope, 
and with financial support from the state-authorized North Slope Borough, 
the Alaska Eskimo Whaling Commission was founded in 1979 and was given 
the responsibility to monitor the whaling harvest; to gather data concerning 
the size and health of the bowhead population; to provide a voice in interna-
tional forums in which pertinent issues are being discussed (which includes 
oil companies as well as whaling commissions); and to educate the public 
about the social importance of whaling (Ahmaogak 1999). In the late 1980s, 
the IWC formally recognized that its initial estimates had been significantly 
low and accepted that whaling was indeed of fundamental social importance 
on the North Slope. Many events that Iñupiat have recounted to me from 
the twentieth century bear the same David and Goliath stamp. Local recall 
emphasizes the agentive efficacy of local strategizing at several key points 
during their recent history. What I want to emphasize here is the extent to 
which Iñupiaq confidence in their own environmental knowledge trumped 



232   |   Barbara Bodenhorn

assertions of others’ scientific expertise. What made that confidence count, 
despite the colonial-esque relations indigenous peoples continue to ‘enjoy’ 
in the United States, was that they had the political will, the political strategic 
knowledge and the financial resources to put forward a sustained, and largely 
successful, campaign to have an impact on the rules of the game. And what it 
established, in the eyes of Iñupiaq whaling captains, was the need for biolo-
gists as well as whalers to be collecting information on a sustained basis.17

Collaborative knowledge endeavours on the North Slope have been fed 
through several major local institutions:

NARL/BASC (Naval Arctic Research Laboratory/Barrow Arctic Science 
Consortium). As the local village ANCSA corporation, UIC has oversight 
of communal lands that have historically offered much of investigative 
interest to scientists working in the Arctic.18 Within the past ten years, 
UIC has set aside territory that includes the variety of terrain/coastal 
areas that make up this arctic eco zone and created a research reserve – 
ensuring its accessibility to interested scientists. In exchange for access 
to this land, hospitality, logistical support and transportation (paid for 
by National Science Foundation), local expectations define the sorts of 
reciprocity that go with the deal: consultation before taking off into the 
field; incorporation of local young people where possible into the research 
effort; local diffusion of results before leaving the area. To my knowledge, 
there is no control over the topic of research, but there is insistence on 
the recognition that Iñupiat know rather a lot about their own land and 
that such knowledge should be included as a factor in the research design. 
There are currently close to a hundred BASC-supported research projects 
underway in the region: from ice studies; marine and terrestrial biological 
studies; respiration studies; aerosol studies; to climatological studies more 
generally.

AEWC/NSFDWM (Alaska Eskimo Whaling Commission/North Slope 
Borough Department of Wildlife Management). The Department is 
analogous to the Technical Services arms in the Mexican forest communi-
ties where Dr. Barraza and I are also working: the North Slope Borough 
Department employs biologists in order to have the information they need 
to make informed management decisions about the resources over which 
they have responsibility. They also work closely with the AEWC, whose 
authority for managing whale resources comes from the regional tribal 
government, a federally recognized polity that is separate from the North 
Slope Borough, itself a state entity. Both the AEWC and the Department 
of Wildlife Management actively recruit biologists and just as actively 
consult with whalers.19
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UIC (Utqiaqvik Iñupiaq Corporation), described above, has also recently 
commissioned a multi-year archaeological project in response to rapid 
erosion of Nuvuk/Point Barrow. Settled during the Little Ice Age because 
it provided access to open water when other coastal settlement sites were 
frozen in, Nuvuk is one of the oldest permanent communities in the 
region. The urgency of the project stems primarily from wanting to be 
able to move any human remains to safety before they are washed out into 
the Arctic Ocean.

IHLC (Iñupiaq History, Language and Culture Commission). An arm 
of the North Slope Borough, the IHLC has responsibility for fostering 
the collection of all sorts of historical material – oral, visual, textual. They 
often employ an oral historian and regularly mediate all manner of research 
projects with a focus on cultural processes. Oversight is provided by the 
Commission which is constituted by elders.

Let us look at three of these in more detail, this time with a disciplin-
ary filter. Although the UIC-sponsored Nuvuk project is led by a profes-
sional non-Iñupiaq archaeologist (who is nonetheless permanently resident 
in Barrow), the crew are almost entirely recruited from Barrow High School 
– something I have never experienced elsewhere. These young people work 
full time in the summers (several of them have done so for two to three years) 
and after school in the autumn. They learn digging techniques, surveying 
methods; how to sort, clean, preserve and store artefacts and how to enter 
them on a computer database. When the interchange students were being 
introduced to the various disciplinary approaches they would be confronted 
with during their month in the Arctic, it was these local archaeology students 
who provided the introduction to archaeological field methods. Anne Jensen, 
the lead archaeologist, reports regularly to the UIC board who provide active 
oversight to the project overall. Elders are regularly consulted as well – not 
only with reference to artefacts emerging from the ground, but also to 
consider immediate, mid-range and long-term goals. As least once a season, 
the project prepares a public presentation for the ‘Saturday Schools’, another 
UIC initiative where any and all interested members of the public are invited 
to learn about research currently being undertaken on the Slope. Collabora-
tion here includes professional scientist, UIC personnel, elders, High School 
administrators, students and BASC logistics coordinators.

The North Slope Borough Department of Wildlife Management is headed 
by Taqulik Hepa, an Iñupiaq woman whose expertise derives in equal parts 
from a life-long commitment to subsistence activities and a long appren-
ticeship with the previous departmental head, whose demanding standards 
required that she not only hone her observational skills, but that she also 
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learn how to write ‘science talk’. Harry Brower, Jr., her ‘first lieutenant’, is 
a whaling captain who likewise has decades of experience working alongside 
the previous head. The remainder of the staff includes professional non-Iñu-
piaq biologists and Iñupiaq specialists, some of whom are pursuing formal 
schooling to supplement their experiential knowledge. On any given day, the 
departmental corridors host visits from a broad range of Iñupiat. The space is 
clearly and comfortably local, something one would not say, for instance, of 
the High School. The Department conducts research on fisheries, migratory 
bird populations, land and marine mammals. This is, in part, coordinated 
with the needs of the Alaska Eskimo Whaling Commission for up-to-date 
information concerning the whale population (numbers, health, reproduc-
tive rate; shifts in migratory patterns, responses to off-shore oil exploration 
etc); and the results – as well as any policy recommendations – are reported 
in public to the General Assembly. Aside from conducting research, the de-
partment must respond to all events that have implications for the way in 
which it meets its management responsibilities – from stranded whales, to 
stray polar bears, to unfamiliar fish species, to participating in environmental 
impact statements that are undertaken in advance of potential oil exploration. 
As is so often the case, the potential deposits of this non-renewable resource 
are often encountered in the same places as abundant renewable resources – 
in breeding grounds and in favourite hunting territories. Thus collaborative 
relations now include a team made up of a departmental scientist and a North 
Slope Borough attorney, whose constant job it is to assess upcoming requests 
for exploration permits. Keeping track of government initiatives and shifting 
legislation is more than a full-time job and one of the greatest sources of 
stress for Iñupiat in positions of administrative responsibility.

BASC hosts a constant stream of science visitors, funded by the National 
Science Foundation (NSF). Many come from major universities and most 
bring their own research teams with them. Virtually all are housed and fed 
out at the NARL site. Although the Ilisagvik College dining room provides 
a common space for BASC scientists, Wildlife Management personnel, 
Ilisagvik staff and students and occasional Barrow visitors, BASC scientists 
spend most of their days with each other. They are, however, expected to 
talk about their research – on the public radio, in the Saturday Schools, and 
to the regional newspaper. When asked if they would absorb our students, 
they were generous with their response. As Executive Director, Glenn 
Sheehan (archaeologist) conducts most of the direct communication with the 
National Science Foundation and manages BASC personnel. Richard Glenn, 
the President, is on the Board of UIC. With a geology background, Richard 
has at least ten years’ experience negotiating the interface between Iñupiaq 
interests in science research and governmental entities on the North Slope. 
The founding and maintenance of BASC as a local institution that both fa-
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cilitates and monitors large research projects is due in no small part to the 
enduring collaboration between the two Glenns.

Thus local initiatives requiring collaboration include the direct definition 
of specific research goals (the UIC/Nuvuk project); the definition of general 
research aims (NSB Wildlife Management); and the setting out of parameters 
under which research is facilitated (BASC and IHLC).

What does ontology Have to do with it? Whalers and 
Whale biologists

In important ways, the last section was much more than an introduction to 
the institutional context. It was – and is – about the politics of self-determi-
nation – a form of autonomous action that should not be confused with sepa-
ratism. In his speech, ‘And’, Eduardo Viveiros de Castro (2003) makes an 
explicitly political move – to support what he calls conceptual self-determina-
tion – to unseat ‘the absolute ontological monarchy’ which decrees science-
ism (my term) the real world of nature while reducing animism (for instance) 
to a ‘world view’ – to representations rather than engagement (passim, but 
specifically p.18).20 Ingold’s (2007 [2000]) dissatisfaction with social con-
structivism resonates with such a stance. In some ways it seems to me that an-
thropologists are being set up as collective straw men here (I’m thinking for 
example of Strathern’s 1980 piece ‘No nature; no culture’; or of Schneider’s 
1960s work on kinship-as-biology-as culture; see Schneider [1968]). Most of 
the anthropologists I know do not privilege ‘science’ as the basis of singular 
truth, but that does not extricate us from difficulty. ‘Science’ continues to 
be wielded as an ultimate weapon in competing claims for knowledge of the 
world and as such, anthropologists need to attend to that.

I am, however, not proposing either Ingold or Viveiros de Castro’s 
positions as ‘straw arguments’. Each is making, for me, an important point. 
To insist on the ‘heavy player’ of ontology over the more lightweight ‘world 
view’ is, as I read Viveiros de Castro, to take seriously all people’s theories 
of how the world is. And I could not agree more. My example of Aveni’s 
engagement with those Mayan astronomers crystallized in the archaeologi-
cal record is worth revisiting here. In a Strathernian move, Aveni asks what 
drops out of a solar systems-centred perspective that is made visible by an 
earth-based one. He is not bothered about whether or not one or the other 
is ‘mistaken’; he wants to find out what you can see from each starting point. 
And what he sees are patterns used by those Mayan scientists that had long-
range predictive value. So he is not talking about representations in the sense 
I think Viveiros de Castro is using the word. The Mayan astronomers were 
engaging in the world, not just talking about it. But they were, of course, 
representing it – as do all mathematical formulae, pictographs, models of 
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atoms, or combinations of words. The recognition that human action is as 
much about communication as it is about anything else should not worry us.

My take on Ingold’s point is similar but different. His sense of unease, it 
seems to me, comes from the way in which ‘social constructionism’ implies 
that humans somehow hover above the world – constructing it rather than 
going through it. The environment is our matrix, Ingold argues; we have to 
go through it – together. Brought together, we get a position that suggests 
we are all in ‘it’ together, but need to recognize that other people’s starting 
points might bring something new to how we understand the world. As I 
intimated at the start, anthropologists do seem as ready as ever to exchange 
one set of dichotomies for another. What I am hoping to do here is to think 
about ‘and’ – not as both/and, or as an alternative to either/or (or neither/
nor) but and – and – and … . In this I suspect that I have been more social-
ized by Iñupiaq kinship relations: ilyagiit: additions, than I have by intellec-
tual encounters with Deleuzian rhizomes.21

To amplify this, I return to the question of collaboration and disciplinarity 
– as discussed through social studies of science. A number of scholars who are 
examining collaborative relations that cross disciplinary boundaries recognize 
that perspective produces different views. Peter Galison (1997), for instance, 
borrowing from anthropology and sounding remarkably like Edmund Leach, 
talks about ‘trading zones’ to describe science collaborations in which actors 
are able to engage successfully in the mutual interaction despite each side 
attaching distinct meanings to the objects ‘in play’.22 Collins and Evans 
(2002) use the phrase ‘interactional expertise’ to describe the understandings 
people may develop of others’ conceptual worlds. Many Iñupiat I know are 
masterful at this – their adept management of negotiating political positions 
depends on it. In many ways this resonates with Lockhart’s (1994) ‘Double 
Mistaken Identity’ thesis in his account of early interactions between conquis-
tadores and Mexican nobles. Things seemed familiar enough that these others 
were simply ‘other’ others whom you more or less ‘got’. Mexicans were like 
Moors; Tenotitchlan was like Seville, only grander; and horses were like deer. 
People carried on for several decades, Lockhart suggests, without changing 
their categories. Viveiros de Castro’s (2003) provocative use of perspectiv-
alism to imagine the Old World/New World encounters in fact refers to a 
later moment, when clerics had to decide if these others were lost souls, or 
sub-humans.23 By the time of these debates, the political economy behind 
Old/New World interactions had shifted significantly. Cortés was looking 
for allies who would pledge allegiance to the Emperor: Mexica, Tlaxacalans, 
Tolucans. The debate over whether the imposed homogenizing category of 
‘indio’ described free royal subjects or sub-human natural slaves came later, 
when the concern was not conquest and its booty, but colonialism, mining, 
and the need for labour.24 I find Viveiros de Castro’s suggestion intellectually 
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satisfying, and probably not pertinent for understanding the outcomes of the 
political processes of the time. Nahua leaders wrote to Charles V asking for 
Las Casas to be appointed as their intermediary, not because they realized 
that he realized they had souls, but because he opposed the cruel practices 
that were killing off ‘their’ people in droves. He was a friend, not necessarily 
a kindred spirit.25

If we leap forward a century or two and up several eco zones, we are 
confronted with a different view of cross-cultural interactions. The English 
desperately needed allies against the French and to do so they had to treat 
– government to government – with the Iroquois Federation. And to do 
that, they had to understand Iroquois practices. Recognizing that you could 
not enter into these negotiations simply carrying a crib sheet, they elicited 
the help of Anglos who had been adopted into Native American families – 
who had learned through socialization the nuances of wampum as a medium 
of political expression (Axtell 1988; Hagendorn 1988; Wright 1992). My 
excursion into this ‘encounters’ literature is motivated in part because I 
resist the tendency to ‘ghettoize’ our examination of the sorts of knowledge 
pursuits we define as scientific. Much of this literature is explicitly preoccu-
pied by speculations concerning the role of assumptions in the playing out of 
imperial cross-cultural interactions.26 But it also has a straightforward point. 
Sometimes you can get by with others who do not see the world as you do, 
sometimes you make mistakes because you think it does not matter when it 
does, and sometimes the actors involved realize that you have got to figure 
it out. Sometimes this is about knowledge ways – and sometimes it is about 
truth assumptions. The outcomes of these ‘mind meetings’ are more likely 
than not going to shift with time and political agenda.

So now let me get back to my ethnography. When in 1978 the IWC told 
Iñupiat to stop whaling and Iñupiat said the IWC was mistaken in its infor-
mation, they got into a fight that was clearly epistemological in nature: whose 
knowledge of whales ‘counted’; ‘science rules’ as power/knowledge. Iñupiat 
used every argument at their disposal to negotiate the right to continue 
whaling with a quota. They used arguments they knew would support their 
case on IWC terms: numbers of whales; the social importance of whaling 
for the health of the community. They did not talk about the social relation 
between whales and humans – nor the fact that whales intentionally gift 
themselves to humans in the Maussian sense; that to reject the gift is to 
reject the sociality. That fact was not used with the IWC, because Iñupiat 
knew it would not be taken into consideration. But they did talk about it on 
the radio and they recognized the moral dilemma they were in. By and large 
Iñupiat take rules seriously – they had agreed on a quota in order to be able 
to continue with their most important social activity – but that rule directly 
contravened an equally important rule: not to reject the gift.
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The ways in which people have managed those contradictions occasion-
ally takes an unexpected form for those who take categories as absolutes. 
During the 1980s Percy Nusunginya’s whaling crew stayed out on the ice 
after the AEWC quota had been reached. They got an ingutuq, a particularly 
tender sort of whale that is much appreciated by elders – in other words, 
an especially valued gift. Nevertheless, the AEWC rebuked Nusunginya’s 
decision not to withdraw from the ice and he ended up in jail. When he 
applied for permission to be let out in order to prepare for the feast success-
ful whaling crews offer to the community shortly after the whale has been 
brought to shore, the prosecuting attorney argued against the motion, saying 
that because the community (read AEWC) had sanctioned ‘the crime’, they 
would likewise boycott the feast. The queue to partake in the whale/gift – of 
course – extended around the house.

In some way, then, we are looking at the collision of ontological worlds 
mixed up with power and knowledge contests swirling around the AEWC 
and the IWC; and in another way we are recognizing how what I would hold 
to be distinct Iñupiaq ontological positions – whales are social; we Iñupiat 
take rules seriously – do not automatically coincide. Their conjunction may 
generate profound tensions as well as complex responses.

But none of these examples describes what I am suggesting here. I am 
suggesting that in Barrow today, whale biologists and whalers understand 
each other’s information; they rely on its accuracy; they incorporate it into 
their own understanding; they respect each other’s ways of knowing and they 
use it. Both whalers and whale biologists are dedicated to long-term obser-
vations; they do not make quick judgements about cause and effect; they 
compare their observations with their colleagues; and they discuss what they 
are seeing in terms of what they think it might mean. They do not gather the 
same data with the same methods. And they do not demand that the others 
necessarily emulate them in order for their information to count. This is col-
laboration. But they do not start from the same place in terms of who and 
what whales are. Their relations do not founder because the starting points 
are different – nor do they depend on a case of double mistaken identity to 
persevere. My point is not only to recognize that it is possible to engage 
mutually despite these differences – but also to recognize that there seem 
to be times when it is not. I tend to avoid the word ontology in favour of 
ontological, simply because of the disciplinary unity the ‘ology’ implies. The 
world is contingent; the people in it, I suggest, have ontological positions 
– assumptions – rather than an ontology which would suggest a single and 
coherent sense of the basis of everything.

Thus we return to a more ecological position, one that encompasses the 
social into the matrix (to use Ingold’s term) of the environment around us. 
In an argument for transdisciplinarity, Lawrence and Després (2004: 398, 
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cited in Barry, Born and Weszkalnys 2008) assert: ‘ontological frameworks 
that do not embrace the complexity of the natural and human-made environ-
ment … in traditional scientific research pose radical, perhaps insurmount-
able obstacles to creative (effective) responses to our understanding of envi-
ronmental processes’. When Lawrence and Després talk about ontological 
frameworks, the plural form is significant. Which brings our attention to the 
question of ‘ists’ as well as ‘ologies’. My initial response to the scientist’s 
comment was to think that perhaps ‘biology’ was simply a more ‘social’ dis-
cipline, at least as far as Iñupiaq hunters are concerned, than the form of 
geology/climatology that involves measuring the earth’s respiration. But I 
am much less convinced of this today than I was a few years ago. George 
Wenzel, social geographer with many decades working in eastern Canada, 
recently finished a project working with polar bear biologists who had zero 
interest in learning what Inuit polar bear hunters might know about a species 
that many had spent a life-time observing.27 If we consider the coincidence 
of disciplinary cross-over and interdisciplinary isolation by asking about 
the actors rather than about their models, it emerges that the whale biolo-
gists and the archaeologist live in Barrow; their children go to school in the 
community; they are around year round. The biocomplexity group is exactly 
that. They arrive from their universities; stay in BASC accommodation; eat 
at the college; and rarely venture into town. I am not saying these scientists 
are isolationist; they incorporated our dozen young students with alacrity 
and spent a lot of time making sure they understood what they were doing, 
seeing, collecting, and recording and why. One spent several hours tutoring 
me on the science of respiration; they donated hours of classroom time as 
well as days of research time. But you are not likely to run into them at 
the post office or the communal store. Nor, to my knowledge (and I asked 
several people) has any one of them thought to ask a single hunter if Iñupiat 
have a theory about whether or not the earth breathes. Or why they think the 
landscape changes in the way it does over the course of a couple of decades. 

To a great extent, large interdisciplinary science projects funded by the 
NSF consider social scientists to be optional extras and local knowledge 
an inconvenience that demands formal acknowledgement but little serious 
attention (cf. what Barry, Born and Weszkalnys 2008 label the ‘service mode’ 
of interdisciplinarity; see also Hensel and Morrow 1992; Cruikshank 2005). 
But again those are patterns that are enacted to greater and lesser degrees. 
Principal investigators who opt to work through BASC have already acknowl-
edged the sociality of their research site in a way that other scientists might 
not be willing to do. One of the biocomplexity scientists recently moved out 
to BASC full time; he has done this for research reasons, but nevertheless will 
be on site year round. He is already involved in teaching at Ilisagvik. We are 
thinking together how one might produce a course that combines Iñupiaq 
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weather knowledge and climatology. Whether that happens, and indeed what 
might happen if it does take shape, is entirely up for grabs.

Concluding remarks

This chapter has touched on a number of issues that are being debated, not 
only by social scientists who are engaged with the examination of knowledge 
practices defined as science, but also by those who feel under attack by poten-
tially authoritarian positions: valid knowledge ‘must’ be produced through 
disciplinary practice; through interdisciplinary practice; or in a transdisci-
plinary way, depending on one’s point of view. Barry, Born and Weszkalnys 
(2008) make a spirited, detailed, and convincing defence of the innovative 
possibilities offered by interdisciplinarity. Steven Fuller (2003), amongst 
others, calls for transdisciplinarity as a way of thinking ‘out of the box’. 
Marilyn Strathern (2004) puts forward a robust defence of disciplinarity. And 
Ian Hacking (2004) more or less asks what all the fuss is about, the position 
with which I am probably most in sympathy. The examples we have just been 
examining seem to me to provide clear examples of the ways in which disci-
plinary filters, cross-boundary discussions, and interdisciplinary research are 
all fruitfully employed.

On a final note, I want to think about one more word. I have used recog-
nition/ recognizing in several contexts and the verb itself offers us some pos-
sibilities. In French, connaître (to know someone, to get to know them) and 
reconnaître (to recognize, be familiar with) are clearly linked. In English, to 
recognize is to see the familiar (even to assume that familiarity), but literally, 
it suggests as well, the opportunity to re-cognize. Not to assume that the 
familiar fits; but to think about it again.
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notes
 1. This project grew out of another multidisciplinary project undertaken in the two Mexican 

communities with Dr Laura Barraza, specialist in environmental education. Called the 
Roots of Success, our focus with that project is the intersection between young people’s 
knowledge and aspirations and the institutional challenges facing these communities in 
terms of sustainable development.

 2. As readers can well imagine, the success of this interchange depended on many sorts of 
collaborative efforts at the local level. Although many of them are beyond the scope of 
this paper, I would like to make special mention here of Ilisagvik College, Barrow and the 
communal authorities in Ixtlán de Juárez and San Juan Nuevo whose active participative 
support was constant and indispensable.

 3. See, for example, Galison (1997); Nowotny et al. (2001); Viveiros de Castro (2003); 
Latour (2004); Strathern (2004); Leach (2005); Edwards et al. (2007); Barry, Born and 
Weszkalnys (2008), amongst many others.

 4. Personal communication, but see for example Leach (2005). I am excluding my own frus-
trations working with research teams that billed themselves as interdisciplinary when in fact 
we were undertaking multidisciplinary work.

 5. This despite twenty five years’ experience working in the community.
 6. Barry, Born and Weszkalnys make a similar point about interdisciplinarity: ‘our starting 

point in the study was a dissatisfaction with the teleological and unitary account of inter-
disciplinarity in much of the literature … Rather than accept this framing, we strove to get 
a sense of the multiplicity of interdisciplinary forms and their diverse histories’ (Barry, Born 
and Weszkalnys 2008: 25).

 7. I have elsewhere made the argument for recognizing the extent to which many Iñupiat not 
only understand, but operate with others’ assumptions in order to generate cross-over dis-
cussion (Bodenhorn 2006). The present instance is a variant of that capacity, but is specifi-
cally directed towards the sorts of information gathering that scientists define as ‘research’ 
and thus deserves particular attention.

 8. Current Anthropology, 1968, 9: 391–435 published the results of an international ‘Social 
Responsibility’ Symposium, with essays by Gerald Berreman (US), Kathleen Gough (UK), 
and Gutorm Gjessing (Norway) and commentary.

 9. América Indigenista, 1969, 19: 787–804. See Beltrán (1976).
 10. Bodenhorn and Barraza are exploring this question in some depth with reference to 

Mexican ethnography elsewhere.
 11. I am moving somewhat tentatively between first person singular and plural here. Refer-

ences to work on collaboration with a focus on Mexican communities reflect collaborative 
writing produced by myself, a social anthropologist, and Laura Barraza, a specialist in en-
vironmental education. The present article is single authored; the work I have done with 
North Slope scientists is mine alone. The original impulse to pay analytical attention to 
collaboration in conjunction with knowledge practices, however, stems from our (Barraza/
Bodenhorn) joint project in Mexico, The Roots of Success.

 12. There is a very fine line between recognizing a pattern and, by using it discursively, repro-
ducing it. That, it seems to me, is what happened with an over-easy reliance on the trope 
of the ‘Other’ in much 1980s and 1990s anthropology.
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 13. His propensity for asking such questions may well be what brought him to anthropology 
from astronomy, but that is neither here nor there.

 14. The politics of this has been examined for some time and is clearly not confined to in-
digenous and non-indigenous interactions, but see, for example, Nader (1996); Wynne 
(1996); González (2001).

 15. Mark Henare (personal communication) has been thinking about precisely this issue in 
light of (some) Maori elders’ critique of (some) activist positions rejecting the Waitaingi 
Treaty as a ‘fraud’. That rejection, so the critique argues, denies the independent capacities 
of those leaders who decided to sign the Treaty, a position these elders are unwilling to 
take. Similar questions, Henare feels, may be asked of the agentive relations between Maori 
and early ethnographers.

 16. Iñupiaq is the singular and adjectival form; Iñupiat is the collective form; analogous to 
American/Americans.

 17. The almost straight Foucauldian power/knowledge politics of this is by no means unusual: 
see Hensel and Morrow (1992); Wynne (1996); Cruikshank (2005). The effectiveness 
with which Iñupiat maintained their position is more exceptional than exemplary, but it is 
not unique.

 18. The Alaska Native Claims Settlement Act of 1971 created both local and regional corpora-
tions in twelve regions of the State. Both the process and the consequences of the Act are 
complex and beyond the scope of the present paper, but see Berger (1985, 1999) for brief 
but cogent histories of these processes.

 19. See Ahmaogak (1999).
 20. Matt Candea first drew my attention to this speech in the course of our own wide-ranging 

discussions about ontology in advance of his participation in the Manchester debates on the 
issue (Candea n.d.).

 21. Here I am coming to this really from ways in which I have been taught to think in the field.
 22. I’m referring to Leach’s observation that what makes a symbol ‘strong’ is precisely its 

ambiguity.
 23. ‘For the Europeans, the issue was to decide whether the others possessed a soul; for the 

Indians, the aim was to find out what kind of body the others had. The Europeans never 
doubted that Indians had bodies; the Indians never doubted that the Europeans had souls 
… In sum, European ethnocentrism consisted in doubting whether other bodies had the 
same souls as they themselves had; Amerindian ethnocentrism in doubting whether other 
souls had the same bodies’ (Viveiros de Castro 1998: 479).

 24. See Hanke (1994 [1974]); Pagden (1982).
 25. See León-Portilla (1992).
 26. See Todorov (1984); Sahlins (1985); Gruzinski (1989); León-Portillo (1992); Lockhart 

(1994); Greenhouse (1996); Obeyesekere (1997).
 27. Personal communication, October 2007, 4S Conference, Montreal.
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Chapter 12

Recognizing Scholarly Subjects in  
the Politics of Nature: Problematizing 
Collaboration in Southeast Asian  
Area Studies

Celia Lowe

In Thailand, we consider social engagement in people’s everyday practice to be 
part of the learning and understanding process. It is through this social engage-
ment that cultural history and experiences can be better understood, analysed, and 
represented. (Chayan Vaddhanaphuti, cited in Lowe 2004)

To hear each other (the sound of different voices), to listen to one another, is an 
exercise in recognition. (bell hooks 1994)

This contribution to Collaborators Collaborating will address ethnographic 
specificities of transnational collaboration between US-based and Southeast 
Asia-based scholars collectively interested in society–environment relations. 
The present volume observes that collaboration has emerged as a focus for 
political and academic attention, and yet we know little about the specificities 
of collaboration itself. Are collaborations attempts to possess total knowledge 
of the kind many of us thought we had given up in the last decades? Or do 
collaborations broaden the possibilities for participation in knowledge pro-
duction therein democratizing science? Of course both outcomes are possible 
– the answer demands specifics.

Our volume asks about the value of collaboration, what goes on inside 
collaborative ethos making, what differences the collaborative imagination 
makes to knowledge flows across spatial disjunctures, and how we might 
understand the effects of critical internationalism in knowledge produc-
tion.1 My contribution here studies the novel modes and awkward frames of 
social enquiry that emanate from within new understandings of area studies. 
Specifically, ‘collaboration’ has been offered as one possible solution to 
the problem of area studies as they emerged within the US academy in the 
context of American empire. Casting Southeast Asian scholars as producers 
of important knowledge and not simply consumers of Euro-American educa-
tions and theoretical ideas, collaboration offers the possibilities of recognition 



246   |   Celia Lowe

and redemption. And yet, if, as Monica Konrad writes, it is no coincidence 
to find that the academy increasingly seeks to defend its future pedagogical 
survival through the promotion of interdisciplinary ‘collaborative’ experi-
mentation, then it is also no coincidence to find that the effects and benefits 
of this solution to the problem of US-based area studies are uneven. In what 
follows, I ask what kind of contribution collaborative experimentation has 
made to either understanding or equity when Southeast Asian- and US-based 
social scientists come together to study environmental politics.

Area Studies as a Problem for Thought

The project of rethinking Southeast Asian area studies has engaged the his-
torical emergence, logical coherence (and lack thereof), institutional struc-
tures, and conceptual orientations in scholarship on Southeast Asia. Our 
desire to rethink the nature of ‘areas’ is a response to interventions from 
postcolonial studies – which have given us new ways to think about his-
torical linkages – and to studies of globalization – which have provided us 
with new possibilities for imagining spatial interconnection. Within these 
reflexive conversations, scholarly collaboration (both within the region, and 
between Southeast Asia and Euro-America) has emerged as both a problem 
for thought and as a remedy for hierarchies that exist between scholars ‘in’ 
and scholars ‘of’ Southeast Asia. Collaboration presents the possibility of fa-
cilitating a more egalitarian knowledge production in which Southeast Asians 
speak authoritatively as subjects of their own histories, and are recognized for 
the ideas they generate in transnational settings.2

In this chapter, I examine the study of environmental politics in Southeast 
Asia in order to understand the pragmatics of transnational scholarly collabo-
ration, and to explore the ways in which collaboration may be a more difficult 
solution than it seems at first glance. Southeast Asia has experienced substan-
tial transformation in its flora, fauna, land, and marinescapes, trends which are 
reflected in: large scale fires; modifications of coastlines and forests; histori-
cally unprecedented levels of commodification and consumption of land and 
sea products; the constriction of genetic resources through green revolution 
agriculture and the proliferation of genes out of place in genetically modified 
crops; and serious cases of pollution and toxicity in both rural and urban 
spaces. Nature – its social construction and its biophysical transformation – 
has always provoked interesting questions for the study of the region. In both 
mainland and insular Southeast Asia there has been considerable debate over 
what will count as a human enhancement of the natural environment and 
what will be considered environmental degradation. Social studies of nature 
have included both the local specificities and poetics of place-based framings 
of nature, and the larger regional, national, and international contexts of 
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markets, policies, practices, histories, and ideologies through which nature is 
known and made.

I base my analysis in this chapter on two and a half years of research in 
Southeast Asia, primarily in Indonesia, between 1994 and 2004. Between 
1994 and 1997, I studied Indonesians’ biodiversity conservation in the Togean 
Islands of Central Sulawesi, and I examined how Indonesian natural scientists 
made sense of transnational biodiversity discourses while their own biological 
science and conservation practice took on specific form. In this work I observed 
how the politics of nature seeped out of Indonesians’ biodiversity conserva-
tion precisely because of the mandates of transnational collaboration. Between 
2000 and 2003, I turned my attention to the comparative study of cultural 
and historical (rather than biological) approaches to nature in the region. This 
work involved wide ranging discussions with Indonesian, Thai, and Vietnam-
ese social scientists about scholarship and teaching in the field of society and 
environment. It also entailed a more narrowly focused study of the histories of 
Thai social science, and of Indonesian intellectual movements in the post-Su-
harto era. In this work, I have been interested in the theories Southeast Asian 
scholars use to pursue studies of nature and society, in the questions these intel-
lectuals have wanted to address, and in how they have understood the relations 
between culture, nature, scholarship, and political power.

A Science neither ‘Ethno’ nor ‘Euro’

In 1994, I first began to investigate scholarly and applied collaborations 
between scientists from the Indonesian Foundation for the Advancement of 
Biological Sciences (IFABS) and their US funder, Conservation International 
(CI), in league with several US-based scientists and universities. As a science 
studies scholar, I was interested in observing the natural sciences in Indonesia 
– those means of examining the physical world that do not fit into locally 
circumscribed forms of knowledge known as ‘ethnoscience’. As I began to 
search for a field site in eastern Indonesia, I chose the Togean Island project 
because it was run entirely by Indonesian scientists and staff in collaboration 
with foreign counterparts. My research with the biologists entailed living and 
working at their research station in the Togean Islands, participating in their 
community development activities, attending conservation meetings, and 
interviewing Indonesian and Euro-American conservation practitioners in 
Jakarta, Sulawesi, and Washington, D.C. Although I could not predict what 
I would find, I assumed that there would be something ‘different’ about the 
Togean project as a result of its nationalization.

What I discovered in the process of accompanying biologists in their 
species inventories, or participating in meetings and discussions about Togean 
conservation, was that collaboration entailed a constant negotiation between 
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what was locally and nationally meaningful for Indonesian scientists, and 
those scientific ideas that were proposed as universal in transnational efforts to 
conserve biodiversity. Out of Indonesians’ conservation biology and practice 
emerged a highly specified, scientifically described, Togean ‘nature’, and a 
particular way of understanding its relationship to Togean people, that con-
tributed not only to the transnational paradigm of biodiversity, but also to a 
domestic project of building the nation state. The specificity of Indonesians’ 
conservation biology lay precisely in the politics of science, nature, and nation 
within Indonesia, and the universalist principles of conservation biology were 
insufficient to explain the interplay of similarity and difference that existed 
across the space of collaboration between Indonesian biologists and Northern 
scientists and conservationists. In order to appreciate Indonesians’ science, 
it was necessary for me to understand the scientists’ positionality as subjects 
within the Suharto-era state, the meanings of science within the postcolonial 
Indonesian nation, and the ideologies of development within which Togean 
people were classed as backward and threatening to national order. The re-
lationship between scientists and local, in this case Togean Island, people 
depended as much on nationalist ideologies as on transnational neoliberal 
ways of integrating conservation with development. While Togean people 
were often viewed through the international biodiversity problematic as those 
humans who threatened nature, Indonesian scientists also recognized Togean 
people as Indonesian citizens, with all the nationalist specificity that entailed.

Many biologists with whom I worked believed that the discourse of bio-
diversity, with its particular notion that people who live near rare plants and 
animals threaten nature, did not fit the circumstances of Indonesia very well. 
For example, one scientist I interviewed stressed to me that conservation is a 
‘Western’ concept. He argued:

A country like America is rich enough for conservation. Looking at wildlife the 
way Americans do is a luxury. I don’t think the Indonesian people are ready to 
look at nature in this luxurious way. Nature is still full of resources for Indonesian 
people because of our level of development. We are not rich enough in Indonesia 
to afford conservation of species – species is a Western concept.

And yet, even though this scientist believed that species and species conser-
vation were alien ideas inappropriate for founding a conservation practice in 
Indonesia, the primary science he and others conducted in the context of 
Togean conservation involved speciation studies and species inventory. In the 
process of collaborating, Euro-Americans’ questions about species became 
the most important scientific problems to pursue.

The practice of biological science and the implementation of conservation 
programmes in Indonesia required familiarity with and a willingness to adopt 
those forms and patterns of knowledge making that were recognizable as 
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‘science’ and ‘management’ to Northern colleagues. This was the case, even 
when these norms and forms were not a viable means for saving biodiversity 
or involving Togean people in the project. The criticisms that Indonesian 
scientists might have had about transnational models of conservation did 
not often cross the collaborative divide and were not usually shared with 
sponsors or foreign scientists. While the autonomy of the Indonesian nation 
had secured a space for Indonesians within transnational science, and Indone-
sian biologists are now mentors, partners, and colleagues of Euro-American 
scientists in constructing natural scientific knowledge, Indonesian biologists 
still faced some familiar challenges: the terms for what could be considered 
‘good’ science were set somewhere else; Indonesians were expected to con-
tribute only data, rather than theory; Indonesian scientists were responsible 
for Euro-American scientific literatures while the inverse was not usually 
the case; and Euro-American scientists continued to take for granted that 
Indonesia was only one ‘problem space’ within an entire world amenable 
to their investigations, whereas Indonesian scientists tended to perceive the 
nation as their most pressing area of concern. For all these reasons, Indone-
sians struggled for recognition within transnational biodiversity conservation 
domains.

Despite the dearth of recognition, nature making in the global South has 
been productive of the very form that has come to be known as biodiver-
sity. For example, the ‘Integrated Conservation and Development Project’ 
(the major form that conservation outreach took in the mid 1990s) can be 
viewed, in part, as an idea that originated in Southern peoples’ resistance 
to pure wildlife conservation, rather than as the brainchild of Northern bi-
ologists. While funding and ideas flow from organizations in the North to 
the many sites of biodiversity conservation in the South, the knowledges, 
rationalities, and natures in Southern biodiversity conservation cannot be 
understood entirely through the language of assimilation or adaptation in 
the tropics of a project that originates elsewhere. And yet I witnessed the 
frustration Indonesian scientists sometimes felt in their collaborations with 
foreign scientists, and heard the comments some Euro-American visitors to 
Indonesia made, for example: ‘The only thing disappointing about this ex-
perience at the [Togean] research station is that there are no real scientists 
working here’.

Within the context of Indonesian scientific subalternity, Indonesians were 
able to name a new species, but not turn the tables on species-based conser-
vation. A transformation to ecosystems-based management began to occur 
at the end of the 1990s, but only once Northern scientists had theorized 
this new way of thinking about conservation. The observation I cite above 
that species are an inappropriate lens through which to imagine Indonesian 
nature was not part of this transformation, and I would also speculate that 
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this same scientist would not find ‘ecosystems’ to be the solution he was after. 
Neither species nor ecosystems incorporate Indonesian fishers and farmers 
into the picture in the way his commentary proposes.

While many Indonesians were politically active around questions of nature 
and human rights, this was – by and large – not the case in the Togean 
project. Collaboration with foreign scientists who did not really under-
stand the history of Indonesia or see it as relevant meant that environmental 
problems and their solutions were circumscribed by local species diversity. 
To the extent that Togean people were valued as ‘conservation partners’, 
this was only because they were viewed as perpetrators of threats to nature in 
the first place. At the heart of the transnational scientific collaboration, it was 
more important to name a species than it was to trace out cyanide networks 
that bring this poison to the Island group for use in live fish capture. It was 
more important to develop income substitutes for harvests of land and sea 
products for Togean people than it was to understand their political-eco-
nomic position within networks of resource use and exploitation. In the case 
of Togean Island biology and conservation, collaboration helped to keep the 
focus on place-based, depoliticized, understandings of Togean nature.3

The Politics of Nature in Southeast Asia: Reinventing 
Collaboration

In his keynote address to the American Council of Learned Societies and Social 
Science Research Council-sponsored conference marking the tenth and final 
year of their International Predissertation Fellowship Program which took 
collaboration as a guiding principle, Kenneth Prewitt envisions the problem of 
US-based area studies as the parochial nature of an American social science at 
odds with what is happening in the world today. Prewitt explains: ‘the United 
States is a diminishing point of reference for many scholars located elsewhere 
… What will push us forward are the skills represented by the goal of the IPFP 
[International Predissertation Fellowship Program] – to make scholars alert 
to what colleagues elsewhere have to offer and sensitive to the international 
context in which the local, including the United States as a locale, finds its 
way’.4 He proposes a future where scholars everywhere will be concerned with 
linkages between the local and the global; topics, theories, and methods can 
be shared through attention to multiple scales of analysis.

Prewitt’s intellectual mandates for transnational scholarly collaboration 
are consistent with the study of environmental politics where nature/society 
relations are studied at multiple scales from the local to the global. If one 
wanted to pursue transnational scholarly collaboration in the region using 
the analytic of environmental politics, rather than the science of conservation 
biology, one would find this harder to do than Prewitt suggests. Listening 
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to the agendas of Southeast Asian scholars, I found that while it would be 
possible to collaborate around the politics of nature in Thailand, political ap-
proaches to nature are, by and large, not on the table in the Indonesian and 
Vietnamese academies.5 For example, while ‘political ecology’ (one approach 
to the study of environmental politics) is an important paradigm in Thai 
social science, the approach is largely absent in the Indonesian or Vietnamese 
academies. Nor is there an indigenous research-based theorization or model 
in either country to explain the ways in which social justice, or national or 
transnational political economies, articulate with environmental or spatial 
concerns. Prewitt’s idea of transnational interconnection does not resonate 
in relation to Indonesian or Vietnamese studies of society and nature. Rather, 
in both countries, the study of nature and society is pursued through de-
politicized theories and methods that emphasize indigenous practices, local 
knowledges, and ethnosciences. As is no less true in Europe or the United 
States, questions of scholarly theory and practice in Southeast Asia must be 
examined through an understanding of what has been politically and insti-
tutionally possible to say and do. Political constraints throughout Southeast 
Asia have made it difficult to study and discuss environmental transforma-
tions outside of their immediately local contexts. Rather than studies of en-
vironmental politics and spatial articulation, what I found in both Indonesia 
and Viet Nam were echoes of previous and present moments of ‘training’ in 
the paradigms of US ecological anthropology from the 1950s through to 
the 1970s. In contrast, many Thai scholars were theoretically and socially 
engaged with theories of transnationalism and political economy.

If we look, it is always possible to find hopeful examples of scholarship 
and collaboration, and to uncover spaces where working together is produc-
tive and possible. As Anna Tsing writes (see Abraham 2000:32) writes, the 
process of finding productive things to say to each other is ‘exciting and 
unfinished work’. But to do so would be to acknowledge the complexities 
of collaboration and to try and work within them. Below, I briefly describe 
the histories and approaches to society and environment that scholars have 
developed in Indonesia, Viet Nam, and Thailand. I also describe instances 
of actual collaborative spaces in each country that reflect the demands for 
new types of collaborations in the twenty-first century world. Each example 
addresses some part of the new collaborative agenda, the process of decolo-
nizing social science, or the question of rethinking the idea of areas. Each also 
demonstrates the possibility for studies of environmental politics, even under 
unfavorable structural conditions.

For Indonesia, I describe the work of Iwan Tjitradjaya of the University 
of Indonesia, who has abandoned his pursuit of theory to invent a creative 
solution to the problem of local resource control in Sumatra. His work is 
an example of Southeast Asian scholarship that US-based scholars and prac-
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titioners might take as a model. For Viet Nam, I discuss the work of Diane 
Niblack Fox and Nguyen Viet Nhan as an instance of a ‘learning’ rather than 
a ‘training’ approach to collaboration. Fox, from the University of Wash-
ington, and Nhan, of the Hue Medical School, have collaborated around a 
common interest in the personal stories of trauma and environmental legacies 
of Agent Orange. Finally, I describe an interdisciplinary graduate program 
at Chiang Mai University in Thailand. At the Resource Center for Social 
Science and Sustainable Development (RCSD) anthropologists, sociologists, 
geographers, and women’s studies scholars are redefining the borders of 
Southeast Asia, attempting to produce a region which is personally and intel-
lectually relevant in the Thai context.

Indonesia: Learning from Southeast Asia

In the Indonesian academy, I found a dearth of critical approaches to the 
study of nature. NGO activists informed me that I was misguided to expect 
to find critical scholarship inside the Indonesian academy. This, certainly, is 
not because a critical consciousness does not exist in Indonesia. Rather, it 
is because of the historical relationship between the academy and the state. 
Under Suharto in the late 1970s, university campuses were depoliticized in a 
movement called ‘Campus Normalization’ (Normalizasi Kampus).6 During 
this period, political content to scholarship, writing, and curriculum was 
eliminated in favor of teaching and research that promoted national develop-
ment, political stability, and economic growth. Incarceration, disappearance, 
exile, terror, and death were all possible outcomes for oppositional speech, 
and the state deliberately associated political discourse with the spectre of 
Communism. In public universities, all scholars are civil servants and, under 
Suharto, this meant they were required by law to belong to and support the 
party of the government, Golkar. At the time, many of Indonesia’s most 
promising scholars were exiled, silenced, or left the academy entirely.

During the Suharto period, state domination over land, water, and natural 
resources was, for the most part, publicly unquestionable. Scholarly exam-
inations of the intersection of timber concessions, international trade, and 
national politics (which supported rapacious forest destruction and conver-
sion of forests to oil palm plantations in the 1990s), for example, were next 
to impossible in the Indonesian academy. In this context, the paradigm used 
most frequently in Indonesian studies of culture and environment has been 
‘human ecology’ – a paradigm that emerged in the United States in the 1970s 
to examine relationships between local beliefs, habits, and practices, and the 
immediate proximal environment. Human ecology draws its inspiration from 
biological ecology: a population is its unit of analysis; the ecosystem is its 
relevant context; and the interaction between the population and its ecosystem 
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is resolved through adaptation. Indonesian scholars attribute the broad 
influence of human ecology to Andrew Vayda who was one of the seminal 
theorists of human ecology, and who taught in Indonesia in the 1980s.7

There is always a radical potential in specificity, and research on indige-
nous knowledge in human ecological contexts is premised upon the idea that 
the details of how people interact with surrounding environments are worth 
knowing. Very often studies of local environmental practice have been used 
to demonstrate that specific practices are not environmentally destructive 
after all, and that all relevant knowledge does not rest in the hands of natural 
scientists – resource users have valuable environmental knowledges too. At 
the same time, critiques of human ecology state that place-based analysis by 
itself is insufficient for understanding environmental change, or for compre-
hending the globalized, institutionalized, and fundamentally political nature 
of materiality in the modern world.

Just as the emphasis on local knowledge fails to link the human–nature 
relationship to different scales of analysis, it also has a very limited temporal-
ity. This can be seen in studies of customary law (adat), which play a role 
in Indonesian anthropology similar to the role ‘tradition’ plays in Euro-
American anthropology: it makes the developmentalist move of denying the 
temporal coevalness of all forms of human society.8 Studies of customary 
law fail to recognize how histories of environmental practice are constructed 
and contested, or how ‘adat’ is an artifact of Dutch colonialism. One 
human ecologist in Indonesia who studies adat remarked to me: ‘the term 
“simple society” is in play here; almost all of us have done work in “simple 
societies”’.9 In failing to demonstrate the effects of governmentality, priva-
tization, corruption, markets, or ideologies of nature on land and marines-
cape transformation, place-based studies actually enhance the perception that 
marginalized peoples are responsible for environmental degradation, even 
when these studies formally argue otherwise. Human ecology, as a paradigm, 
does the work of depoliticizing environmental struggle by keeping questions 
of resource use and environmental transformation focused on marginal-
ized peoples. To the extent that it intellectually underwrites Indonesians’ 
widespread faith in the existence of a timeless ‘primitive’, human ecology is 
actually an injurious paradigm, not just an inadequate one.

If not in the academy, then where might a more progressive inquiry into 
Indonesian environmental politics be found? Where might it be possible 
to pursue Prewitt’s imagination of a future when ‘scholars everywhere will 
be concerned with transnational linkages between the local and the global; 
[where] topics, theories, and methods can be shared through attention to 
multiple scales of analysis’? The world of Indonesian NGOs is one such space 
(Hariyadhie 1997). Immediately after campus normalization, the Indonesian 
NGO movement and political ‘discussion groups’ (kelompok diskusi) emerged. 
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Many former discussion group participants and present NGO activists 
continue to invent new futures for Indonesia based on cogent critiques of 
the Suharto-era record. Some of this work is premised on empirical scholarly 
research that draws connections between urban and rural, nation and trans-
nation. It is here, in what I want to call the ‘private intellectual sector’, that 
many recent PhDs with degrees in geography, history, anthropology, and en-
vironmental studies envision their future. They are not joining the academy, 
which they view as hide-bound and corrupt.

The circumstances of scholarship in Indonesia challenge Euro-American 
academics to find scholarly and intellectual linkages wherever they are most 
appropriate, even outside of the university system. Funding and reward struc-
tures, in the United States at least, are not set up to recognize research outside 
of academic institutions. Indonesian academic histories suggest Euro-Amer-
ican institutions could broaden their concept of collaboration and radically 
challenge the Euro-American imagination of what counts as an intellectual 
venue. Moreover, within the US academy there continues to be an ongoing 
debate over the role of ‘applied’ scholarship. The ‘applied’ versus ‘academic’ 
dichotomy is challenged by what is happening in Indonesia. A new genera-
tion of Indonesian thinkers working outside the academy presents new pos-
sibilities for collaboration, and new ways for US-based scholars to reflect on 
intellectual life in pragmatic settings.

One example is ‘community forestry’. In both Indonesia and the United 
States, community forestry deals with questions of natural resource distri-
bution, property rights, bureaucracy, participation, and the ability of local 
communities to take advantage of local forest resources.10 Scholarship on 
community forests attempts to develop practices that are mutually beneficial 
to communities and to forest ecosystems, and to address the power imbalances 
that have alienated communities from forests. At the Programme for the Study 
and Facilitation of Ecological Anthropology at the University of Indonesia, 
Iwan Tjitradjaja works on community forestry issues. He is concerned with 
the effects of Indonesian forest policies and their implementation, and his 
research addresses not only forest degradation but also the well-being of for-
est-dwelling communities. He is interested in forest rehabilitation, not for its 
own sake, but so that forests can be returned to the people who live there. His 
approach to these issues could be a model for US community forestry studies, 
and not only for those scholars with an interest in Southeast Asia.

While trained in human ecology at Rutgers, Tjitradjaja looks at the rights 
of people living in forests apart from the issue of whatever knowledges they 
might have. The institute he leads has chosen to research ‘forest conflict’ and 
has set a goal of returning forest rights back to the people through peaceful 
means. As their main interest is the well-being of people, ‘community facilita-
tion’ has become a research focus in itself. The programme is informed by 
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Tjitradjaja’s training in human ecology and the presumption that knowledge 
of people’s actual environmental practices helps us to rethink our own ideas 
about environmental management. At the same time, the project is also 
informed by a wider political economy that recognizes scalar interconnection, 
in this case effects of the Indonesian state on forests and on human welfare.

Tjitradjaja began by conversing with forestry and planning officials and 
discovered that these officials did not have any experience ‘in the field’ with 
those affected by their policies. Despite much criticism of the Indonesian bu-
reaucracy, few models exist for bureaucrats to discover in embodied ways new 
means to manage; Tjitradjaja’s research team provides ‘facilitation’ between 
the bureaucrats and the people. In his model, communities are not perceived 
simplistically as homogenous or free of conflict. If ‘the people’ are going to 
manage their forests, they are going to have to arrange their own practices in 
a manner that is transparent, democratic, and equitable. Thus, the research 
team also has developed discussion groups within the communities they 
work with to discuss perceived problems and methods for dealing with the 
Forestry bureaucracy. Tjitradjaja explained that he is against a method that is 
‘classroom based with teachers, theories, hotels, and expense accounts’. His 
goal is to bring government representatives directly into contact with their 
constituents in the village.

Tjitradjaja and the Institute’s research team have designed a week-long 
programme for state workers around a particular contested forest in 
Lampung, Sumatra. They regularly bring in groups of thirty participants from 
all provinces, especially from the Department of Forestry, and each partici-
pant lives directly with a community host. The participants then go in small 
groups into the forest to learn what villagers are doing to manage or utilize 
forest resources. One of the key principles, Tjitradjaja told me, is that bureau-
crats are only allowed to observe and are required to withhold judgment. For 
example, if there is a slope with peanuts growing on it and it looks too steep, 
the official is not allowed to ask if the slope is too steep; she or he must ask 
the farmer why peanuts are growing there. Finally, villagers and bureaucrats 
travel together to visit the local forestry office. There, officials can watch the 
interactions between forestry workers and farmers and observe the problems 
villagers have in communicating their views. Through experience in the field, 
bureaucrats begin to understand why these social interactions are intense, 
and peoples who live in the Lampung forest learn some of the problems 
the bureaucrats face. Tjitradjaja is employing a modified form of participant-
observation, the method of cultural anthropology. But he is also developing 
his own ideas that depend upon the Indonesian setting for their emergence.

Before 1998, the government had tried to force the people out of the 
Lampung forests, and the sense of conflict is still very strong there. Tjitrad-
jaja was not particularly interested in anthropological theories when we spoke, 
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though it was clear that what he is building is based on his background as an 
anthropologist. Rather, he wanted to start from the position of ‘peace, not 
conflict’ in both his research and in the projects he implements. He said he 
wants to ask ‘a simple question’ about life: ‘can we live peacefully?’ Some might 
say this question ignores the issue of power in resource use, and his colleagues in 
other Indonesian universities express scepticism. They say he wants to ‘manage 
from the heart’, and that he is ‘too romantic’. But, Tjitradjaja explained, libera-
tion and chaos are both potential outcomes of the national government’s new 
plan for regional autonomy. People are still fighting and struggling over forest 
commodities, he says, and sustainability is going to require what he calls ‘social 
capability’ for both bureaucrats and the people who live in the forest.

What might it look like for US-based scholars to proceed as though they 
do not possess the most significant knowledge about, or all of the solutions to, 
the world’s difficult problems? US forestry struggles too with how to convince 
bureaucrats and biologists to look and think ‘ethnographically’. Might Tji-
tradjaja’s model of participant-observer activism be able to travel authorita-
tively to US community forestry projects? Tjitrajdaja’s way of understanding 
and acting on the relations of foresters, communities, and forests, produced 
inside of Southeast Asia, would then be deemed a necessary model to consider, 
even for those who do not specialize in the study of Southeast Asia. In a de-
colonizing academy, others outside of Euro-America will be recognized for 
producing knowledges that travel – Southeast Asian models, theories, and 
practices will be relevant beyond the local circumstances of their production.

Viet Nam: What Questions Must We Ask?

Foreign scholarly exchanges have been most diverse in the Vietnamese 
academy; French, Chinese, Russian, and, most recently, Thai and American 
scholarship have all been influential. Vietnamese scholars continue to make 
eclectic uses of cultural theory, and Vietnamese scholarship defies any es-
sentialist notion of academic work as a ‘pure product.’ Several scholars I 
met in Hanoi were trained in Russian ethnology before studying American 
anthropology. Others remember French scholarly traditions. In the recent 
past, the approach of Vietnamese scholarship to studies of society and envi-
ronment has involved Russian-influenced archival studies of folklore rather 
than field-based research. In the past ten years or so, the Vietnamese research 
focus has expanded to include field-based documentation of material culture, 
traditional knowledge, and uses of the natural environment, especially among 
upland groups of ethnic minorities. In addition to the work of the Vietnam-
ese social science institutes, some natural scientists are also acquiring new 
interests in agroecosystems, and in medicinal and other cultural uses of plants.

James Scott has noted that a combination of ‘isolation, politics, and radically 
different research traditions’ have made for a wholly different academic 
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situation in Viet Nam. What I believe he refers to here are the developmental 
Marxist and Nationalist narratives that have heretofore informed Vietnamese 
scholarship (Abraham 2000: 27; see also Salemink 2003). The challenging 
question for collaboration in this case is to think through what it means for 
American scholars to cross the Pacific only to find Victorian evolutionism 
alive and well, even when transformed through Vietnamese experience. Most 
(though surprisingly not all) US-based scholars would be reluctant to col-
laborate around the idea that Vietnamese ethnic minorities are at an ‘earlier 
stage’ of human evolution. Likewise, it would not make sense to many Viet-
namese scholars to collaborate around the ‘deconstruction’ of environmental 
ideologies, the ‘invention of tradition’, the ‘politics of knowledge’, or the 
production of ‘subjects’ of nature. Rather than assuming the obviousness of 
collaboration, we face the prior issue of constructing enough of a common 
language for scholarly conversation to begin to occur, while, at the same 
time, avoiding, as Scott warns (see Abraham 2000: 27), a ‘“double-quick”, 
forced-march Westernization of the social sciences’ in Viet Nam.

Since the early 1990s European and American scholars have engaged in 
programmes of ‘training’ to develop expertise in the literatures and methods 
that promote empirical field-based scholarship. Recent collaborations 
between US- and European-based scholars and Vietnamese institutions have 
been enabled by a new political openness in Viet Nam, and by new funding 
interest.11 Behind this training we can sense the optimistically progressive 
assessment that empirical knowledge gained in the field will have a better 
outcome in terms of social justice for marginalized peoples than the textual 
tradition of Russian folklore. There is always the humanist desire, better at 
least I would argue than the developmentalist one, that despite the historicist 
assumptions that might accompany much of this research the potential exists 
for scholars to discover the common humanity of those who are objects in 
their construction of knowledge.12

Through some twist of fate, however, this training appears to have 
entailed significant introductions of American forms of neo-evolutionism to 
Vietnamese scholars. As more than one Vietnamese social scientist whom 
I interviewed said to me: ‘We already have Lewis Henry Morgan and are 
hoping to get Julian Steward’. Steward’s paradigm, cultural ecology, replaced 
Morgan’s ‘unilinear evolution’ with the concept of ‘multilinear evolution’, a 
process of differential environmental adaptation. In US work, this function-
alist paradigm is a precursor to sociobiology and evolutionary ecology, both 
of marginal importance (and the object of an established body of criticism) 
in American cultural anthropology today. Rather than explaining US-based 
nature and society literature in the 1990s, evolutionary paradigms represent 
what it has been politically possible to teach in Viet Nam, and what appears 
orthodox to Vietnamese scholars who are being trained. By and large, Euro-
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American training initiatives have not ‘yet’ facilitated the conversations on 
environmental politics that engage scholars outside the region.

The question of training in Viet Nam raises some of the most perplexing 
questions for an agenda of decolonizing scholarly collaboration. Again, if 
one wanted to collaborate around the constellation of ideas and theories of 
environmental politics, broadly conceived, there is, for the most part, not 
an audience for this in the Vietnamese academy. As one American historian 
said to me: ‘I would like to collaborate, but there is no concept in Viet Nam 
of the things I want to work on’. So, in a way, we are presented with two 
competing postcolonial agendas: do we want to resist the teleology that social 
science is based on an inevitable progression of theory, of which any particu-
lar strand (environmental politics, ethnobiology, cultural ecology, and so on) 
of any particular academic tradition (Indian, Latin American, US, etc.,) is 
the exemplar; or, do we want to use contemporary theory to deconstruct the 
essentialized and instrumental applications of ethnic identity that are so dis-
empowering to Vietnamese upland minorities and other of Southeast Asia’s 
marginalized peoples? There are no simple solutions to this conundrum.

Upon the invitation of the Vietnamese academy, Euro-American scholars 
are engaged in a programme of training Vietnamese in international standards 
of social science research. What options are there to approach the question 
of collaboration outside of the hierarchical concept of ‘training’ or the ‘West-
ernisation’ of Vietnamese social science? Part of the local sensitivity James 
Scott calls for, I would argue, involves the process of defining what questions 
are to be addressed in working together. In order to collaborate around en-
vironmental politics, rather than forcing an environmental politics lens onto 
something Vietnamese scholars are not already approaching this way, we 
would have to look for what questions Vietnamese researchers already do see 
as both ‘political’ and ‘environmental’.

Take Agent Orange, for example. Perhaps because this particular ‘chemical 
state’ has come into being only recently; perhaps because it raises issues 
so different from the layers of thought that frame ethnic relations (all the 
years of French colonialism, Russian ethnology, American manipulations of 
upland groups in the Viet Nam/American War, and now cultural ecology); 
and perhaps because it sits in a less historically encumbered space – Agent 
Orange is a topic that can hardly avoid being framed through questions of 
social justice and environmental politics. The collaboration between Diane 
Fox with Nguyen Viet Nhan on the enduring effects of Agent Orange on 
both Vietnam’s physical environment and on the nation’s ‘social suffering’ 
is an example of a collaborative approach to shared scholarly and political 
concerns.13 Dr Nhan has conducted research on the physical effects of Agent 
Orange for the past decade. Fox, who was involved with the US anti-war 
movement before pursuing anthropological research in Viet Nam, studies the 
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long-term consequences of war on human health, particularly those thought 
to be affected by Agent Orange and its associated dioxin.

In recounting her interaction with Nhan, Fox writes: “‘It is hard to measure 
the results”, he tells me, “we don’t have enough modern equipment to evaluate 
the presence of dioxin in the soil, water, leaves, etc.; we lack specialists in epi-
demiology; we don’t have enough money to organize a large investigation; 
and the length of time is a problem. Twenty-five years ago – that’s too long 
to evaluate accurately”’(Fox 2003: 83). Nhan refers here not just to imagined 
weaknesses in Vietnamese scientific capability, but to the regime of power/
knowledge that demands numbers, ratios, and measurements as the only le-
gitimate way of knowing about dioxin or proving its effects. ‘“But truly”, he 
continues “we don’t need to know about the past. The War is behind us. We 
know a lot about dioxin already. What we need now is knowledge to help 
these children and their families”’. He concludes our conversation with an 
invitation: ‘“This morning we have talked a lot”, he says, “but you will never 
understand anything if you just sit here with me. So this afternoon I plan to 
take you to visit some of the families”’ (Fox 2003: 84).

Fox assumes the role of ‘learner’ rather than ‘teacher’ in their relation-
ship, and obviously she has found an excellent teacher herself. In some sense, 
taking on the role of novice or child is a familiar anthropological trope. What 
is not so familiar is the US scholar’s ability to learn from another profes-
sional academic in the country where she studies. Fox’s ethnography of the 
families affected by Agent Orange begins with Nhan’s ‘formulation of how 
we may come to “know something”’ (Fox 2003: 84). Dr Nhan argues that 
what produces true knowledge is his ‘field work’ – his interactions with the 
six hundred Agent Orange-affected families in his study. Rather than present 
a paradigm she wants to impart, in their interaction Fox was helped to 
reimagine her own work through the specificities of this Vietnamese scholar’s 
agenda. They could agree on the idea that more data on dioxin was not as 
important or as meaningful as the humanitarian stories of dioxin-affected 
families, and they could agree on the value of their ethnographic lens.

The contested terrain of the consequences of chemical warfare has also 
been a contest over the epistemological status of science. Both Vietnamese 
and American military families have suffered the consequences of insufficient 
‘proof’ of Agent Orange’s effects. Perhaps America’s role in the manufacture 
and use of Agent Orange, or the chemical’s status as symbol of immanent 
American hubris, made it less likely that Fox would present herself as an 
‘authority’ on the ways Agent Orange should be studied. On Dr Nhan’s part, 
he was gracious enough to recognize the difference between Diane Fox and 
her country’s government. In their work together, Nhan and Fox demon-
strate the possibility of Vietnamese and American scholars finding productive 
things to say to each other around the transnational (environmental) articula-
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tions that have played out through the soil, water, leaves, and bodies of the 
Vietnamese nation.

One might want to frame this as a political collaboration against the US 
government’s reluctance to take responsibility for the consequences of its 
chemical warfare, but Fox resists this idea. She told me: ‘Our collaboration is 
about something now discredited in some quarters of the West: humanity. Dr 
Nhan and I both see the urgent need to help the families as coming ahead of 
much else – our collaboration is to find ways to help the families, and in the 
process, we construct informal, very loose personal networks, and generate 
knowledge. In that sense it is political. But our aim is more to help the families 
than to call the US to account … though as an American, I may feel more 
responsibility for doing that than he would. We have never talked about it, so 
I can’t say – except to extrapolate from his insistence that “the War is past”’.

Thailand: Redefining the Region

Thailand’s national and political history is very different from that of either 
Indonesia or Viet Nam. While Thailand has experienced its own political 
trauma and violence and continues to generate its own forms of censorship, 
these are not of the same scope or scale as either the political violence under 
Suharto, in which perhaps as many as one million Indonesian people died, or 
the many decades of outright war in Viet Nam. It is at least plausible that this 
accounts for the greater intellectual freedom in the Thai academy.14 Thai uni-
versities, moreover, are much better funded by the state than those of either 
Indonesia or Viet Nam. The Thai government, for example, supports foreign 
students to study in some of its domestic programmes and also provides 
funds for collaborative research across Thai universities.

This exceptional Thai experience has had several consequences. First, for 
our purposes here, we do find studies of natures’ politics within the Thai 
academy. We can find scholars at Chulalongkorn, Chiang Mai, and Khon 
Kaen Universities, among others I am sure, framing questions of society 
and environment in terms of the wider societal and international contexts 
that shape natural resource and land and marinescape use. While much Thai 
research continues to contain valuable intimate place-based ethnographic 
detail, Thai scholars are also connecting these details to critical theories 
and methods including, but not limited to, those of environmental politics. 
Another result of Thailand’s relative political openness is that environmental 
justice NGOs that have solid ties to the Thai academy do exist.

Additionally, rather than one predominant paradigm, a variety of scholarly 
paradigms are found in the Thai academy, each with a different purchase 
on political engagement. Rather than the impossibility of an academic en-
vironmental politics, Thai scholars actively debate the value of such scholar-
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ship. A plurality of methods and theories of political engagement exist. The 
main schools of thought vying for attention in Thailand are the ‘Community 
Culture’ school, and a ‘Political Economy’ school (Lowe 2004). While the 
Community Culture approach is similar to human ecology in its emphasis on 
the unique knowledges local communities have about their environments, 
the Political Economy school emphasizes the politics of nature, positing 
structural factors as most relevant for analysing social and environmental 
change. The Community Culture approach was developed by Thai NGOs 
in the 1980s, and currently is practiced outside of the academy as well as 
within it. The Political Economy school is led by scholars trained in structural 
Marxism, and is practiced both in the academy and by rights-based NGOs.

The debate in the Thai academy is akin to conversations going on in 
Indonesia on the topic of customary law. In both Indonesia and Thailand, 
scholars and activists have debated the value of both ‘tradition’ and ‘politics’ 
for studying contemporary social and environmental problems. There is a sig-
nificant difference between the ways in which the dichotomy is perceived in 
the two countries, however. Whereas the inverse of the Community Culture 
school in Thailand is the Political Economy school, in Indonesia scholars 
concerned with the romanticization of adat see the alternative as a depoliti-
cized ‘objective’ science (see figure 12.1):

Romantic Stream/Studies of 
Tradition

Rationalist Stream/The Place of 
Politics

Thailand Community Culture Political Economy

Indonesia Adat De-politicized ‘objectivity’/ Science

Figure 12.1. Academic Conventions in the Study of Contemporary Social and 
Environmental Sciences: Indonesia and Thailand

We can see this difference manifest in the way some Thai and Indone-
sian academics described to me the relationship between local people and 
state-controlled forests. While Indonesian scholars commonly referred to 
the problem of ‘the people encroaching on the state’s forests’, Thai scholars 
more often spoke of ‘the Thai forestry service encroaching on the peoples’ 
land’.15 These framings both reflect and reproduce political conditions for 
people who live in forests. While Thai and Indonesian governments often 
appropriate the property of people who live in forests, and while forest-dwell-
ing peoples are marginalized in both contexts, in Thailand ethnic minority 
people actually seek out academics to help them in their political struggles 
with the state. Many Hmong, Karen, and others have sought out RCSD 
faculty, for example, as a resource for defending their land and other rights. 
RCSD academics have also worked to mediate between the people and such 
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large state bureaucracies as the Royal Forestry Corporation (RFC) or the 
Electrical Generating Authority of Thailand (EGAT).

One consequence of the relative openness of the Thai academy is that 
transnational collaborations around environmental politics are active and 
engaging. Thai scholars collaborate with colleagues throughout Southeast 
Asia, and with US-based and European scholars using recent international 
literature on environmental justice. The collaborative process should not 
appear overly simple or uncontested in Thailand, however. Engagements 
with visiting Euro-American scholars are sometimes uncomfortable for Thai 
scholars; for many of us who are Euro-Americans, we still have a long way 
to go in terms of unlearning our academic privilege.16 But there is a strong 
basis in Thailand for collaboration, for developing social theory together, and 
for struggling through the complexities of what working together will mean.

One of the most trenchant critiques of the area studies concept concerns 
the geography of areas themselves and their presumed cohesiveness. How 
do regions artificially bounded by Cold War geography hang together, or 
do they? Further, what does it mean, in Prewitt’s terms, to attempt to turn 
the United States into just one geographical locale among many? What if 
Euro-American scholars are marginal to the process of collaboration itself? 
These interventions, I would argue, are precisely what was hoped for in de-
constructing the area studies concept.

At RCSD, a graduate programme established at Chiang Mai University in 
the 1990s, Thai scholars are redrawing the boundaries of what constitutes a 
relevant region. Rather than follow the outline of Southeast Asia as it is natu-
ralized and instrumentalized in Euro-American scholarship, they have con-
structed a new area that better reflects their specific research interests on the 
upland ethnic minority groups of Thailand, Burma, Laos, Cambodia, Viet 
Nam, and China. As Chayan Vaddhanaphuti, an RCSD anthropologist, has 
described it: ‘you can see from the geography here, Northern Thailand really 
doesn’t belong to Southeast Asia as defined by the West. In fact, the Philip-
pines doesn’t belong much to us, because we have much more in common 
with Laos, North Viet Nam, the southern part of China, Burma’ (Lowe 
2004: 89). The RCSD program pursues a teaching and research agenda on 
topics related to regional environmental politics: ethnic identity, resource 
management and conflict, tourism, political ecology, social movements, envi-
ronmental history, and so forth. RCSD students come from Thailand, China, 
Laos, Cambodia, Viet Nam, Burma, Japan, and Germany.

This stance on the boundary of ‘Southeast Asia’ is also reflected in a 
larger critique of Euro-American scholarship on Thailand. As Vaddhanaphuti 
explained to me:

A Western scientific representation of Thai reality seems to fit well with devel-
opment discourse during the 1960s and 1970s. Trained anthropologists and 
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political scientists conducted their fieldwork and constructed models such as the 
‘Loosely-Structured Society’, the ‘Bureaucratic Polity’, the ‘Prismatic Society’, 
etc., to explain Thai society. These ideas then made us think that our society lagged 
behind or was underdeveloped, our society lacked investment and technology, and 
our social structure and cultural values were barriers to the imagined development. 
What is also interesting is that the early development of social science in Thailand 
was closely intertwined with increased US influence in Southeast Asia and Thailand 
during the late 1950s and 1960s, including the war effort. (Lowe 2004: 80)

The work of RCSD scholars to draw regional boundaries that are relevant 
to their work is not merely a reaction to US scholarly hegemony. It is also a 
response to Thailand’s relationship to its neighbors. Thailand is surrounded by 
Burma, which has a long historical antinomy with Thailand, on one side, and 
by the Socialist countries of China, Laos, and Cambodia on the other side.

‘We have not developed much understanding about our closest neighboring 
countries’, Vaddhanaphuti continues. ‘Let me give you an example. You know 
that there is a clash between Thailand and Burma. We are now having a “war 
of words”. Thailand has been accused of supporting ethnic minorities along the 
Burma border. And, to a certain degree, we also have been taught, not only by 
our school textbooks, but also by other media, that the Burmese are our national 
enemy. We can see how this nationalist ideology worked earlier on during the 
political crisis in Bangkok, at Thammasat University. Some of those who did not 
subscribe or adhere to the government ideology, well then, they were accused of 
being Vietnamese, or being supported by the Vietnamese … So the issue of Thai-
centrism, Thai nationalism, very much dominates not only academic, but vernacu-
lar responses.’ (Lowe 2004: 88–89)

Research and teaching at RCSD can be placed in a larger context of re-
sistance to the American Cold War and all that this entails, including devel-
opmentalist theories of Thai society and the drawing of strategic geographic 
boundaries. Again, this story is not one of purity in Thai academic thought: 
the RCSD programme was established thorough a Ford Foundation 
endowment, and the RCSD faculty all have doctorate degrees from Canada 
or the United States. At the same time, the positionality of Thai scholars has 
enabled them to conceptualize their region in a new way, across Socialist/
Captialist divides that they find unproductive for making sense of regional 
societies or of environmental politics.

Recognizing Scholarly Subjects

From the perspective of US scholarship, the problem of collaboration 
suggests provocative questions about the nature of scholarly connection with 
Southeast Asia. Some problems seem manageable, or their solutions imagin-
able. For instance, Euro-American scholars can be held to higher standards 
of accountability for Southeast Asian languages and literatures. Most are 
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harder though. If academic scholarship is ‘about’ Europe and America 
in that all social science disciplines share an intellectual history based in 
European political philosophy and reason, how will Euro-American scholars 
learn to recognize scholarly subjects in Southeast Asian contexts?17 How do 
US-based scholars choose from among the many Southeast Asian conversa-
tions available to participate in, or with whom to collaborate and on what 
basis? Will ‘Southeast Asia’ even remain a region for analysis when scholars 
from Thailand or Indonesia participate on equal footing?

From the perspective of Southeast Asians’ scholarship, other questions 
emerge. What will count as a scholarly contribution in these new contexts 
and who will get to decide? How will collaborative research agendas be set? 
Is it possible to speak of collaboration without at the same time address-
ing the imbalance of power stemming from Euro-American scholars’ access 
to research funding, graduate fellowships, library facilities, technology, and 
career opportunities? And there is also the question of language; how can 
Southeast Asian scholars mediate a Euro-American hold on theory when 
English is the hegemonic language of international knowledge production? 
Perhaps most problematic for Southeast Asian scholars is the question of 
graduate training and education. If US-based social science has been funda-
mentally about the American experience, has the project of training Southeast 
Asian scholars been simply a process of colonization by other means? What 
should we make of the enthusiasm with which many Southeast Asian students 
pursue educational opportunities abroad, and how do we recognize the am-
bivalence that many others feel about the seeming necessity of doing so to 
participate in transnational conversations?

There are several arguments I have not made in this chapter. I have not 
argued that all scholars must approach studies of society and environment 
only through the rubric of environmental politics, though I believe there are 
good reasons to take the politics of nature seriously. Nor have I argued that 
the people of any country as a whole lack a political consciousness of envi-
ronmental justice. And it has not been my intention to offer direct critiques 
of any particular body of scholarship, though I have several times mentioned 
that critiques of certain paradigms exist. Rather, I have proposed the idea 
that any body of scholarship, including Euro-American scholarship on en-
vironmental politics, is both critically enabled and disabled by the structural 
possibilities for defining ‘scholarly subjects’. Who we are as scholars, and 
what we have studied, can be traced to the political histories, regimes of 
power/knowledge, and individual circumstances that delimit the orthodox, 
the heterodox, and the unthinkable.

If India, for example, had experienced the same degree of (US-supported) 
state terror as Indonesia, or the same devastation through the ‘American 
War’ as did Viet Nam, or had been colonized by the Dutch-speaking Nether-
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lands, I think it is fair to speculate that we would never have seen the contri-
butions or collaborations of the internationally successful Subaltern Studies 
collective. This indicates the issue of collaboration must be approached as a 
problem to be solved, rather than a liberal ideology to be assumed. The goals 
of collaboration are often paradoxical as the case of Viet Nam illustrates quite 
well, and the aims of postcolonial scholarship contradictory. But do we want 
to argue for particular critical scholarly positions or certain stances on justice 
or ‘human rights’; or do we want to ‘provincialize’ all possible theoretical and 
intellectual positions?

For example, political ecology as an ‘approach’ has been critiqued on 
several fronts. It has been challenged for its focus on the causal nature of 
poverty, for its rural and agrarian bias, for its ‘Third World’ emphasis, and 
for its ‘fuzzy’ conception of political economy (Peet and Watts 1996). More 
recently, political ecology is observed to have a weak integration of poststruc-
turalist theory including theories of gender and identity, science and technol-
ogy, and language (Tsing 1999). While I agree with this recent analysis of 
the political ecology paradigm, can even these critiques be claimed to have 
universal validity? For instance, in contexts where political economy and the 
environment are not normally put into the same frame, might not a ‘fuzzy’ 
definition of political economy suffice? Or in other contexts, where English is 
a second or third language, is poststructuralism really the best textual strategy 
for a ‘liberation ecology’? The travels of academic theory in Southeast Asia 
suggest the provincial nature of American critical theory.

My analysis suggests a final issue of importance for Euro-American schol-
arship, on Southeast Asia or elsewhere. In the scheme of things, critical 
theories of society and environment are relatively recent in the United States. 
There are reasons why ‘cultural ecology’ and the functionalist idea of ‘adapta-
tion’ emerged in the 1950s to describe the relationship of society to environ-
ment. McCarthy’s chilling effect on the academy made a political economy 
of the environment untenable; we were to have a ‘green revolution’ rather 
than a ‘red revolution’. It is perhaps only arbitrary that the US academy has 
been experiencing a moment of critical scholarly possibility while much of 
Southeast Asia has remained under the cloud of Cold War censorship. But 
the conditions of possibility for critical scholarship in the United States are 
also fragile and can be lost as easily as they have been gained. In the turn-
of-the-century United States, we are already seeing signs that critical intel-
lectual engagement is under attack. In remaining attentive to the intercon-
nectedness of Southeast Asian and American histories, and in showing how 
scholarly subjects are ‘made and not born’, Southeast Asian and EuroAmeri-
can scholars may find common cause and a logic for collaboration.



266   |   Celia Lowe

Acknowledgements

There are several people and institutions I wish to gratefully acknowledge. 
First is our editor, Monica Konrad, for her interest in my work. I am also 
thankful for the ability to ‘collaborate’ on this project with Suraya Affif, Carlo 
Bonura, Diane Fox, Daniel Lev, Oscar Salemink, Laurie Sears, Iwan Tjitrad-
jaja, Chayan Vaddhanaphutti, and many anonymous scholars and activists in 
Indonesia, Thailand, and Viet Nam. Finally, while this work is not meant in 
any way to represent the opinions of the Ford Foundation, or the Berkeley 
Environmental Politics Working Group at the University of California, I ap-
preciate the support given to me by both of these institutions. I am grateful 
to the University of Washington Press for permission to reproduce parts of 
this chapter previously published in the volume Knowing Southeast Asian 
Subjects, edited by Laurie J. Sears, University of Washington Press (2007).

Notes
 1.  See points elaborated in the opening chapter to this volume by Monica Konrad.
 2.  Throughout this chapter, I refer to the idea of US-based scholarship, and often use the 

term ‘Euro-American’. Following Vicente Rafael (1994) it is important to observe that 
US-based scholarship is also produced from heterogeneous locations. Rafael argues that the 
hope for the future of area studies conferred on scholars from the Southeast Asian region 
by many concerned with the future of area studies fails to consider that many scholars born 
in the region are also now American, and, moreover, Southeast Asia itself contains many 
heterogeneous sites including Southeast Asian diasporic communities in the US and other 
parts of the world.

 3.  For an extensive look at these issues, see Lowe (2006).
 4.  Rethinking Social Science Research (RSSR), contains the proceedings of an American 

Council of Learned Societies (ACLS) and SSRC-sponsored conference in 2001 marking 
the tenth and final year of their International Predissertation Fellowship Program which 
took collaboration as a guiding principle. Kenneth Prewitt (2001) stated these ideas in his 
keynote address to the conference.

 5.  This was certainly true when I conducted research on Indonesian social science in 2001 not 
long after the fall of Suharto. By the end of the first decade of the new century, however, 
things are beginning to change in Indonesia. Marx’s Capital has been translated into In-
donesian, and political ecology and other critical paradigms have been introduced. Overall, 
there are fewer restrictions on academics and they are able to discuss more sensitive issues 
both inside the university and beyond.

 6.  See Hariyadhie (1997) and Saunders (1998).
 7.  In my conversations with Indonesian academics, I came across some exemplary research 

on these local uses of the environment. The Institute of Ecology in Bandung, for example, 
has been engaged in detailed research on the Gunung Wayung watershed and the talun 
agroforestry system in Java. Institute scholars have invented the concept of human ‘over-
grazing’ to describe inappropriate uses of the Gunung Wayung environment, and they are 
attempting to balance ecology with economy, and to revitalize traditional knowledge while 
not romanticizing it. The Center for Social Ecology in Samarinda is another institute which 
has done extensive work on local human–environment interactions. This group of scholars 
has studied people and forests in Kalimantan as part of the Culture and Conservation 
programme sponsored by the Ford Foundation and the World Wildlife Fund in the 1990s. 
This project has resulted in a significant body of data on environmental practice in Kaliman-
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tan documented in the volume by Sellato and Eghenter (1999). Other scholars described 
their work on marriage systems, languages, traditional arts, and household economy, and 
the documentation of customary law (adat).

 8.  See Fabian (1983) for an extensive argument on how anthropology has placed its subjects 
of study ‘back then and over there’.

 9.  In her dissertation, Suraya Afiff (2004) argues that activist strategies to promote adat 
have not changed despite significant changes in the Indonesian political and economic 
landscape. Under new political-economic contexts in Indonesia in the post-Suharto era 
new collaborations between adat elites and business corporations have been more visible, 
and adat only serves the interest of adat elites. Adat in some places might also be used to 
justify the return of feudalistic land systems.

 10.  See: http://www.cnr.berkeley.edu/community_forestry, on US-based community forestry.
 11.  As indicated by the shift of the Ford Foundation office from Bangkok to Hanoi.
 12.  One instance, for example, is the work of Nguyen Van Huy at the Museum of Ethnology. 

Dr Huy imagines the museum as a forum for ethnic minorities to contest the stereotypical 
representations of official and scientific classifications of Vietnamese ethnic groups. Other 
training and workshops around the idea of common property and community forestry have 
been well received in Viet Nam.

 13.  Fox has also worked with Vietnamese scholars from the ‘National Committee to Investi-
gate the Results of Chemical Warfare’ including Dr Le Cao Dai, whose book Agent Orange 
in the Viet Nam War: History and Consequences (2000) she translated.

 14.  One might also want to argue that this relates to the fact that Thailand was never formally 
colonized. The representation of Thailand as never colonized, while literally true, may not 
be the case in effect since certain discursive practices and technologies of rule were global-
ized in the colonial period.

 15.  It is important to note that these are tendencies and not absolutes. It would of course be 
possible to find scholars in each country who argued the inverse positions. My experience, 
however, was that the trends I describe dominated in academic discourse. In the NGO 
world, which I address further on, a different story would have to be told.

 16.  I would also like to recognize, however, that there are also many Americans who are just 
gaining a voice in the US academy for the first time.

 17.  ‘Europe remains the sovereign, theoretical subject of all histories, including the ones we 
call “Indian,” “Chinese,” “Kenyan,” and so on’ (Chakrabarty 2000).
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Afterword

Enabling Environments? Polyphony in 53

Monica Konrad

Instead of a final conclusion, this short score of conversation is arranged 
polyphonically as one moment’s collectivized and anonymous interfacing. 
While it appears sequentially linear, the numbering is meant to be neither 
fixed nor pre-arranged. Rather, the conversational parts allow for a number 
of imbrications, taken from many possible re-arrangements of adjacents or 
betweens, which follow the tonality of heterochronous involution.1

 1. Where does collaboration take us?

 2. Can we refine what the new language of collaboration opens up for social 
critique?

 3. I think we are exploring what an ethics of collaborative practice demands 
of us today as ethnographers of professional practices. In writing about 
research, and reflecting upon the research collaborations undertaken, 
the essays ask questions both about the processes of conceptualizing 
‘research’ and ‘knowledge’, and what can be taken to constitute good 
scholarship in our professional relations as knowledge creators. This 
takes us directly to the conditions for reproducing knowledge, and to 
concerns about the relationship between the ethics of research and insti-
tutional viability of new knowledge and knowledge-making forms.

 4. While there are differences in approach across the chapters, all share an 
understanding of the significance of ongoing obligations and commit-
ments in terms of the social and ethical impacts on data generation for 
collaborative fieldwork.

 5. That condenses rather a lot! If we are going to talk about conditions for 
knowledge production and collaborative work, then we will want to think 
about issues of research sustainability. That is because questions of sustain-
ability cannot be divorced from what these ethnographies point to in their 
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own terms. What we have here are several insights on the complexity of 
positionalities; in places this is expressly articulated while at other times the 
tones are softer, more allusive and tentative. Either way, it is by turning 
to the actualities of doing research collaboration that we get to the awk-
wardness and ambiguities, the tensions and complexities of collaborative 
practice. This is a key point, I would suggest, as a prime issue is how we 
proceed to take good care of the preservation of these registers. How are 
these complexities to survive within the work that becomes our accounts? 
Since ‘the field’ may have no clearly delimited point of entry or exit for the 
collaborating ethnographer, collaborative research may look as though it 
is not extractive precisely because it evades any obvious point of closure.

 6. That may open up possibilities, but where are we to draw the lines be-
cause the extensionalities that make the field are related to what we take 
as our terms of engagement.

 7. Yes, when we continue to move among our discussion and dissemination 
partners in our capacities as ‘collaborators’, or even when professional 
relations seem to become less immediate by fading into recess – even if 
only temporarily as kinds of shadow associations – further questions are 
raised about the ethics of intellectual cooptation, mediation and disen-
gagement in collaborative work. We need to pay renewed attention to 
relations of obligation in pre- and post-fieldwork negotiations … to the 
ways in which issues of access, dissemination and ownership of knowl-
edge are not just technical matters but are mutually embedded in each 
others’ expectations. The task of collaborative ethnography, then, entails 
critical attention to the ways in which our positionalities, as professional 
alignments and realignments with others, continue to place practitioners 
somewhere between enacting collaboration, complicity, compromise, 
collusion, and credibility.

 8. When researchers are enfolded in conventions that are systemized, dy-
namic and partially configured, when they are subject to myriad circum-
ventions through populations, protocols, sponsors and grant-funding 
bodies, where to draw the line between collaboration and complicity? 
What is entailed in becoming known as a knowledge collaborator?

 9. I think these considerations return us to the central theme of the ten-
sions between independence and interdependence; relations between 
competition and collaboration; and they enjoin us to think about how 
collaborative ethnography can recognize shared intellectual ‘returns’ be-
tween plurally invested knowledge producers.
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10. Do we mean there is a difference between collaboration as enabling en-
vironments and collaboration in enabling environments? How do the 
details we tell, as the articulation and rearticulation of the relations we 
make in collaboration, survive in enabling environments?

11. Do collaborative environments ‘enable’ details to stand out?

12. Perhaps it might be helpful to pause and reflect on what collaboration is 
not?

13. Okay, let’s work through a truism. It is generally taken that the role of 
science and technology in the creation and transfers of new knowledge 
across continents, including forms of biowealth, has been framed by first-
world policy makers in the dominant terms of ‘development’. Though 
the United Nations Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) campaign 
has been caricatured by African aid workers as the ‘Minimalist Develop-
ment Goals’, even the most cynical of anthropologists would be moved 
to agree that the larger aspiration makes sense: it is laudable to want 
to aim to reduce by 2015 the number of people living in conditions of 
extreme poverty; to attempt to minimize maternal and infant mortality, 
and so on. Nonetheless, it is still the case that the most senior of UN re-
searchers concede the discomfort of developmental idealism; what statis-
tics there are indicate it is unlikely – by current rates of ‘progress’ – that 
Sub-Saharan Africa will reach the majority of the MDGs until well into 
the twenty-second century. The fading of this dream carries arguably a 
double burden since international organizations in the global biologi-
cal economy are sustained increasingly by diverging and interdependent 
knowledge relations that combine multiple interests, governments, mar-
kets and country partners. Development discourses in global health and 
international aid communities now refer to such things as ‘collaboration 
pathways’ and therefore, staying close to these terms, it looks to all in-
tents and purposes as though collaboration is something indigenous to 
these institutional cultures. Indeed, ideas of collaboration are emerging 
within various user communities as the prominent paradigm for social 
translation between plural knowledge claims – claims glossed variously as 
‘principles of partnership’, ‘partner organisations’, ‘mergers’, ‘dynamic 
capabilities’, and so forth. But the collaborations we refer to when we 
problematize collaborative ethnography are not of the same kind as the 
‘collaboration’ the development practitioners invoke with their indica-
tors of development aid, for instance. When, then, teams of research-
ers from resource-rich countries bring their scientific expertise, technical 
equipment and research grants to ‘host’ country research sites; and when 
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local constellations of researchers are also being built up as the organi-
zational capacities of South–South collaborative relations, or as newly 
invested transactional flows between South–North – how do ideas and 
concepts circulate, with what effects and for whom?

14. Of course elements of discourse may be borrowed, and while ‘develop-
ment’ is not ‘collaboration’, as you point out, it is worth reminding our-
selves that intellectual movement across diverse domains and persons is 
never simply about engagements put together in any mechanical way. As 
we have said, collaborative work brings its own demands. For one thing, 
it demands an accounting of relational complexities. Existing models of 
collaboration in policy communities, in which it is possible always to 
partner up – if not with this organisation then with that one – make man-
ifest a proliferation of institutional agencies whose collaborators tend to 
make their interests explicit by reproducing mechanisms of feedback as 
various technical assessments. The sheer number of policy reports that 
continue to report back is breathtaking, and one wonders too about all 
the replication. But in any case these detailing practices elude a descrip-
tiveness of the realities of doing collaborative work; that is to say, they 
do not get beneath and within the ‘withins’ of their own organizational 
surfaces and dividers. To transpose: collaboration is not just about being 
seen to ‘fit in’ with all the conventional paraphernalia of neoliberal gov-
ernance: standard operating procedures, predefined terms of reference, 
checklists, mission statements, manifestos, and so on. One is not simply 
a good collaborator by ticking the boxes to comply with these details.

15. Across collaborating institutions and consortia, or else within a single in-
stitutional intra-collaboration, arrangements ‘within’ and ‘without’ typi-
cally span different degrees of formality, cohesiveness and latitude. Some 
organizational protocols yield seemingly overt designs with referenced 
plans, methodologies and requirements. There may be defined frame-
works such as ‘fair benefits’ and ‘equitable partnerships’. Other formalized 
agreements may be enlisted as declarations of compliance, and furnished 
in pseudo-legal language, most commonly as a Memorandum of Under-
standing (MOU). MOUs amongst researchers may also have varied imple-
mental or instrumental force – those that are set officially as mandatory 
requirements, for instance by the Research Councils or as university-to-
university agreements. There may be in addition any number of prototype 
documents drawn up as the basis of informal guidelines between existing 
groups of researchers and professional associates. Elsewhere, collabora-
tion may assume more latent, inchoate or spontaneous forms. They may 
appear completely ‘unformulated’ and as though nonverbal or unwritten 
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understandings among colleagues and acquaintances are simply nothing 
more than quotidian collegial informalities. Alternatively, when the idea 
that propels the coalescence of like-minded interests is at a formative stage, 
or conditional upon material advance such as provisional seed-funding, 
pump-priming or other short-term support, then what one calls by name 
a ‘collaboration’ may approximate more accurately a fragile grouping of 
semi-formalized commitments; ones that are as liable to ephemerality and 
the constraints of uncertainty as they are to durability.2

16. If the Millennium Development Goals are morphing into new collabora-
tion goals, and if the collaboration concept places an onus on develop-
ment practitioners to understand emerging interdependencies in terms 
of unresolved political problems, there is also the question of why col-
laboration might be seen in certain rhetorical registers as a vehicle for 
promoting the value of ‘solution’. Why do we commit collaboration to 
such romanticization? That is to say, we need to know why the collabo-
ration idiom is used as a political means to address intractability – the 
‘big’ socioeconomic problems of difference, power and inequality – and 
thus why it was that the MDGs could be harnessed politically as inter-
institutional collaborative foci – so-called ‘collaborative pathways’ – for 
the early period of the new millennium. Why is collaboration taken as a 
desirable medium for solutions, as part of the work of ‘remediation’ as 
Rabinow puts it in his Marking Time?

17. What is invested in the belief that collaborative operations will enable us 
to know more; act better; craft ourselves as enhanced humans?

18. And when collaboration is envisaged primarily as a form of instrumen-
tality – as a pragmatic tool for eliminating problems or augmenting 
functionality and through idioms couched variously as performance 
enhancement and capacity building, then the semblance of knowledge 
intersections between development, collaboration, science and human 
rights discourses look set to deepen pathways for multidisciplinary en-
quiry. But this is not necessarily a ‘meeting of minds’, is it?

19. I think we are alluding here to evidence of a knowledge ‘misfit’ between 
collaborative models of research in the natural sciences and emerging 
configurations of experimental collaboration across the humanities and 
the social sciences. What the ethnographies together show is that the 
scientific model of collaborative research cannot be grafted as a ‘mas-
ter’ model onto social and anthropological forms of collaborative ex-
perimentation. Certain models of research germane to collaboration in 
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the sciences are rooted in individualistic, rational actor models which 
rest on economic considerations about utility maximizing under condi-
tions of competition. Conditions for collaboration within these models 
are thought to be stymied by the self-interests of actors, the problem 
of distribution of a collaboration’s gains – so-called ‘free-riding’ – co-
ordination problems and lack of trust, to name just a few commonly 
observed barriers. Collaboration as strategic value, as instrumentalism, as 
consequentialism – these sources of valuation are embedded in the mod-
ern ideals of scientific discovery that give structure and meaning to the 
virtues of innovatory speed, or catalysis; to anticipation and the idea of 
promissory returns; and to circumvention, for instance, in cases of ethi-
cal regulation. Which scientist or team leader, or inventor of a product, 
or marketing license, and so on, will get to be accredited first? Perhaps 
it is no coincidence that that one of the world’s largest research councils 
for the funding of medical research, the UK’s Medical Research Council, 
refers approvingly to the term ‘opportunistic collaboration’.3

20. As universities are turning into places where ideas are being sold to the 
highest bidder, or where ideas are packaged primarily as policy relevant, 
how do collaborative projects that are not driven by concrete application 
or commercial impetus preserve their own experimental forms? How 
does joint research activity that does not fit the industrial model of col-
laboration, namely science-based partnerships, evolve its own indigenous 
format for exploration of the ‘unthinkable’?

21. By extension, when collaboration is taken as measure for the ubiquity of 
global capital, can models for ‘improved collaboration’ be the panacea 
for alternative social imaginaries?

22. The collaborations researched and written about by contributors to this 
volume are of a different order to the increasing prevalence with which 
the collaboration idiom features in institutional public life, the corporate 
sector and other policy arenas. What we see is that the degrees of ‘explic-
itness’ of divergent collaborations between public life and academia do 
not map straightforwardly onto each other.

23. While the essays point to how anthropologically informed interests might 
run alongside the bigger global canvas of ‘research resourcing’ in the 
knowledge economy, the texts show that collaborative anthropology is 
not interchangeable with collaborative business or collaborative science.
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24. May I rephrase that? When anthropology becomes explicitly collabora-
tive, the anthropological project is called to resituate itself amongst wider 
public audiences so as to demonstrate the particularity, or even singu-
larity, of anthropological discourse for contemporary understandings of 
sociality. In this sense, collaborative imperatives are not the same as the 
collaborative impetus.

25. Taken together, the ethnographies show up the tensions and paradoxes 
of collaboration contra its romanticization and naturalization where the 
onus of the argument is to disrupt the collaborative impetus equation, 
that is, the assumption that more collaboration is isomorphic with more 
knowledge which equals better solutions.

26. Rather than a naked instrumentalism or standardized calculations of cumu-
lative advantage as criteria of usefulness, the expectation of collaboration 
may bring with it all kinds of conflict, tension, surprise, ambivalence and 
contingency. We could call this the impetus of paradoxical collaboration.

27. I want to return to the point about positionality and compromise. Does 
collaboration compromise criticality? Can collaborative methods be 
honed to sharpen up criticality without offence? This is to ask whether 
we can be more explicit about managing our expectations: what are the 
analytical returns for collaborative investments?

28. It is striking that the microanalysis that goes into defining, activating and 
living through relations of research with counterparts puts into place re-
cursive events that we can also know as cross-cutting sites of multiple 
analytic revisions. From the stages of collaborative preparation that seep 
into pre-field consultations over study design, to say nothing of the recur-
sive backtrackings over ongoing fieldwork analysis, and the expectations 
that permeate the ‘follow-up’ space of the ‘post-field’, these movements 
entail extensive moments of cathexis – concentration, focus, commit-
ment, application, presencing – and release – distantiation, withholding, 
extrication, departure. These moments are the profound identifications 
and reidentifications or conjunctions and disjunctions of our fieldworking 
relationships that define and complicate knowledge making in ethnogra-
phy. And it is these affectively intellectual or embodied relations that give 
us and our enquiries the quality of intensity. And it is intensities which 
inevitably complicate what it is that we do when we actuate collabora-
tive ethnography. And since the complexities germane to post-fieldwork 
may raise matters about ownership in knowledge, and the forms of credit 
and intellectual recognition anticipated by collaborative researchers, sim-



276   |   Monica Konrad

ply having some sense about who is collaborating with whom does not 
necessarily mean there are grounds for assuming investigators cum coun-
terparts share consensus about the value of collaboration itself.

29. Explicitness is a ‘return’ in the sense that, in endeavouring to be explicit 
about what and how collaborating parties can write up, we confront the 
loss of detail and omissions we might otherwise edit out of our accounts, 
and we return ourselves to forms of ethnographic sincerity which, simul-
taneously, is a move away from former disciplinary preoccupations with 
ethnographic authenticity.4

30. Collaboration as criticality for ethnographic methods: classes of ‘sinceri-
ties’ attempting to put into description the processes of moving between 
disjunctions.

31. I want to pick up the point about complexities of positionality within 
collaborations. The ethics of collaborative practice for instance cannot be 
simply a question of securing others’ retrospective approval for a research 
endeavour already accomplished, as indicated by the title of Caroline Bre-
tell’s (1993) When They Read What We Write. When they become ‘we’, 
and we are attempting to work through processes of idea formulation as 
mutual exchange and interactive reflexion, the potential for collaborative 
work may well be charged with affective content: collaborative accounts 
may often be the work of negotiating, maintaining or diffusing what are 
radically uneasy alliances. What matters are the ranges and depths of intel-
lectual enquiry, the means whereby a collaboration is brought to life and 
acted upon: sustained as actuality. In this sense collaboration is ‘worked 
upon’ creatively as continuing revisions and relational associations within 
intellectual partnerships. If we can say that doing collaborative ethnogra-
phy is about the work of cultivating and sustaining knowledge partners 
over time, then engaging colleagues in newly configured relations – as 
equitable kinds of co-workers – is as much about the problem of how we 
continue to create and recreate the ‘anthropologists’.

32. Yet there are times within the life of research when it may seem more 
than awkward to raise the issue of our ‘positionalities’. For one, it may 
not always be obvious how to go about enquiring whether there is a role 
for the anthropologist, both as we see ourselves and as others might view 
us. If awkwardness manifests as messy and indeterminate agendas, as de-
fensive rebuttals, in certain instances too this may be taken as productive 
kinds of knowledge transference. On the part of the researcher, feeling 
uncomfortable in the field may be a residual or latent effect of psychical 
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resistance, bound up with intellectual energies about the impossibility or 
undesirability of setting distinctive temporal or material boundaries to 
one’s own and others affective experience.

33. It is not simply professional credibility that is at stake. Articulation work, 
as the collegial relationships on which collaborative posturing depends, 
often goes hand-in-hand with gift-inflected expectations, many necessar-
ily unstated, about the mutual benefits of an open exchange of ideas and 
market-implicated rationales concerning intellectual capital, credit, and 
citation. Here we come also to the politics of recognition and attribu-
tions, which is in turn about the ways in which collaborative work can be 
organized across researchers and others.

34.  In the natural sciences attributed co-authorship is taken as a conventional 
marker of success for disseminating knowledge and may be recognized 
as a publishing ‘rite of passage’ towards professional acclaim and repu-
tation building by scientists. Yet it remains open to further investiga-
tion whether co-authorships are in general the ‘best’ evaluative criteria 
of research collaboration and knowledge dissemination in resource-
constrained countries where there is little, if any, investment capacity in 
laboratory-based infrastructure. Do we know in any case whether in such 
settings the track record of co-authored publishing success strengthens 
and ‘grows upwards’ in correlation with the quality of interpersonal ties 
between co-authors?

35.  It is not just ‘in these settings’, as you have it! Research almost every-
where is structured in hierarchical forms, mostly due to practical de-
mands that also reflect certain cultural understandings and exigencies 
about the role, qualities and demands of academic leadership. And this 
means that entire complexes of knowledge formation within the spaces 
of learning and research that are supposed to be in the name of academic 
freedom – yes, I’m referring to university systems in our liberal democ-
racies – remain in debt to the ways in which relations are pressed into 
service between, say, patrons and sponsors; principal investigators and 
co-investigators; senior staff and junior posts.

36.  It behoves us to ask how we might move towards a genre of collaborative 
description which does not rest upon personal, individuated attributions: 
how to do, write and describe collaborative accreditation that is not fixed 
into a single biography and so dispenses with the ‘big names’ of famous 
science stars. It is not always about a Charles Darwin, Louis Pasteur, 
James Watson …
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37.  An existing literature on the indices of empirical science indicators, 
namely the rate of published co-authorships, the bibliometrics of citation 
rating, and numbers of institutional and personal journal subscriptions 
could be taken in potentially new directions; not necessarily dispensed 
with altogether, but reconfigured through additional formats of research 
organizationality.

38.  Writing a different way …

39. At a tangent, we might then wonder whether the setting of limits to pro-
fessional informality upon a person might bestow the dissemblance of an 
unsociable colleague, as it were. This touches no less upon the sensitive 
terrain of conflicting loyalties and possible conflicts of interest within 
the field’s (extensional) field. Simply by virtue of collaborating with a 
partner, one may become implicated, possibly unintentionally or quite 
unknowingly, with third and successive parties whose ethos – by way of 
training, conceptual priorities, terminological conventions or whatever 
– departs from original positions and intellectual memberships. Put an-
other way: the issue of who is ‘with’ or ‘alongside’ whom is a problem 
‘of’ study as much as it is a problem ‘for’ study. And it is one which goes 
beyond calculable timelines or the temporal ‘cycles of credibility’ as La-
tour and Woolgar once accorded institutional Lab Life, for instance. At 
stake are the complexities of positional straddling: how relational obliga-
tion folds back upon itself when collaborating with a collaborator’s foe 
might mean risking ‘death’ of the original relation and friendship.

40.  In her chapter on Amazonian extraction trials, Françoise Barbira-Freed-
man takes considerable care not to name and disclose specific chemical 
compounds, to which she refers instead by the generic of ‘toothache 
plant’. In this narrative the ambivalence between communication and 
concealment, and the need for simultaneous operations in being open 
and keeping secrets, extends to authorial erasures as withholding is en-
acted as the descriptive device of collaboration itself. Indeed the thrust 
of Barbira-Freedman’s critical analysis can be read in part as the self-
effacing moves of the analytical collaborator. To withhold is to collabo-
rate ‘at a distance’, if you will, whereby degrees of intellectual autonomy 
may be preserved for fieldwork and authorial movements of critique that 
maintain positions between interdependence and independence. In Celia 
Lowe’s essay, withholding similarly is to refrain from critique and may 
even mean complicity in collaboration. Lowe remarks that Indonesian 
biologists and local Togean people did not feel able to share their res-
ervations or criticisms about transnational models of conservation with 
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the project sponsors and foreign scientists. Likewise, on the residential 
projects introducing bureaucrats to forestry management at the village 
level, visiting officials are only allowed to attend as witnesses who ob-
serve. Withholding judgement is respectful and the officials are warned 
not to put forward any questions that might insinuate something could 
be amiss with the villagers’ work. So, as Lowe mentions, instead of en-
quiring about the gradient of a hillside slope that looks too steep, one 
would ask why peanuts are being cultivated there. Yet as Doug Holmes 
and George Marcus make clear in their contribution, there may be times 
when withholding must withstand the test of deference: to withhold may 
be a precondition of para-ethnographic analytical conventions.

41.  The wider context to the enquiries by Holmes and Marcus are the ex-
pert practices of ‘calculating elites’ which have informed their previous 
field research with a range of knowledge practitioners: European bank-
ers, dynastic families in the US, and contemporary Portuguese nobility.5 
As the authors see it, the critical task of a ‘re-functioned’ ethnography 
opens up the ‘para-ethnographic’. Here we have the idea of ethnography 
instigated ‘beyond’ or ‘alongside’ itself. The proposal carries suggest-
ibility inasmuch as the ‘para-site’ is itself nothing short of an expansive 
relief of juxtapositional possibilities, for action and critical theory alike. 
As prismic knowledge artefact of conjoined and associational ‘faces’, the 
para-ethnographic posits what could be in principle almost any num-
ber of possible combinations of enquiry alongside enquiry. But para-
ethnography, Holmes and Marcus want to suggest, is an analytic mode 
of enquiry affording moments of scrutiny ‘beyond anthropology’ insofar 
as there needs to be reliance on feigned forms of intervention – forms 
of interaction which appear nonetheless complicit in acts of collaborative 
engagement. Elsewhere, they remark: ‘[Such] experts are to be treated 
neither as collateral colleagues helping to inform the framing of fieldwork 
to occur elsewhere, nor as conventional “natives”, as tokens of their cul-
tures to be systematically understood. Instead, they must be treated as 
subjects fully within the “multi-sited field” itself. What’s left is for them 
to be treated “like” collaborators or partners in research, a fiction to be 
sustained more or less strongly around the key issue of the postulation of 
para-ethnography as the object of research’.6

42.  One could say, although Holmes and Marcus themselves care not to, 
that the para-ethnographic is a further twist to some remarks once made 
by Clifford Geertz on the ironic fiction of the moral community. Geertz 
postulated that it is the performed fiction of ‘community’ that was held 
to have enabled the ethnographer’s moves to research,7 and the caveat 
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today is that it is now an inescapable truth that all the ‘non-anthropol-
ogists’ of a given community are as likely to have critical recourse to 
formulate in their own terms that with which they are not yet familiar, 
but to which they nonetheless can impute some sense and meaning. One 
example is the readiness to acknowledge the relevance of a certain detail 
that looks to have ‘escaped’ mainstream formal evidence by its placement 
in unusual documents or unsuspecting registers. The fugitive fact, so-
called, could be referenced as the ‘anecdotal’. Translated back to anthro-
pological convention, however, this proclivity looks to the interested, 
professionally trained fieldworker as though something familiar – an an-
thropological device, or call it ‘method’ – has been borrowed for trans-
portation and reapplication elsewhere. Transported, that is, by and from 
one set of specialists or knowledge workers (‘researchers’) to another set 
– and the knowledge accruing is one which, ordinarily, would not have 
been realized without the measures of joint instigation – ethnography 
upon ethnography, as it were. This ‘para-ethnographic’ deliverable com-
prises a kind of awareness about joint receptivity or facilitation, but it is 
also a certain moment of crisis about positionality.

43.  I would like to raise, just briefly, the political effects of para-ethnographic 
work as this characterizes processes of internal scrutiny within the very 
academic appraisal structures that anthropologists and others define or 
enact through their own career-based (juxtapositional) repositionings. 
These professional structures can augur at times uneasy alliances. The 
figure of the peer reviewer, say, may be caught between the tensions 
of instantiating simultaneous forms of engagement and disengagement. 
From the revered status of an expert ‘insider’ exercising claims to spe-
cialist knowledge to the person whose judgement may overturn some 
of the bureaucratic mechanisms that otherwise ensure convergence with 
defined standards or evaluative components or commonality of measure-
ment – so-called ‘benchmarks’ – the sensibilities of the para-ethnographic 
peer reviewer can be said to approximate the collaborative moment when 
s/he acknowledges the suspicion of one’s own complicitous co-perfor-
mance of institutional agendas.

44.  Anthropologist Rena Lederman describes such a moment upon finding 
herself coopted into professional ethical service as a member of an Institu-
tional Review Board (IRB) at Princeton University. Since the University 
is her employer, ‘positionality’ occasions compliance with institutional de-
mands and expectations at the same time that organizational protocols be-
come the site of potential provocation through the insider’s ‘exteriorized’ 
critique. In the manner of the anthropologist’s enquiry, such ‘outsider’ 
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work is taken up by converting the knowledge processes, of which one is 
an embedded part, into the occasion of critical ‘juxtapositional’ ethnog-
raphy. Lederman’s dilemma thus consisted of working out, as she puts it, 
‘how to be simultaneously a normal colleague and a proper fieldworker’.8

45.  What of sustaining exteriority and outsiders? Collaborative spaces out-
side of collaboration?

46.  Can we come back to the notion, mentioned a little earlier, of the non-
collaborating partner. It was remarked this is someone who might appear 
to others as short in sociability. Of course this is to put matters some-
what crudely! But in any case I am concerned about what place is left 
for knowledge producers who resist collaborative engagement. Amidst 
the new institutional pressures to form collaborations, how does inde-
pendence not elide with notions of non-cooperation? How is researcher 
detachment or uniqueness of idea or singularity of purpose not seen as 
isomorphic with non-collaboration?

47. One could hardly summon collaboration as ‘enabling environments’ if 
collaborative work becomes the new hegemony making anything resem-
bling ‘teamwork’ the requisite standardization.

48. The detailing, that shows up because it looks singular, but which gets 
lost …

49.  While demonstrating the merits of collaborative styles for creative gener-
ativity, how can anthropology continue to defend the value of the ‘single 
scholar’, the sole fieldworker?

50. But the so-called ‘single scholar’ in any case embodies something of what 
it is that goes on between people!

51. This is not just about persons; our stakes are epistemic. This is about the 
futures of disciplinary boundaries and how we continue to uphold as 
distinctive the contributions of the ‘detached’ solo researcher for anthro-
pological knowledges.

52. Maybe here we arrive at dividual collaborators in action?

53. Or dividual collaborators in action pre-empting the nostalgia of collabo-
ration that is already after itself …
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Notes
 1.  I am grateful to philosopher Claire Parnet for her thoughts on encounters through con-

versations. Parnet remarks that ‘to involute is to be “between”, in the middle, adjacent’ 
(Parnet 1987: 29–30).

 2.  Analytical concentrations of fragility have congealed around the infirmity of compromise 
(Boltanski and Thévenot 2006: 278); the dynamics of fragile ‘project ecologies’ (Grabher 
2002) and ephemeral institutions (Carey 2008). See also Guston and Keniston (1994); 
Strathern (2005).

 3. Medical Research Council (2003).
 4. Cf. Jackson (2010).
 5. See Marcus with Dobkin Hall (1992); Holmes (2000); Holmes and Marcus (2005); Mar-

cus and Mascarenhas (2005).
 6.  Holmes and Marcus (2005: 248, emphasis added).
 7. Geertz (1968: 154).
 8. Lederman (2006: 488).
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