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Meeting … 

Natasha Myers’ paper is a richly textured account of the different narratives and performances that emerge out of the meetings between laboratory machines, recording devices, protein molecules, human bodies, biopolitical exchanges and scientific values.  As a commentator, adding another layer of interpretation to these encounters, some introductions are probably in order. These are not only polite, they are also politically relevant.  Given the invitation to consider such beautifully written narratives and evocative descriptions, it would be uncouth of me just to wade in.   But more than this, as Natasha Myers illustrates, the norms guiding such social, corporeal and technological engagements are deeply contextual.  The theoretical and empirical grounds on which meetings take place set in motion potentially different trajectories.  There is also always the possibility of misreading the terms and capacities of a conversation.  This is something Natasha herself illustrates in her reflections on inappropriately prompting the scientists to repeat their bodily performances of protein folding in public, drawing attention to something privately practiced, out of context, interrupting the Tacit Habitus as she puts it.  

But, perhaps I am already dancing around the point.  I am a geographer, trained and working in the UK. I have different experiences of graduate education and different forms of engagement with the sociologies of technoscience.  Geography forms, for me, an inescapable context for my empirical and theoretical questioning of the knowledges and values of technoscience. It draws me towards study of the spatial patterning of inequalities, of the biological differences inscribed onto bodies, both human and nonhuman (e.g. Davies 2006a), as well as the differential authority to speak for emerging biological relations, distributed across the practices of science, art and public dialogues with science (e.g. Davies 2006b).   My colleagues ground me in important ways, always demanding attention to the topological constitution of power geometries at different scales. But, of course, they do not offer me one way of addressing these concerns, for geography is an undisciplined discipline, constituted through sometimes fractious conversation rather than canonical texts.  So, I bring baggage to this meeting too.  This disciplinary history includes ten years of theoretical debate around performativity and affect, which has become encapsulated, for us, in the term non-representational theory (Thrift 2007).  Within this is much vibrant work, but it has become counterpoised to an alternative, the continuing historical materialism of the Marxist Geographer David Harvey (e.g. 2010).  Geographers have become engaged in their own version of capoeira, as they fight these differences out.  This has been a recent appeal of both Anthropology and Science and Technology Studies to me. A different set of conversations has allowed me to develop my understanding of the more affective dimensions of biocapital, without simply taking sides.  So why now insert this potted biography as an introduction to Natasha’s paper.  I will come back to this in due course, but first I want to turn to a recent performative encounter of my own. 

Performing …

At a recent conference in London, one paper, addressing youth engagement in environmental education, started in an unexpected way.  The speaker asked a member of the audience to join her, at the front of the room, and then move a part of their body, as though it were a machine and add a sound.  There was, perhaps surprisingly, a willing volunteer who took a risk, and did what she asked.  He repeated the chosen movement and sound, and was joined, one by one, by other members of audience, each of whom added a movement and adopted a sound to amplify this ‘human machine’.  In the end, about ten people moved around each other, picking up rhythms, coordinating sounds, attending to each other’s bodies as they listened to one another, without explicit dialogue. It was a moving instance of affective collaboration and corporeal improvisation, but clearly not without some individual anxieties and communicative slips.  What she had set in motion was a performance device, developed by radical Brazilian theatre director Augusto Boal, called the ‘The machine of rhythms’ or human machine.  Developed as part of the pedagogic practices which Boal toured around South America and Europe in his ‘Forum Theatre’ and ‘Theatre of the Oppressed’, this is a deliberate intervention into the distribution of capacities and sensibilities, challenging notions of actor and spectator, the relation between theatrical critique and emancipation, exploring what it means to reflect on your own capacity, as a spectator, to act. 

I insert this anecdote here for a number of reasons.  Theoretically, of course, there is an obvious resonance with the relations between pedagogy and performativity, central to Natasha’s paper, which she has also written about elsewhere.  This focus on the potentialities inherent within the pedagogic moments through which disciplines and relations reproduce themselves is important.  As Natasha indicates, educational films and explanatory narratives are sites where scientific values are conveyed, where individuals are asked to consider themselves in relation to stories of scientific development, where different kinds of comportment to the materiality of life are affected, and where calculating control or other kinds of more reciprocal capture with life may be cultivated.  There was something lively in Natasha’s descriptions of the machinic movement of bodies to understand molecular affects and effects, which brought this experience powerfully back to mind, adding a further dimension of life to these human theatrical capacities.  I also wanted to underline her emphasis on education too.  The relations between pedagogy, performativity and practice merit our careful attention, not least within an historical moment when the aims of higher education are being rapidly undone and remade, on both sides of the Atlantic, and of course increasingly elsewhere.  

There is a further strange conjunction of Geography, which I would argue is also telling for how this ethnographic moment might spiral outwards.  Boal was trained in both chemical engineering and the dramatic arts, at Columbia in NYC; the same institution as the filmmakers of ‘Naturally Obsessed’ in Natasha’s paper.  They are both involved in educational practices – one crafting the teleological narratives of scientific achievement; the other developing the more radical pedagogic practice of social emancipation.  The first has been screened across the USA and Europe in the same form, albeit elaborated on the web, offering a singular narrative of the race to the top in science.  The other was constantly adapted, travelling from the USA to South America, then Europe, its forms shifting to fit the contexts of struggle in which it sought to intervene.  The aim of the first was to capture audiences through engagement with the narrative arc of science.  The aim of the second was always to reverse relations, turn the spectator into the actor, “exhorting the oppressed to struggle against oppression’.  I am not trying to make a simple argument about media effects here.  Both clearly have considerable and serious constituencies, but both, until this year, were new to me.  So perhaps it is not simply in the scale or scope of their circulating forms that we want to consider these pedagogic tools in relation to the task of the social critique of science and the wider relations between knowledge/value. Rather, I suggest there is a third point, about the emancipatory structure and context to these stories themselves, which Natasha raises in her final paragraph, about the different ways in which ‘lively stories are liberating’.

Knowing …

Natasha makes a very clear argument in her paper about how such lively stories might be liberating for the individuals involved in their telling.  They offer a way for scientists themselves ‘to recognize and avow their affective entanglements with the living bodies they are drawing into view’.  From this, we have the potential for a tactical ethnography; one which can enhance these capacities to cultivate richer ways of ‘relating to and rendering living worlds’.  Both Barad and Stengers offer consider conceptual resources to amplify these entanglements. The agency implied by the linear narrative in the film, of the scientist staging an ultimately successful experimental encounter with the material world, is decentred. The body-work of scientists and the desiring qualities of matter come into attention as sites to proliferate other kinds of attachments, in which materiality and molecular agencies take their place.  This is where the singular narrative can be opened up, resulting in attention to the wider ranges of ‘sensibilities, sentiments, values and meanings that inflect how scientists figure and refigure life forms’.  In place of linear narratives and the narrowly human distribution of agencies, there emerges a more complex ecology of practices, in which such capacities are redistributed and richer ways of relating emerge.  So, the dominant narrative emerging out of ‘Naturally Obsessed’ is countered.  

Yet, to bring Boal back into this narrative, there are other ways in which lively stories might be liberating, which suggest we might attend not only to the proliferation of sites but to the reversal of s subject positions too.  There is much, off-stage, which is actually unchanged in Natasha’s rich rendering of these moments of reciprocal capture between scientists and matter.  There are a raft of others, who are inserted into a wider range of subject positions, as audiences for scientific films or scientific funding, as future patients for biotechnological development.  There are also those who have no role to play, being sidelined outside these narratives of marketized technological expansion.  Simply put, both are currently out of the frame of this staging of tactical ethnography.  They are not part of this (inter)play of agencies; they remain outside, at best looking in.  But, should they remain in the wings, if we are really to make claims about the liberating qualities of ethnographic accounts?  This goes back to my opening disciplinary discord.  Let the geographers loose on these stories and you would have much agreement with the performative proliferation of narratives, but there would also be a challenge from those wedded to more dialectical concepts of emancipation.  Their cartographies for evaluating the ways in which a lively story might be liberating differ.  I don’t want merely to reproduce this here. (I have not committed to a series of meetings in the Anthropology Department in Chicago to perform the divisions of British Geography!)  But, I do want to follow some colleagues who are staging their own attempt to proliferate disciplinary positions, turning to the work of Rancière, to think more precisely about the different ways lively stories might be liberating, and critically for whom.

Rancière is helpful here for he is directly concerned with the staging of critical interventions and the redistribution of sensibilities and capacities in the practices of knowing and viewing.  He is also attentive to the unfolding practices of critique, in contexts in which the dominant structures for knowing are often inverted.  This adds to Natasha’s wonderful account of making stories lively, a rather more cautious iteration around what might make them liberating.  To understand this hesitation, Rancière suggests we need to return to the original meaning of the word emancipation, which means emergence from a state of minority.  The state of minority that the scientists emerge from in Natasha’s account is one in which their ways of knowing and being are circumscribed by the definition of specific capacities for feeling, saying, and doing that are seen as appropriate to the activities of mainstream science.  In the vocabulary of Rancière (2009), it would be possible to suggest this is an aesthetic and ontological form of Plato’s community, in which there is a ‘police distribution of the sensible’.  That is, there is ‘the existence of a ‘harmonious’ relationship between an occupation and an equipment; between the fact of being in a specific time and place, practising particular occupations there, and being equipped with the capacities for feeling, saying and doing appropriate to those activities’ (Rancière, 2009, p42).   The lively stories here are liberating, for scientists, in that they are freed, able to engage capacities for feeling, thinking and acting which are no longer constrained in this way. 

But, of course, there are still further iterations or inversions to this critical manoeuvre, as the relation between practices of emancipation and the construction of new capacities, as Rancière suggests, are themselves radically contextual.  In his work, Rancière develops this through attending to the nature of artistic critique in a context in which genres are already hybridized ‘appropriate to the post modern reality of a constant exchange of roles and identities, the real and the virtual, the organic and mechanical and information-technology prostheses’ (p.21).  Here, he suggests critique may use ‘the blurring of boundaries and the confusion of roles to enhance the performance without questioning its principles’ (p.21).  There is a shift from one way of looking at the sensible world to another, a definition of different capacities and incapacities, but the links to political efficacy are less clear.  A more considered exploration of the extent to which this argument can be extended from art to science would require some more time than I have here. But, for now, I would suggest the increasing use of performative metaphors within critical accounts of science, in order to effect a redistribution of capacities and sensibilities, means that further engagement with the work of Rancière could be productive.  It may help us not only apprehend the shifting ways of knowing within science, which Natasha illustrates beautifully, but also extend this to their articulation with different ways of valuing scientific practice, of relevance to this seminar.  

Valuing …

I want to end with a few thoughts about one aspect of this relation between knowledge and value, through reference to the increasing valorisation of certain ways of making knowledges mobile.  Movement is central to Natasha’s paper, in its evocation of the multiple ways in which molecular affects can be made mobile within the distributed sensibilities of science.  As she puts it, ‘How might this practice of moving with and being moved by a molecule produce “lures” (Stengers, 2008) effective at drawing their students and colleagues into rich worlds full of embodied intuitions, ripe with new insights into molecular life?’  This injunctive to make mobile, to multiply, to move is precisely the one that we see playing out in the expansionary practices of science itself, as research is required to articulate roles and identities, to hybridize genres perhaps, and blur boundaries between research and application.  Perhaps the economies of science are already ecological. Symptomatic metaphors like knowledge transfer, translational research or transdisciplinarity suggest the value of research already comes from its ability to move from the contexts of production to those of application and collaboration, from university to policy, from one discipline to another.  There is a promissory value to being always on the move (Davies, forthcoming), to always having the potential to become, in which the biological remains in play, and in which a new generation of scientists are arguably already being trained. This proliferation of ‘trans’ narratives not only seeks to redistribute capacities across science and its contexts of application, it also carries with it the ever-expanding demand for science to innovative new articulations. 

So, can we finally go back to Boal, and add the potential for considering a dialectic reversal of subject positions to this picture of the ever-expanding circulation and instantiations of science?  I would suggest that maybe we could, by two potential interventions into these narratives of mobility and articulation.  The first adds to the redistribution of capacities for knowing and feeling amongst scientists, to effect a redistribution of the capacities between science and its publics.  Perhaps this is the simple injunction to attend, once again, more carefully, to the relation between scientific and other ways of knowing through critical processes of public engagement.  There is still an urgent need to develop and apply processes, in science as in art, that require ‘spectators who play the role of active interpreters, who develop their own translation in order to appropriate the story and make it their own story’ (Rancière, 2009, 22).  This is one reversal. But, more than this, and having been involved in a range of public engagement activities, I would also insert the value of a further reversal, of attending to what it means to consider that which does not move.  Those who refuse to speak, or are not mobilized, compel consideration of the centrality of incommensurability, as well as the practices of mobility, to the politics of science.  This is a point Callon and Rabeharisoa (2004) develop in their research on muscular dystrophy in France.  They provide an account of their own encounter, as researchers, with a potential research subject, Gino, as he greets their invitation to contribute his experience to their ethnographic study of genetic medicine with silence.  It is a moving account of the refusal to be moved.  In response, they insist we engage with those who refused to be moved by science, suggesting not only is silence a constructive political intervention, it may actually turn out to be at the centre of the politics.  As Palladino and Moreira put it, it is the figure of Gino who, “raises questions, but does not answer them, and as such, keeps the calculating machine [of politics] in self-transforming motion” (2006, 13).  This is Rancière’s point too, that pensiveness is required, which is indeterminately between the active and the passive, attentive to the potential for context always to outrun critique.  The affinities for movement, for reciprocal captivation, for the lively redistribution of capacities is central to the liberating of capacities within science, but perhaps a fully political critique of scientific values requires us to acknowledge these reversals and refusals too.  
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