Gaming Ethnography: Installation, Charette, and iPad


         Turning Facts back into Values






         I

hinges and tympanum

looking for a second order reflexive social organization



Institutionally, the WTO is by design not a very reflexive organization.



Like much in the spirit of WTO transparency, they have meanings 

that hide in plain sight, so to speak








--George Marcus


Imagine the WTO headquarters in Geneva: gaudy old fashioned murals laid into icy cold marble and grey stone walls.  But now as you walk by:  oversized iPad-like “smart walls” — transparent replacements for white boards in corporate offices that allow you to blue sky new ideas, sketch, chart, illustrate, and annotate.  Transparency is now in the eye and hand of the beholder.  Take an array of documents, like a hand of cards.  Lay them out, face up.  Spread your fingers over a document, enlarge a clause here and there, highlight it, or underscore words, so that the decision-maker picks out the code quickly, now revealed to the avid, avitar, sporting public at large.  Tap the clause to drill down into documents behind, the legislative histories ordered in time, triggering alarms to alert the speed reader to political minefields.  These in turn are linked to data-base matrices loaded with the sensitivities of countries, politicians, political forces, economic triggers, and legal obstacles.   And if you tap down deeper you can find the network of scandals: known pay-offs, kickbacks, sexual liasons, espionage connections, media panics.  Even deeper is a play space for paranoias and other real and imagined connections.  


Alongside on the surface of the transparent smart wall are annotation spaces whether with old fashioned graphite pencils on post-its deploying water cooler logics (i.e. moderate time frame, co-worker sociability, informal feedback), or sensor responsive electronic writing pads, perhaps even “mystic writing pads” (Freud’s Wunderblock) that retain previous impressions (either transparently in layered archives of memory; or in tangles of impressions, more primitively, like Freud’s associative unconscious, as stimuli for current speculations about histories, causes, futures, and consequences).  


Closer: a fully 3-D game format in which your avatar(s) can revisit previous decision-making and negotiating gambits, and generate alternative scenario outcomes, as training not just for the future but rewiring the brain to think through  more potentialities.  Caution: There maybe be temporary dissociative intrusions into ordinary life, after-images of the gaming brain (as already occurs with addictive gamers).  One of the lessons, Werner Herzog says, of 3-D (film-making) is that the pace needs to slow.  The brain requires more processing time; editing labor expands  to enable viewer-listener comprehension.   And so, back into the Borges paradox of mapping the world in 1:1 scale, but now multi-dimensionally, in its structural arrays of potentialities and paths not taken.    Flexible compression = production labor time +  consumption unpacking and processing time.  Lots of surplus value to be extracted here, opportunities for mobile capital to exploit new risks, provide new apps., expand the consumer world.   


In the meantime.  In the meantime, however, just what sorts of generativities might we get from the denizens of the WTO walking through, and of the visitors able to see behind the opaque pronouncements of international diplomatic communications?  (Those affected by WTO decisions but excluded, not given access, they can be represented, but cannot intervene.)


This is the hinge that so intrigues George Marcus, the hinge between the inside and the outside.  The inside is always the production of the text, be it WTO accessions, new trade conventions; or ethnographies themselves (Anthropology as Cultural Critique Introduction).  The outside is the behind the scenes history; or in ethnographies the circuitry connecting back to the ethnographic archives, to the world economy (George’s Writing Culture essay) and the like.


The hinge, the typanum.  Who listens?  Who reads?  Who writes? and Who intervenes?  Who registers and how (viscerally, emotively, cognitively)?  For changes to be effected, how many persons in what organizational networks and dynamics need to be put into play?  


[Three comments to supplement three scenarios:  Scratching the Hegemonic Itch; Transvaluing Windows; and Subalterns (bureaucrats, aliens, academics) Interrogating the Archives. – align  this signaling more clearly]


       II.  Installation Side-A: Animating the Walls



I do not suppose that the following design for installations would 
necessarily or by intent thematically calibrate to the content of the murals.  
Such associations may be possible and suggest themselves to viewers, but 
for me the idea in conception is to mertely concentrate and enchance 
critical attention and capacity in art at the WTO, whether by mural or 
juxtaposition installation  (Marcus p 35)


The entry of the WTO building with its two murals is one space perhaps for Marcus’ installation.  The east staircase is “graced” by Maurice Denis’ “The Dignity of Labor” (1931), centrally Christian in motif.  It portrays a thin, pink robed, Jesus, sitting on a wall overlooking the Nazareth hills, a red tile roofed, Italian style, villa to the left with grape vineyard and a lad on a donkey drawn cart, tiny figures of women carrying water jugs on their heads in the distance.  Jesus has laid down his carpentry tools. He preaches to three figures seated below him on two wooden benches, a shirtless muscular young man hands behind his back (in either listening pose or if tied, perhaps a slave), and two figures, one in white headcover and robe, the other in rolled up sleeved peasant shirt. An Arab in kifayeh and brown robe sits listening on the wall to his left, an Arab woman kneels on a cloth on the ground to the side.  Identifiable Christian Trade Unionists, in suits, coats and jackets and workers caps, stand around the scene listening: Gaston Tessier of France, Petrus Serrarens of the Netherlands, Bernhard Otte of Germany, and Jules Simheid of France (WTO p. 13). Four cypress trees point heavenward.  The painter, Maurice Denis, was a member of the Nabi (Heb. “prophet”) group of painters, a (Christian) symbolist, and a modernist of sorts:  "Remember that a picture, before being a battle horse, a nude, an anecdote or whatnot, is essentially a flat surface covered with colors assembled in a certain order" (1890).  Perhaps the more the occupants and visitors of the building fall into forgetfulness and ignorance of the iconography, the easier this sort of modernism can show its colors.  

The painting provides some interesting dissonances that Marcus’ installation could put back into play. Created in 1931, it is a placid vision of artisanal (carpentry) and agricultural (vineyard) labor, and salvation for tribulations in this world, even perhaps acceptance of one’s place as God’s will, in a turbulent world that would shortly explode, not least around questions of industrial and slave labor in Spain, Germany, and Russia, as trade blocks shift and form into what will become the Cold War not only in Europe but across the Third World. The soothingly familiar tropes (laboring in the vineyard of the Lord; carpenter, fisherman, and shepherd) sit in latent tension as the farmers become factory workers and attempt to transfer their faith to appropriate unions.   The painting’s sponsor, the International Federation of Christian Trade Unions, originally was associated with Catholicism  and Christian Democratic parties as an alternative to secular trade unions.  The IFCTU’s stated goals were not just workers’ labor rights, but also values such as human dignity, democracy, and international solidarity (suitably vague terms to fit whatever the hearer wishes to hear, in the functional mode of many “value” terms). It was suppressed by the fascists in Germany’s Third Reich and Mussolini’s Italy, and in communist Eastern Europe.  After the war, in 1945, it declined to join with the secular World Federation of Trade Unions.  But in the late 1950s it worked with Buddhist and Muslim workers in Asia and Africa, and in 1968 it abandoned its exclusive Christian identification and rebranded itself as the World Confederation of Trade Unions.  In the 1990s it attained consultative status in the International Labor Organization and joined the International Council of the World Social Forum.  

For contemporary Asians and Africans coming to work for accession to the WTO, or to negotiate new trade rules, protocols, and relations, what might be an initial alienation towards the iconography of the painting, actually could be put into a double resonance/dissonance, first with the incorporation of multiple parochial pasts (of which the mural illustrates one) into a more global sensibility of the post-World War II era; and second with the Christianization of much of the third world in competition with Buddhist, Muslim, and other religious-political revivalist movements, as well as with cooperation with Buddhist and Muslim labor movements.  

More than just a museum piece, it could become a positive irritant, demanding other paintings with other symbolic codings, other cultural allusions, frames of reference, and aspirations to complement and supplement its face towards the other, lest it stands as a confirmation of the suspicion that the WTO is just a first world imposition of European-American hegemony without other aspirations and values.  Indeed, the current membership of the WCTU in the World Social Forum raises questions about the relation between the World Social Forum  (Seattle, Porto Alegre, Mumbai, Caracas, Bamako, Nairobi, Belem, Denver) and not just the World Economic Forum held at the same time each year, but the WTO itself.      

What are these aspirations and values? 

  


III. Charette: Side-A Supplements
Staying Outside:  Other Names, Other Attachments, Transvaluations: 

To save space and time, I will invoke five simple pictures to complement the pictures in the WTO building (others than The Dignity of Labor are briefly detailed in a footnote below).  The pictures are simple icons of aspirations and values: other moral traditions and their imaginaries (e.g. the sea); other images of labor, trade and economic history; images of finance, trade rules, and contemporary global and megacity growth; of consumerism, corruption, and systemic inequities in the distribution of benefits; and the cultural imaginaries of the private-state investment game.  


We can then return to Marcus’ more focal investigation, his three scenarios for installations, into the internal workings of the bureaucracy that is the WTO, using the tactics of the para-site, lateralization, third spaces, collateral, experimental, platforms, compositions, adjacencies, and positionings (see Note on Marcus’ “Collage”).
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Fig. 1.  Mazu, Goddess of the Sea, “arguably the most worshipped in the world with over 1,500 active temples and 100 million devotees,” active especially along the South China Seacoasts and across southeast Asia’s maritime diasporas.  Photo MF.
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    Fig. 2.  One of series of Singapore sculptures reminding of the Chinese labor brought to open up the tin mines, rubber plantations, and ports of Southeast Asia

Photo MF.  

