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EDITORIAL NOTE

It gives me great pleasure to present a new issue of Suomen antropologi:
Journal of the Finnish Anthropological Society. This issue contains four peer-
reviewed articles, an essay, and four research reports.

The first peer-reviewed article in this issue is written by Darmanto
Darmanto and Koen Meyers: ‘Producing Human Life or Protecting
Wildlife? People, Park, and Space on Siberut Island, Indonesia’. In their
article, Darmanto and Meyers consider the dialectical processes of the
production of space through the establishment of the Siberut National
Park on Siberut Island, Indonesia. Using deeply researched ethnographic
material, the authors illustrate how diverse and prosaic forms of Indigenous
politics play out in a protected wildlife area, a negotiated space in its own
right.

Dayabati Roy’s article, ‘Promises of Development, Land Acquisition,
and Dispossession: A Car Factory Project and Peasants in West Bengal,
India’, continues this production of space theme by focusing on a car
factory project launched in 2006 by the government of the West Bengal
Indian state. Roy’s ethnography takes us to Singur, a village in West Bengal,
outlining the intense struggles marginalised and low-caste local inhabitants
faced in response to intense land acquisition projects and India’s project
forms, which are laden with spatiotemporal inequalities. These inequalities,
as Roy’s article outlines, reveal the disjunctions and disorderliness of
planned project actions.

Juhanna Sankelo and Paulino Jijiyo’s cowritten article, ‘Rural Murle
Age-Set Men Tackling Elites in South Sudan’, considers the role age-sets
play amongst the Murle ethnic group in South Sudan. In a war-torn region
faced with continuous violent conflicts, marginalisation, and displacement,
the traditional pathways of young Murle men from boyhood to adulthood
through to warriorhood are continuously transformed. Yet, as Sankelo
and Jijiyo show, age-set networks amongst Murle men continue to play
a fundamental role amongst the youth who join armed groups affiliated
with South Sudan’s political opposition. Age-sets, as portrayed here, help
local young men navigate conflicts and ethical codes.

The final peer-reviewed article in this issue, written by Edwin Jiang,
is ‘Justifying Meritocracy: Criteria of Fairness in China’s National College
Entrance Examinations (gaokao)'. Jiang offers a compelling and novel
approach to make sense of people’s conflicting claims about the reality
of meritocracy in urban China today. Drawing on ethnographic material
conducted in a Chinese high school, Jiang disentangles the demanding
high stakes of the country’s national university entrance exam, the gaokao.
Weaving together rich ethnography with the theory on ethics reveals how
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people’s beliefs in structural systems like meritocracy can be understood
and made sense of in cognitive attempts people put forth as they strive to
live an ethical life.

In the previous issue of Suomen antropologi released in the spring of
this year, I introduced a new essay series, “The Anthropologist’s Toolkit:
Reflections on Ethnographic Methodology’. With a deep sense of pride,
we now publish the second essay in this series. In Laur Kiik’s short, but
thought-provoking essay, ‘Encounter: A Basic Concept of Anthropology’,
Kiik contemplates the meaning of ‘encounter’, a widely used term by
anthropologists that is not always defined or given the theoretical attention
it deserves. Kiik considers the open-endedness of ‘encounter’ as a concept
that can help us expand our attention and care in our fieldwork and our
analyses.

Alongside the four peer-reviewed articles and methodological essay,
this issue also contains four research reports in the form of written /lectio
precursoria. For readers unfamiliar with public doctoral defences in Finnish
academia, Jectio precursoria are short 20-minute lectures intended for
the general public given by doctoral candidates at the beginning of their
defence. Suomen antropologi publishes these public lectures from the fields
of anthropology and related disciplines to celebrate the work of doctoral
researchers who have recently successfully defended their dissertations.

The first two Jectio pracursoria feature anthropologist graduates from
the University of Helsinki’s Faculty of Social Sciences. The first /ectio is
by Samuli Lihteenaho, who defended his PhD dissertation, ‘A Beach
Multiple: An Ethnography of Environmentalism on the Lebanese
Coastline’, in May 2024. In reading his lectio precursoria, we learn about the
sociopolitical processes involved in Beirut’s public beach, Ramlet al-Bayda,
and how these processes reflect struggles over the significance, value, and
use of the Lebanese coastline since the late 2010s.

Following Lihteenaho’s piece, we move on to Sanna Vellava’s Jectio
precursoria. Vellava defended her anthropology PhD dissertation, ‘On
the Trail with a Disease Detection Dog: Collaborations at the Edges of
Medical Research’, in February 2024. In her /ectio, Vellava summarises
her project, which explores the emerging medical research field of disease
detection dogs, considering how dogs are made into medical devices and
what kinds of knowledge production processes and practices are assembled
around, through, and with dogs.

'The third Jectio precursoria, by Kristina Leppild, summarises a thesis
from the University of Eastern Finland in the Faculty of Social Science
and Business, defended in June 2022. Leppild’s thesis, Practices in Medical
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Device Innovation: Navigation and Enactment as Social Practice Trades’,
focuses on the practices of highly educated, cross-functional, innovation
workers in a medical device company as they mediate and interact in the
office setting.

'The final Jectio in this issue is by loana Tistea, who defended her
thesis, ‘Creolising Nordic Migration Research: Entangled Knowledges,
Migratisations, and Reflexivities’, in April 2024 at Tampere University’s
Faculty of Education and Culture. In this /lectio, Tistea summarises her
research on the new ways in which minor-to-minor knowledges from
BIPOC, Romani, and EE perspectives in a Nordic context inter-relate,
whilst simultaneously addressing the tensions, social inequalities, and
colonial legacies shaping such dialogues.

Once again, I want to thank all of the remarkable individuals who
have made this issue possible: the writers, the reviewers, and the editorial
team. This journal is a produced by the investment of time and generosity of
an amazing collective of people: many thanks to each of you!

Before closing this note, I want to also mention a few changes to
our editorial team. First, Anna Pivovarova, serving as one of our editorial
secretaries for many years, has stepped down from her role. We extend
our immense gratitude to Anna for her commitment to the journal over
the years. Anna has been replaced by Pablo Perez: Welcome to the team,
Pablo! In addition, Saara Toukolehto, our second editorial secretary, is on
maternity leave. Thus, for this issue, I have paired up with Pablo to ensure
the final copyediting stages of this issue run as smoothly as possible.

And finally, I want to remind our readers, as always, this issue of
Suomen antropologi is published as a fully open access journal with no APCs
or embargoes.

Suvi Rautio

Editor-in-Chief
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PRODUCING HUMAN LIFE
OR PROTECTING WILDLIFE?

People, Park, and Space on Siberut Island, Indonesia

INTRODUCTION:
PROTECTED AREAS AND
THE PRODUCTION OF SPACE

On 23 June 2010, a group of Siberut National

Park officers visited Simatalu, a village on the

west coast of Siberut Island (West Sumatra).

The officers intended to conduct conservation
work and a regular boundary patrol. It took
them eight hours to cross the treacherous
Indian Ocean by speedboat from the park office
in Maileppet on the island’s east coast. The

villagers were already waiting when they arrived.

Some men asked the officers to stay on the boat
and not enter the village. Then, the village head
of Simatalu organised a meeting to interrogate
the park officers. Some villagers attended
the meeting, bringing bows and arrows to
intimidate them. Finally, an elder stood up and
addressed one of the senior members of staff:

I know you. Many years ago, you said our
land and forest belong to the park and
kehutanan (Ministry of Forestry). You
and your friend said that you have the
Conservation Law. We cannot even take
a leaf from the park. We will be jailed if we
kill a game. We can grow sago only around
the settlement. The forest and the animals
are reserved for scientific activities. Back
then, we were afraid of the government
and easily tricked. Now, we are here. Does

your ministry have land here? Do you feed

the animals and plant trees in the forest?
'This is our ancestors’ land. We live with
and from the forest. Our food is there. Our
medicine is there. We cannot be separated
from the forest.

After tense negotiations, the park officers were
allowed to stay overnight in the village head’s
house. The following day, the locals visited the
park and questioned: Who are the owners of
the land, forest, and animals in the park? Why
did the park divide their ancestral land into
conservation zones where people must follow
conservation rules? Why did the park prohibit
the Mentawai from exploiting forests but allow
forest companies to extract timber outside?
Those questions were a nuanced political
response to—and an astute critique of—the
establishment of a protected area. They illustrate
the conflict associated with territorialisation
and state control over Indigenous territory
(Vandergeest and Peluso 1995) by introducing
a park and Conservation Law. They also
represent critical questions about the production
of space in a protected area, which separates
nature, non-human entities, and humans (West
2006; Brockington 2002). Many scholars have
shown that a protected area is not only a way of
protecting animals, plants, and ecosystems, but
involves a complex process of social engineering
and development where the idea of nature is
developed and the production of space takes
place (Escobar 1999; Peluso 1993; West 2006;
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Brockington 2022). A park is not a natural place,
but constitutes a specific idea about nature, a
particular way of thinking about the world,
viewing the world, and acting upon the world
(West and Brockington 2006). However, the
park is not only the product of sociocultural
constructions (image, discourse), but also
encompasses material productions and social
relations (Lefebvre 1991). Hence, the park is not
a natural space, given its ecology and evolution
and its enactment of an idea about nature.
Instead, it reflects the triad of ‘spatial practices,
representations of space, and representational

spaces’ (Lefebvre 1991: 33) in which discourse,

imaginaries, experience, institutions, actors,
place, and locations are entangled through
particular practices, social relations, and powers
are encountered.

Neill Smith (1996:50) argues that pro-
tected areas were derived from a particular idea
about nature and the environment, a historical
product of European social processes and
derived from the dualism in European thought.
Nature is seen as external, outside the social, and
is considered absolute, fixed, and separate from
the social. The vision of separation between
nature and humans travelled across the world to
justify the domination of people and places and
became naturalised and instituted in the form of
parks, sanctuaries, and reserves, well known as
‘fortress conservation’ (Cronon 1996; Neumann
1998; Brockington 2002; Jepson and Whittaker
2002).

areas are rarely, if ever, established in an empty

Nevertheless, fortress conservation
space. The space reserved for protected areas
has been occupied, claimed, used, and guarded
by various groups of people (Kelly 2014; West
and Brockington 2006). Many Indigenous
and local peoples living in and around the
park have produced space (land, forests, and
other landscapes) and social relations in their
particular ways, which often, but not always,

differ from the way states, private sectors,
and conservationists produce protected areas
(Ball 2012; West 2006). They see place and
space as animate and sentient, inseparable
from the totality of the lives of human beings.
Sometimes, natural space is also enmeshed in
a combination of mythology, storytelling rituals,
and sensory experiences and intimately tied
to the reproduction of social practices, beliefs,
personhood, and institutions that would have
been termed ‘culture’ in anthropology (West
2006; 2016).

Unsurprisingly, a protected area is a space
constantly negotiated by different parties and
always changing (Kelly and Gupta 2016). Else-
where worldwide, a park or wildlife sanctuary
becomes a middle ground for different actors
entangled in social practices (Cronon 1996;
White 1991; Graham and Concklin 1995;
Highly and Oakley 2020; Faier and Rofel 2014).
This middle ground takes the form of empirical
questions, bringing into being the actors that
appear in conflict or cooperation. The analysis
of space (Lefebvre 1991; Smith 1995) offers
a processual approach to understanding how
a protected area as a middle ground is created,
produced, and sustained through a shifting set
of social practices and power relations (West
2006; Kelly and Gupta 2016: 178). The shifting
involves constant negotiation and is influenced
by interpersonal relationships, laws, regulations,
social norms/values, and practices on multiple
levels. The notion of a middle ground is
paramount here as many Indigenous people have
forcibly or voluntarily engaged with biodiversity
conservation projects and agencies to survive
asymmetrical power relations (Rubis and
Therault 2020; Cepek 2018). The middle ground
also captures the resilience of Indigenous people
as they constantly revise and rupture their
epistemes to understand the dispossessions they

have experienced (DiNovelli-Lang 2013, West
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2016). Recognising the resilience of Indigenous
people facing conservation institutions has
contributed substantially to our appreciation
of the agency of Indigenous people in asserting
their histories and world-making (Fausto and
Heckenberger 2007; Escobar 2016) as well as
the way conservation agencies have shifted their
position and approach to adapt to a new context
and political relations (Kiik 2019).

This article is an ethnographic account
of dialectical processes of the production of
space through the establishment of the Siberut
National Park (hereafter, we refer to this space
as the park or simply SNP) on Siberut Island.
Specifically, we investigate how the Mentawai
engaged with the idea and the agency of
biodiversity conservation over time. We try to
answer a significant question: Why, despite
the Mentawai harbouring deep resentment
toward the national park as shown in the quote
above, and seeing the protection of nature
as fundamentally problematic, do they not
overtly reject the presence of the park? We
argue that the people’s resentment is derived
from the different ways the Mentawai and
the park see the relationship between humans,
the forest, and space. For the Mentawai, the
forest is an undomesticated space that must
be transformed into a social space through
human activities. Social activities (clearing,
cultivating, transforming, etc) in the forest and
social relationships around the forest are valued
and necessary to produce human life. SNP
has introduced zonation, separating humans
from forests and other non-human entities,
reproducing the literal and figurative divisions
of space and imposing the idea that a specific
forest area is strictly for protecting plants and
animals. The park neither reflects the Mentawai
social process of producing nature nor recognises
the value of productive activities and the history
of human labour invested in the land and

forest. We further argue that conservation and
the park are a contact space for cross-cultural
encounters (Massey 1994; Faier and Rofel 2014;
High and Oakley 2020), where park agencies
and the Mentawai have become entangled in
a network of social practices and mutual (mis)
understanding.

In the first part of the article, we describe
how the Mentawai produce space, especially
forests. We discuss the Mentawai’s relationship
with the forest, how they see forests, and how
their cultural reproduction and social practices
are tied to the conceptualisation of the forest
as a social space associated with the creation
of life. The second part of the article describes
the production of natural space through
a biodiversity conservation campaign and the
park’s establishment. The last part of the article
demonstrates the negotiation and engagement
between park agencies and the Mentawai. We
contend that the park’s production is shaped
not only by conflict and antagonism but also by
a more prosaic process of encounter and engage-
ment. We will show that the park has become
a porous space for social intercourse. This
engagement has contributed to the trans-
formation of the park’s attitude towards the
Mentawai and the development of new
aspirations and desires for the park among the
Mentawai. Our case is a valuable example of
a park that can be examined as a negotiated
space, where Indigenous people might continue
their cultural reproduction within a protected
area.

The main ethnographic description in
the article is drawn from our decades-long
engagement with the Mentawai on Siberut
Island. We began engaging with the people
and the island as students researching how the
Mentawai developed a relationship with natural
resources two decades ago (Koen Meyers 2003;
Darmanto 2006). We then worked together
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on a UNESCO project (2002-2011) that
supported collaborative and community-based
forest management involving the Mentawali,
nongovernmental organisations (NGOs), and
SNP. The second author initiated the collabora-
tive management project in 2000, and lived
on Siberut for two years until 2003. He then
visited Siberut for a week every year until 2011,
and every three years since 2012. The first
author joined the UNESCO project in 2004 as
a volunteer while conducting fieldwork for his
BSc thesis on Mentawai shifting cultivation
practices. He then became the manager of the
UNESCO project in 2005 and lived on Siberut
for almost six years. Later, he visited Siberut
regularly and completed 14 months of fieldwork
(March 2013-June 2014) for his Master’s and
PhD theses (Darmanto 2016, 2020). However,
the ethnographic materials we present in
this article were mainly gathered during our
participation in the UNESCO project (2001-
2011). Our understanding of the relationship
between the park and the Mentawai living in
six villages in the South Siberut subdistrict
and Simatalu in West Siberut accumulated
during the UNESCO project. We inadvertently
employed anthropological methods for the
project to understand the relations of the
Mentawai with the forest and the relations
of the park and the Mentawai. We deployed
methods, group

discussion (FGD), interview, and observation]

various including focus
through direct participation and collaboration
with the park’s staff and the Mentawai before
and during the project. Nevertheless, we visited
eight other villages in Siberut during the anti-
logging operation campaign and other activities.
We covered 14 of 20 villages on Siberut Island
and engaged personally with more than 800
Mentawai men and women during our stay on
Siberut. The secondary data (maps, documents,

and notes) were gathered from government
archives, NGO reports, and local newspapers.
The park staff and the

generally still refer to us as conservationists

Mentawai

and supporters of the park when we now
visit Siberut, even though we have become
staff

working outside Siberut, respectively. However,

a researcher and international NGO

most park staff and the Mentawai see us as
long-time friends since we have engaged with
them in the framework of a project and via
other modes of engagement. We fluently speak
the languages used on the island (Indonesia,
and Minangkabau)

developed continuous reciprocal relations with

Mentawai, and have
specific Mentawai families throughout the
writing process. Our positionality allowed us to
capture the direct encounter between the park’s
staff and the Mentawai in various places. In the
meantime, our involvement with the park and
the Mentawai also shapes our argument and
how we present it in this article. We occupied
a delicate position in close and constant contact
with the Mentawai and as part of the Siberut
conservation history. A few park staft sometimes
perceived us as blind supporters of the Mentawai,
while some Mentawai often half-jokingly
accused us of being conservation zealots. While
we have various positions and perceptions, our
long-term and deep engagement with the
park and the Mentawai enable us to critically
navigate the balance between being researchers
and conservation actors. This article is, then,
our critical reflection on our participation in
biodiversity conservation interventions and
our understanding of the agency of Indigenous

Mentawai as close and engaged observers.
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THE MENTAWAI AND FOREST
IN THE PARK

'The Indigenous Mentawai traditionally claimed
the land and forest on Siberut Island (Figure 1).
'The Mentawai population is around 70,300 (BPS
2021), and it is socially organised in connected
and extended family groups locally called wma.
An uma is patrilineal and exogamous, equating
with the anthropological term ‘kin group’ or
‘clan’ and the most important social institution.
One wuma consists of roughly two to ten
families with five to hundreds of members. The
approximately 300 uma spread across the island
have their versions of their origins, migration
processes, and claims over forests and land. The
uma migration, separation, and expansion story
has revealed how the Mentawai define claims
and rights over land and forests (Tulius 2012;
Darmanto 2016). Over centuries, different clan
expanded, separated, migrated, discovered new
land, and established their uma. Along the
way, they claimed, cultivated, abandoned, and
recultivated the land, progressively turning the
claimed land into the ‘land of the ancestors’
(Tulius 2012), a common theme in Austronesian
societies (Keller 2008; Fox 2006). As a result of
this historical process, there is no land and the
forest remains unclaimed. Even those living
outside the park have retained strong claims
over land discovered by their ancestors within
the park area.

Land, including forest land, traditionally
cannot be claimed by individuals, but is the
property of an uma. Each uma can trace its
genealogy to an ancestor who discovered
the land and claimed the rights. However,
individuals are allowed to collect products from
the forest of other umas without a formal permit
from the claimants, mainly for subsistence
needs and domestic purposes. It is different
when an individual ts to create an agroforest

or extract forest products commercially. In the
latter case, permission to access the land and
forest should be obtained from the claimant of
the land, which usually involves the payment
of compensation. Over centuries, conflicts,
internal feuds, external marriage, migration,
search for a suitable place to grow crops, and
social and economic exchange in parts of the
landscape (forest, agroforestry, and rivers) have
complicated the Mentawai tenurial system.
Hence, the land and forests in the park are often
subject to multiple, overlapping, and conflicting
claims from hundreds of #ma living inside and
outside the park boundaries. The Indonesian
state does not officially recognise the Mentawai
tenurial system and claims. Instead, the state
designated the island as a ‘state forest’under the
Forest Authority (Vandergeest and Peluso 1995),
dividing it into various logging concessions and
the park.

Within the boundary of SNP, there are
more than 10,000 Mentawai (Aji et al. 2015;
BPS 2021; Persoon 1995). Most have settled
in the villages of Simatalu, Simalegi, and
Sagulubbek, located on the island’s west coast.
Most people living in the park are, to a large
extent, still horticulturalists and dependent on
forests for their livelihoods. People obtain daily
sustenance from various resources found in the
forest. Sago has always been the main staple,
supplemented by tubers and bananas. Small fish,
shrimps, and sago grubs are protein sources from
gathering and fishing in rivers and along the
forest margins. Chickens and pigs are the most
important domestic animals, consumed and
shared only for communal rituals. Non-timber
forest products such as rattan are exchanged for
ironware, tobacco, clothes, sugar, rice, and other
products. Coconut and patchouli have been
commercial crops for many years, while, recently,
cacao, bettlenut, cloves, and bananas have been

the primary source of cash.
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The Map of Siberut Island
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Opening up forests to establish agroforests,
sago gardens or taro gardens is central to the
livelihood of the Mentawai, their definition
of themselves, and their place in the world
(Bakker 1999; Darmanto 2020). Few people
have non-farm jobs, such as local government
officers, teachers or nurses. All subsistence and
commercial activities in the park rely heavily
on forest availability, as people have limited
livelihood options compared to those living on
the East Coast. The narrow coastline and the
dangerous waves from the Indian Ocean have
prevented people in the park from diversifying
and developing coastal livelihoods (gathering
sea products, extensive coconut farming, and

surf tourism).

THE FOREST: THE HOUSE
OF SPIRITS, THE SOURCE
OF MATERIALS

The Mentawai refer to the forest as /leleu. The
term connotes an extensive uncultivated spatial
area. Physically, /eleu is characterised by higher
altitudes, giant trees, densely uncultivated plants,
and nondomesticated animals. Nevertheless, the
term /Jeleu is neither a simple classification of
a physical appearance nor a type of ecological
classification or vegetation. The forest is
considered an undomesticated and uncultivated
space (Reeves 1994). It has been and is still
believed to be the space for autochthonous forest
spirits (sikaleleu), who are a source of blessings
(Schefold 1980a). In local myth, the sikaleleu
were also humans, but due to fears of scarcity,
humans and sikaleleu carried out a primordial
act: sikaleleu would become invisible and live in
the forest. In contrast, humans would carry on
living in the settlement (Schefold 2002). Since
that time, they have lived in separate domains
but have continued to be respectful of each

other. In the forest, sikaleleu have their own

‘culture’, generally an inversion of human culture

(Schefold 2002: 442). They have houses, tend
wild plants, and keep animals as pets. People
can take a sikale/u’s pets and plants by making an
offering through a ritual. A sikalelu is a source
of blessing and life. Hence, humans should
maintain reciprocal relations with the spirits
and be respectful (Hammons 2010), especially
in the forest.

Leleu is considered the space of ancestral
spirits, such that when humans die, the soul
(simagre) is thought to leave the body (fubbu)
and enter the forest, joining the autochthonous
spirits. The soul becomes an ancestor spirit
(sateteu), a source of blessings, whose guidance
is requested by living humans through rituals.
However, the soul that has suffered an unnatural
death (pizo)) is dangerous (Schefold 1991). Pizo’
wander at the margins of the forest and can
disturb people. They emanate power (&ajou) that
causes harm to living humans, especially those
unknown to the spirits.

As well as the sikalelen and sateteu, various
other dangerous spirits are believed to reside
somewhere in or around the forest. These spirits
have an even stronger bajou. People must be
careful when entering the Jeleu because every
corner contains spirits that can unexpectedly
cause illness. The forest is consequently strongly
associated with death and danger. People are
reluctant to go into the forest alone and stay
there. They venture into a patch of Jeleu with
diffidence, taking practical and supernatural
precautions. Traditionally, the Mentawai are
required to follow specific steps before they
can extract and transform the forest without
any risk of upsetting the spirits. Rituals
asking permission from the spirits need to be
performed. Activities such as cutting giant
trees, collecting commercial rattan, and clearing
trees for a new garden always involve a small
offering to the spirits (panaki). Gathering minor
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products (rattan and flowers) may not involve
an elaborate panaki, but a short utterance to
ask permission from the spirits of the forest is
undoubtedly necessary.

'The forest is a source of life, since the
ancestral spirits’ and other benevolent spirits’
blessings are essential for the growth of a man
or woman, a family or an u#ma (Hammons
2010; Reeves 1994). The ability to feed a family,
cultivate the forest, and expand the clan depends
on the blessings of ancestors and forest spirits.
'The ancestor spirits are remembered, summoned,
and invited to attend life-cycle events (death,
marriage, and a new birth) through various
rituals to observe their descendants’ future
growth. In this sense, the forest provides
cosmological material for the souls of living
humans. The blessings of ancestral spirits ensure
the prosperity of future generations. Without
the ancestors, life, growth, and the future
aspirations of new generations are impossible.
Hence, the forest is a space where humans and
more-than-human subjects continue reciprocal
relations in a regenerative process.

However, the forest also provides the
ecological material that makes people’s bodies
and provides for their needs. The forest is an
essential source of food and materials. People
collect mushrooms, the shoots of wild palms,
and wild fruits in the forest. They hunt large
game such as wild pigs, deer, primates, and the
pied hornbill (kailaba) for food, ritual purposes,
and decoration. The forest also provides essential
trade items. Calamus rattan (Calamus manan)
and agarwood (Aqualaria malaccensis), two of
the most valuable and sought-after products
on the local market, are extracted from the
forest. Non-timber forest products, including
bark for bowstrings and loincloths, and various
herbs, climbers and roots for dyes, poisons, and
the manufacture and decoration of baskets,
utensils, and other objects, are also taken from

the forest, as is timber for domestic construction.
The forest is most valued as a place where one
can transform undomesticated space into a
social space and produce a new garden (mone),

a settlement or another cultivation site.

TRANSFORMING THE FOREST,
PRODUCING HUMAN LIFE

The importance of the forest is linked to how
the Mentawai define their socially perceptible
qualities as human beings. They commonly
identify themselves using phrases such as ‘we
are forest cultivators’ (kai sipumone). Their self-
identification as forest people is enmeshed in
their myth of the origins of the Mentawai and
non-Mentawai people (Bakker 1999: appendix;
Darmanto 2020: 237).' The Mentawai proudly
distinguish themselves from others by skillfully
making social spaces in the forest by clearing,
cultivating, hunting, and gathering. The forest
has, therefore, been transformed and classified
into specific social spaces according to the
objects or species cultivated or extracted from
it, the aims and methods of appropriation, and
their arrangement. The central socially valued
spaces derived from /eleu are sago gardens
(pusaguat), forest gardens (pumonean), taro
gardens (pugetekkat), dwelling places (barasi),
home gardens (bebe-t-uma), and coastal zones
(nusa).

Transforming and cultivating forests are,
then, the essential work of the Mentawai. As
forest cultivators, the Mentawai chop down
swathes of the existing forest to make a clearing.
They remove the natural vegetation and replace
it with culturally valued products—pigs, sago,
taro, fruit trees, bananas, and commercial crops.
Once they have transformed this portion of the
forest into a social space, they frequently build
shelters and may spend a considerable amount of

time (even years) in these houses. Thus, through
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human agency, forests become social spaces.
Human actions transform both undomesticated
and domesticated spaces. These changes are
reversible. Just as a forest can be converted
into gardens or a settlement, the settlement
can become a forest when humans abandon
it. Converting the forest into cultivation sites
is also the basic criterion for the definition of
Mentawai personhood. A Mentawai person is,
thus, distinguished from non-human creatures
such as spirits and wild animals, since non-
humans do not make gardens and take what
is available in undomesticated space. The main
difference between humans and non-humans
is that humans produce their food and gardens,
while others do not.

Transforming the forest also forms the
most basic schema in Mentawai culture:
activities that transform natural things into
social products acquire value and define them
as human. Cultivating and transforming forests
is associated with intention, self-conscious
activities, and something that will eventually
provide a specific result that has already been
imagined, taught, and anticipated. This requires
planning, and it takes time to produce results.
A man does not suddenly come to the forest
and slash giant trees and all the shrubs. He
must plan with another member of his/her
uma, or at least with his wife, which part of
the forest to turn into a garden and how large
the plots should be; he must also predict how
much effort this will require. Creating a garden
requires activities carried out over a period of
years before finally yielding results. A man will
undoubtedly discuss his plans with others before
making a new garden. A series of rituals is also
required. Extensive cooperative labour is not
common, but a person needs the cooperation of
others (at least his wife, if not other members of
their clan) to realise his imagined sago garden or
agroforest, as the land he will cultivate belongs

to the group and is only produced within the
lalep (household) institution (Darmanto 2020).

'The Mentawai think that part of the forest
is dangerous and should remain untouched,
but they do not consciously preserve it in an
ecological sense (Persoon 2001; Meyers 2003).
Instead, they value forests for the raw materials
they extract from them and see them as potential
sites for social spaces. The forest is, thus, dotted
with named places that have meaning in both
a cognitive and affective sense, giving meaning
and connection to the person’s relationship
with it. Some of the forests were once, in fact,
abandoned gardens and settlements. Durian
trees, jackfruit or sago can be found in the
deep forest, delineating sites of former human
settlements. Such localities are frequently
named, referring to past inhabitants or events
at particular spots. Those places are still fondly
remembered, evoking affective memories for
present-day Mentawai, and are an essential
justification for claims relating to particular
places.

THE CONSERVATION
CAMPAIGN, ICDP, AND
THE NATIONAL PARK

This section outlines the making of SNP and
the production of space within it. We start with
the history of conservation ideas and campaigns,
the process of establishing SNP, and how the
park introduces zones as spaces for conserving
biodiversity. While the park was established in
1993, protecting the Siberut rainforest had been
promoted and enacted since the mid-1970s.
Western biologists, conservation managers, and
(IUCN,
WWE, UNESCO)

raised concerns about the island’s future when

various international organisations

Survival International,
the Indonesian government permitted four

companies to extract timber there (McNeely
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1979; Schefold 1980b; Whitten et al. 1980).
Siberut, for a conservationist, was an ‘Island
paradise for wildlife and people’ (McNeely
1979: 159), where traditional Mentawai lived
harmoniously with nature. It is important to
highlight the historical connection between the
scientists, Siberut’s biodiversity, the marginalisa-
tion of the Mentawai, and threats from logging
operations. This connection indicates that the
region’s biological and cultural significance first
drew conservationists to the image of the fallen
paradise (McNelly 1979: 163). The presence of
logging caused the lost paradise and justified
the need for modern conservation.

Scientists and NGOs expressed the idea
of biodiversity protection in a Conservation
Masterplan and international campaign, ‘Saving
Siberut’. They gained support from a section
of the Indonesian government. In 1980, the
Directorate of Nature Protection (PHPA) of
the Ministry of Agriculture began discussing
conservation projects based on the master
plan. It designated a small area as the nature
reserve of Teitei Bati (5600 ha) to protect the
four endemic Mentawai primates (WWEF
1980). The Teitei Bati area was designed as
a strict conservation zone. Human activities
were prohibited, and the only permissible
forms of human intervention were biodiversity
research and species propagation projects. The
pursuit of livelihood-related activities was not
allowed. However, the forest rangers recruited
to manage the reserve, mainly Mentawai, did
not enforce the regulations and understood that
preventing Mentawai from claiming land in
Teitei Bati would be socially awkward and could
generate severe conflict. The ‘Saving Siberut’
campaign began to receive strong support from
international institutions soon after the island
was officially accepted by UNESCO’s ‘Man and
the Biosphere Programme’, which was intended

to solve human problems through an integrated

social and ecological approach (Mitchell 1982).
The campaign and master plan were pilot
projects on a small scale and primarily provided
policy recommendations. The area’s reserve and
biosphere status existed only on paper, as the
reserve’s management unit was virtually absent.

Siberut, as a conservation space, did
not come into being naturally. It was initially
produced by Dbiologists and international
organisations who cared for the forests and the
people. The idea of a fallen paradise and the
urgency of protecting endangered primates and
other wildlife from logging constitute the policy,
regulations, and conservation intervention.
The conservation space was enacted when the
West Sumatra province proposed oil palm
plantations and transmigration at the end of the
1980s. This time, the actors and the discourse
enacting conservation were somewhat different.
A Jakarta-based NGO, SKEPHI (Indonesian
Network on Tropical Conservation), led the
second wave of the ‘Save Siberut’ campaign,
lobbied the newly established Ministry of
Population and Environment (KLH), and
linked up with several government agencies in
Jakarta to halt any resource extraction activities
(SKEPHI 1992; Tenaza 1990). With the
support of scientists working for the ‘Saving
Siberut’ campaign in the 1980s, SKEPHI
created SOS Siberut, an international campaign
to cancel the plan for the plantation and end
the logging operations, forced resettlement,
and transmigration. SKEPHI and the SOS
campaign successfully persuaded President
Socharto to issue a decree to terminate all
forest exploitation projects. The decision was
also influenced by international pressure on the
New Order Regime development policy, which
marginalised Indigenous people and destroyed
the environment, and the emergence of global
environmental governance (Goldman 1998),

notably represented in the 1992 Rio Summit.
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[CDP AND THE ESTABLISHMENT
OF SNP

Following Soeharto’s decision, the national
government started accommodating the idea
of eco-governmentality for Siberut. The termi-
nation of logging was followed by the US$18
million Integrated Conservation and Devel-
opment Project (ICDP) project, a prominent
1990s global conservation initiative supported
by international financial institutions (Wells et
al. 1999; West 2006). The Asian Development
Bank (ADB) funded the project. The island’s
high degree of primate endemism, the protec-
tion of the forest, and its unique Mentawaian
society and culture were mentioned as part of
the rationale for the project (PHPA 1995: 2).
The central premise of ICDP is that biodiver-
sity conservation can be achieved through the
sustainable development of economic markets.
ICDP was intended to campaign or provide a
policy recommendation and to put conservation
ideas into practice. ICDP envisioned that bio-
diversity conservation could stimulate economic
development for the Mentawai. At the same
time, this development could be integrated into
the protection of ‘biodiversity’ (Wells et al. 1999;
West 2006) through non-extractive modes of
resource governance such as ecotourism, the
harvesting of non-timber forest products, inten-
sive agriculture, indigenous crafts, and other
conservation-related enterprises.

The essential objectives and activities
outlined in ICDP was establishing a 190 500-ha
national park (Barber et al. 1995). The creation
of SNP marked the triumph of a two-decades-
long biodiversity conservation effort. With
lavish funds, ICDP hired hundreds of staff,
constructed offices, provided all the necessary
equipment (maps, boats and radios), and paid
international consultants and researchers to

manage the park. In the mid-1990s, the

inhabitants of Siberut had seen many people
from the mainland and abroad preparing maps,
conducting surveys, training, and monitoring
Siberut’s biodiversity. ICDP claimed that
educating the Mentawai about the national
park was critical for conservation success
(PHPA 1995), illustrating the process of
environmental subject-making (Agrawal 2005).
The project then contracted a local NGO to
increase the Mentawai’s awareness about the
national park’s aims and the importance of
biodiversity conservation. The local NGO—
YASUMI Suku

consisted mainly of Mentawai but primarily

(Yayasan Mentawai)—
contracted the young and inexperienced. The
ICDP awareness programmes were a form of
cultural engineering and social intervention,
which were as oppressive as the establishment
of zonation. They suggested that the Mentawai
needed to learn about nature and the possibility
of connecting with the forest, the land, and
surrounding environmental objects.

While
SNP’s immediate effect was the introduction of
the 1990 Conservation Law. YASUMI and the
SNP staft were trained to socialise others about

ICDP promoted development,

the park and conservation. They informed the
Mentawai that the 1990 Conservation Law is
the legal framework for establishing the park.
The hunting of animals and the presence of
humans were not to be tolerated in the park.
The Mentawai, especially in the villages of
Sagulubbek, Simatalu, and Simalegi, understood
the YASUMI explanation of the rules and
purpose of SNP in terms of the restrictions
and prohibitions. The ICDP understood the
historical connections of the Mentawai to the
forest, plants, and animals and their dependence
on forest cultivation for centuries but paid little
attention to the umas’ claims to the land. The
Mentawai eventually perceived that YASUMI

was selling their ancestors’ land to SNP
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(Eindhoven 2009: 172), which meant that their
traditional practices were not only prohibited
but also unlawful activities.

The attitude of the SNP staff could have
been better calibrated to gain sympathy among
the local people. With uniforms, modern
devices, and a lack of understanding of the local
culture, the staff frequently told villagers that
the land inside the park now belonged to the
Indonesian state and, to a certain extent, was
a global possession, standard rhetoric used by
conservation agencies (see Li 2007). Most of
the SNP staff had Minangkabau origins, seen
as arrogant, dominant, and superior people who
always looked down on the Mentawai (Persoon
2002). They are renowned for their solid Islamic
tradition and see the religion as an integral part
of their identity, in contrast to the Mentawai
animism and their choice of Christianity
(Eindhoven 2007). Moreover, the Minangkabau
are the mediators and representatives of
Indonesian state policy, which positions the
Mentawai culture as backwards, underdeveloped,
and marginal. The conjunction of state policy
and asymmetrical ethnic relations compels
the SNP staff to feel superior and impose the
Conservation Law without contextualising the
local culture.

The 25-year ICDP plan was abruptly
terminated after just six years of activities. An
ADB report (2001) cited that the project needed
to increase community awareness and provide
possible alternative livelihoods. The report
partly addressed the project’s failure by blaming
it on the absence of established and capable
NGOs and the inexperience of YASUMI in
mediating between local communities and the
park management (Eindhoven 2009). The report
also claimed that the Mentawai were unwilling
to adopt the project strategy to transform
their lifestyle of subsistence agriculture into

a sustainable market economy. However, the

main reason for the failure was articulated in
economic terms (Wells et al. 1999; ADB 2001).
As a development project funded by a loan,
ICDP needed to be more effective and efficient
in generating income in the long run. In
contrast, the Mentawai saw the failure of ICDP
as resulting from the absence of their consent
regarding their land and forest. They had never
been asked or seriously consulted about any
plan or activities implemented on their land.
Another issue was the abuse of project funds.
The Mentawai became seriously irritated and
disappointed to see project money lavished on
luxury infrastructure, facilities, and expensive
research and consultants. At the same time, they
got only a tiny amount of money, cigarettes or
a cup of coffee in return for their participation
(Darmanto 2011).

Despite being terminated after just six
years, the ICDP project has had a lasting impact.
SNP remains a powerful institution on the
island. The Indonesian state and international
conservationists used the park to mould mental
structures and impose common principles of
vision (and division) of land, forests, and nature
that altered how the Mentawai see themselves
and their forest. Furthermore, the establishment
of the park introduced and produced an entirely
new understanding of space, both discursively
and materially (Brosius 1999; West et al.
2006). Even though the ADB report did not
mention a single word about the impact of
the zonation system, SNP created Siberut as
a space symbolically and materially through

conservation topologies and zonations.

THE ZONING SYSTEM: HOW
CONSERVATION PRODUCES SPACE

While the Mentawai see land, forests, plants
and animals as part of cultural reproduction
and as representing a productive, positive nexus
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of social practices and mutual imbrication,
conservatism  conceptualised ~ Siberut  as
a distinct space marked by cartographic
boundaries and strict regulations. To reconcile
the need for biodiversity conservation and
the need to preserve people’s livelihoods, the
WWF  masterplan (1980) and UNESCO
(Mitchell 1982) divided Siberut into three
zones (Figure 2). The first was the 250000-ha
development zone, where commercial logging
was permitted with regular monitoring and
control. Agricultural development could also
occur in the development zone according to
strict regulations, along with the collection
of rattan, the extraction of timber, and the
planting of commercial crops. All hunting
with nontraditional weapons was prohibited,
and killing Mentawai gibbons, Mentawai
macaques, and dugongs were strictly forbidden.
The second zone was for traditional use. All
traditional activities, such as hunting with
arrows and collecting non-timber products,
were permitted in the 100000-ha traditional
zone. The Mentawai could clear 0.3 ha of land
on gentle slopes and establish a forest hut, but
not a settlement. The last zone was reserved for
the Siberut Nature Reserve (50000 ha). In the
reserve zone, some subsistence activities, such
as collecting fruits and rattan, were permitted,
but not for commercial purposes, and it was
impossible to establish new agroforest areas
(ladang).

The establishment of ICDP and SNP
tollowed WWE’s proposal under the Biosphere
Reserve framework, where development and
conservation are reconciled through a zoning
system (PHPA 1995; ADB 1995). Yet, the
ICDP’s zoning system was slightly different
to the WWF zoning. ICDP divided the entire
island into two main zones: the support zone
(213500 ha) and the park area (190500 ha)
(Figure 3). Like the WWEF development zone,

the support zone was reserved for development
activities such as commercial logging, settlement,
and agricultural activities. The park area was
divided into three zones. The sanctuary zone
(56000 ha) was reserved strictly for biodiversity
protection. Collecting forest fruits and minor
forest products was allowed, but hunting and
making new agroforests were prohibited. In
the traditional zone (100,000 ha), taking forest
products, hunting, and opening new agroforests
were allowed if traditional methods were used.
However, the traditional zone was not for
human habituation. Human settlement was
restricted to the 30,000-ha park village zone
along the island’s west coast.

WWEF and SNP have been

recently to accommodate local development

revised

needs. Currently, SNP has a more complicated
zonation system, dividing the area into six
zones (Figure 4). The three main zones (forest,
sanctuary, and traditional use) resemble
the WWEF and ICDP zonation with slight
modifications. The largest is the forest zone
(109,710 ha). In this zone, people can harvest
non-timber products, gather food, and hunt
animals using so-called traditional methods.
Using a gun, chainsaw, or modern device to
slash trees is strictly prohibited. The sanctuary
zone (34 021 ha) is the core zone of the park for
natural protection, where all human activities
are strictly prohibited. The traditional use zone
is focused around the valley containing the
major rivers in the park, where humans cultivate
taro, tend pigs, plant sago, and grow cash crops
such as cacao, bettle nut, and patchouli oil.

The three other zones are new additions
to provide a legal platform for the Mentawai to
extract forest resources, construct infrastructure,
and rehabilitate the degraded land surrounding
the settlement. The special zone covers 1781 ha
of coastal land along the west coast of Siberut,

where people can fish, establish small businesses,
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Proposed Zone of Siberut 1980
by World Wide Fund For Nature (WWF)
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Figure 2.
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The Zone of Siberut National Park (1995)
After The ICDP/ADB Project
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Figure 3.
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The Zonation of Siberut National Park (2019)

Legend

Sanctuary Zone (34,021,04 Ha)
Special Zone (1,781.58 Ha)

[ utilisation Zone (5,103.80 Ha)

[ Rehabilitation Zone (2,309.08 Ha)

P Forest Zone (109,710.45 Ha)

B Traditional Use Zone (37.574.04 Ha)

Figure 4.
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and construct schools, medical facilities, and
other government services. The utilisation zone
is also reserved for the future development of
villages and government services. It contains
hamlets, villages, and traditional settlements,
and covers 5103 ha of land. The utilisation zone
accommodates the establishment of human
habituation and activities, which was legally
prohibited in the 1990 Conservation Law. The
last zone is the rehabilitation zone, designed
to restore degraded forest after agricultural
activities. SNP uses the rehabilitation zone to
deliver conservation and development projects
such as organic farming, replanting, and
restoration activities.

While the revised zonation system is
intended to accommodate the interests of
the Mentawai, the fundamental assumption
of the necessity of zonation for biodiversity
protection is firmly intact. The zonation system
produces a space profoundly difterent from the
Mentawai land tenure and their environment’s
emic classification and division. The Mentawai
have never traditionally believed that all plants,
animals, and other living and non-living objects
should be conserved and divided into specific
zones (Schefold 1970). The entire island is
the historical sedimentation of their genealogy,
identity, material processes, and social values
necessary for the creation of life. Understanding
the forest as a site that produces human life
is extremely difficult to reconcile with the
conservation ethos, which focuses on keeping
animals and plants untouched or prohibiting
land transformation (Keller 2008). Thus, the
zoning system makes no sense to the Mentawai.
More bluntly, it turns their world upside-
down, rupturing the long-standing nexus of
forest-human—non-human relationships and
disrupting social histories. It constitutes what
Zerner (2003: 48) calls a ‘nature plantation’,
where Mentawai practices and production

are controlled, delineated, and expected to
be only traditional and support conservation.
Meanwhile, the area beyond SNP is an
‘economic plantation, where private companies
carry out extractive practices and pursue
economic development under state control.
With zonation, land, forest, and human activities
have become spatially and ontologically separate
and legally bound. Zonation is a world model
that ignores the complexity of Mentawai social
activities and relationships with the forest. It
conceptualises nature and forests as separate
from people’s livelihoods, cultural history, and
daily social practices. It defines what people can
and cannot do in bounded space and creates
an imagined space where humans minimise
their intervention in nature, imposing Western
imaginaries on the separation of nature and

culture (Strathern 1980; West et al. 2006).

THE MIDDLE SPACE:
PEOPLE, PARK, AND
LIVELIHOOD PURSUITS

The park has, unsurprisingly, become the most
unpopular institution on the island (Eindhoven
2009), subject to resistance and contestation.
However, the Mentawai have not overtly
rejected the park and conservation activities.
Open conflicts are exceedingly rare. In the 30
years of the parKk’s history, not a single Mentawai
has been criminalised for taking something
out of the park. In part, this is because SNP
is a ‘paper park’ (White and Courtney 2004),
where conservation rules and regulations have
never been seriously enforced nor implemented,
and the presence of conservation does not
significantly alter the daily relationship between
the Mentawai and their forest. The notion of a
paper park does not necessarily imply that SNP
is crumbling due to a lack of funding. While it
does not have a lavish budget like ICDP, the
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park receives steady funding from the central
government, and the number of permanent staft
has increased over the years (SNP 2017). In
recent decades, the park has set up more field
offices in a few villages inside the park and hired
more park guards.

Although the Mentawai may have lost their
sense of legal ownership over their ancestral
land, the park has neither fundamentally
altered their relationship with their forest nor
de facto prevented them from accessing natural
resources. Park officers might have confiscated
a few pet primates from villagers, but they have
never applied physical force or actual violence
to enforce conservation rules (Peluso and Watts
2001; Dowie 2011). Instead, they allowed the
Mentawai to live in the villages inside the park
and tolerated all forest-related activities. There
is a general understanding that enforcing the
conservation law or carrying out armed patrols
would provoke social unrest and may not be the
best strategy to convince the Mentawai to accept
the idea of conserving biodiversity. The forest is
still the space of ancestral and autochthonous
spirits where humans continuously practice
reciprocal exchange (Schefold 2002, 1980;
Hammons 2010). The Mentawai continue to
practice the old ways of opening forests for fruit
gardens and other cultivation sites. The park is

not present in the daily life of the Mentawai.

'The large swath of forest inside the park is still
de facto claimed, extracted, and utilised by all
uma to expand their clan, generating life and
increasing human quality and value (Darmanto
2020). The people in the park are still the forest

cultivators, continuously transforming the forest

as their ancestors did for being the Mentawai.

'The paper park allows the Mentawai to use the
forest for social and cultural reproduction.
The park staff only occasionally visit the

villages and carry out conservation activities.

Many of the park’s activities are focused

on assisting agricultural development and
biodiversity monitoring. The activities could
include small-scale projects such as local
training, making plant inventories or handing
out development packages. Forest guards
occasionally perform forest patrols or boundary
checks, but they do almost nothing if they find
some new gardens inside the park. They might
talk to the people about the importance of
conserving forests, but are generally reluctant to
enforce the Conservation Law. The Mentawai
have generally welcomed the park’s activities
and view the park staff as just doing their job
as civil servants. So long as the park officers
do not openly claim the land, prevent people
from creating a new fruit garden or arrest
a hunter, the villagers do not openly reject or
resist their presence. Indeed, they commonly
ridicule the park staff through jokes and
rhetorical questions regarding the true purpose
of the national park and why primates should
be protected. The park is constantly derided, and
the Mentawai always ensure that the SNP staff
feel it. Villagers always cite and exaggerate the
claim that the Conservation Law would punish
anyone even if they took just one leaf from the
forest. The rejection of the presence of SNP staff
in Simatalu, quoted at the beginning of this
article, might be an extreme expression of this

resentment.

CONSERVATION SPACE AS MIDDLE
GROUND

between the
Mentawai and the park and conservation

Contemporary relationships

interventions, in general, are closely shaped
by the

processes. In recent decades, better education

broader political and economic

and transportation, and the proliferation
of development and the surf industry have
rapidly connected the Mentawai to the broader
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world transforming the way the Mentawai see
themselves and others. These transformations
have come with expanding communication,
transportation, mobility, and cultural exchanges
(Bakker 1999; Hammons 2010; Eindhoven
2019) and brought new desires and aspirations.
The Mentawai are now more concerned with
sending their children to institutions of higher
education on the mainland, building a brick
house, and accessing modern medicine than
confronting representatives of SNP. They are
willing whenever an opportunity arises to
participate in conservation or SNP activities.
The benefits of conservation work might
be marginal, sporadic and temporary, but
they can be substantial in the local context,
complementing earnings from forest cultivation.
The willingness of the Mentawai to work with
the park also reflects a broader phenomenon,
whereby the Indigenous community develops a
social craft to sustain its pursuit of development
and cultivate ties to outsiders with access to jobs,
cash, power, and influence (Conklin 2020: 344;
High and Oakley 2020). The new aspiration
includes participating in park management. The
villagers often claim that the park is better off
employing the Mentawai, who know the forest,
animals, and plants, than non-Mentawai, who
cannot even walk in the mud. The aspiration to
participate in park management illustrates an
attempt to pursue recognition of their identity
by state agencies (Eindhoven 2019).

While Mentawai engagement with SNP
is mainly aimed at material benefits, it does
not prevent a strategic collaboration that
exceeds pragmatic objectives. Occasionally,
the Mentawai are willing to collaborate with
the park and conservation agencies when
encountering larger extraction projects outside
the park (DTE 1999, 2006). In 2019, a few
uma from South Siberut supported SNP. A

symbolic cultural performance was employed

to show that they share a common ecopolitical
agenda of conserving Siberut natural forest
when the Ministry of Forestry issued a permit
for a company to establish a forest estate and
a proposed oil palm plantation in Central
Siberut (Jakarta Post 2017; Harbinson 2019).
The Mentawai often employ environmental
share

rhetoric, conservation agendas with

national and global environmentalists, and
are willing to fill the ‘tribal slot’ (Li 2007,
Trouillout 2003: 7) to build alliances and seek
political support from conservationists. They
understand that the presence of the park gives
Siberut a national and international profile and
exposure that can help them when they come
into conflict with timber companies or oil palm
plantations. Even those who support resource
extraction frequently join conservation projects
and deploy environmental rhetoric to increase
their bargaining power in negotiations with
timber companies. The changing and dynamic
positions and responses to SNP are part of
their strategy to navigate their relations with
both conservation and extractive agencies from
outside, and their answer to the division of their
ancestral land into both protected and extractive
zones. Another example lies in the engagement
of an wma in Siberut with conservationists
through informal relations and even a campaign
(Puailiggoubat 2017,
Cahyaningrum and Setyawan 2021). Mentawai

to protect primates
responses to the park and conservation illustrate
the complexity of Indigenous subjects: they
simultaneously conform to and deviate from
Indigenous images and imaginaries (High and
Oakley 2020: 238).

Furthermore, the park is not a static
institution. Decentralisation and the global
movement of Indigenous people also tip the
balance of power relations between the park

and the Mentawai. The Indigenous movement

since the mid-1990s (Persoon 1998; Li 2000;
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Afiff and Lowe 2007; Davidson and Henley
2007; Darmanto and Setyowati 2012) and the
recent political dynamic of customary rights
issues (Rachman and Siscawati 2016) have
strengthened the position of the Mentawai
in asserting land claims when they encounter
conservation agencies. The power balance has
forced the park to adjust its approach. The park
never criminalises people hunting primates by
enforcing the Conservation Law. The power
balance also encourages the park to engage with
NGOs, anthropologists, and social activists,
learning the benefit of understanding the land
rights issue. They somehow de facto recognise
Mentawai’s rights over their land and resources.
The encounter has forced the park to abandon
law enforcement activities and change the
direction of park management policy. The park
is difficult to differentiate from any other state
institution, given that it mainly provides small-
scale and nonviolent development activities
rather than enforcing forest patrols or capturing
a hunter.

The Mentawai, SNP, and conservation
agencies are in constant negotiation and have
arguably developed the park as a contested
space (Faier and Rofel 2014) or a ‘middle
ground’ (White 1991; Conklin and Graham
1995), a pragmatic and temporal space of
accommodation, cooperation, and resistance.
The park has a programme, a state budget,
and the power and authority to conserve
the Mentawais’ forest, and they need the
Mentawais’ participation and acceptance. The
Mentawai have customary land rights and
de facto acknowledgement from the park.
Conservation strengthens the Mentawai and
the park by asserting their mutual interest in
conserving biodiversity and claiming ancestral
land in the face of extractive activities outside
the park. The middle ground they occupy is, of

course, fragile and uncertain. However, at least

they can avoid open conflict and create a space
where the conservation campaign and activities
are welcomed, even if not entirely accepted and
implemented. One of our interlocutors from
Simatalu succinctly summed up the relationship
between park staff and the Mentawai as follows:

We are both looking for food in the
same forest for our families. We are both
Indonesian citizens. We both understand
that the forest is important. People of the
park have kids going to university. We
want a better education for our children,
too. They live from protecting our forest.
We do our work in the forest to continue
our lives. They would not evict us. They
want to return home safely and reunite
with their kids and friends after work. They
are afraid of doing nasty things as some
did in the past. They know that they need
us. They try to make friends with us. They
enjoy the banana and taro we cultivate in
the forest when they visit us. Sometimes,
they give us something. Probably to
persuade us not to go hunting. We do not
need them to continue our life. We do
not need them [to tell us] how to prepare
for our future. We have been cultivating
forests for generations and will continue to
do so. As long as the park allows us to do
the things our ancestors did, we have no
problem with them.

There is a general view that the SNP staff are
government employees carrying out their
conservation duties to feed their families and
obtain a better life. The Mentawai are pursuing
the same thing by clearing land, cultivating
forests or hunting animals for the markets on
the mainland. The notion of ‘food and family’
here is key, since it succinctly illustrates how

the middle ground between the park and the
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Mentawai is embedded in the pursuit of a
better livelihood (Highly and Oakley 2022) by
both sides. It also show that Mentawai ideas of
human and forest relations remain intact even
though they slightly accepted the presence of
the park in their place.

While there have been prominent social
accommodations in the park, if a random
Mentawai were asked about the park or
conservation NGOs and their activities, they
would say that the idea of conserving forests,
animals, and plants is still strange. The accom-
modation and acceptance of the park illustrate
that biodiversity conservation has come to
permeate local language and speech, but, at the
same time, unsettled the way the Mentawai
develop relations with the forest. It shows how
the park becomes a reality and is envisioned
to penetrate the local realm. Mentawai’s
willingness to participate in park activities
reveals that the park is not only a discourse, but
already part of the social fabric of Mentawai
life, which has cosmological and material effects
in producing space and identity. However, we
might also argue that the Mentawai have wisely
tried to accommodate conservation ideas and
practices in their cultural reproduction to reduce
the pressures of conservation and to defend
a space for survivance (Rubis and Theriault
2020) and the resurgence of Indigenous world-
making practices (Escobar 2016) in the context

of an ongoing imbalance in power relations.

CONCLUSIONS

We have described two contrasting ways of
producing a forest as a space. For the Mentawai,
transforming the forest into a social space
and establishing connections with the non-
human entities in the forest are central to the
production of human life. Since the campaign

‘Saving Siberut’ and the establishment of SNP,

however, the Mentawai have continued to
confront different ideas, images, and relations
with the forest, which starkly contrast with their
own. For biodiversity conservationists, a forest is
a natural space constituted by maps, boundaries,
a list of protected animals, regulations, and
policy pronouncements for protecting wildlife.
Moreover, conservation activities highlight the
production of conservation space, encompassing
networks,

project

global ideas, discourse,

images,

campaigns, development, finances,

support, and desired social practices (Lefebvre
1991; Smith 1996). The park has become a new
cosmology of space—a way of seeing and being
in the world through the lens of nature protection
(Brosius 1999; Watts 1993; West 2006; West
and Brockington 2006). The encounter between
the Mentawai and conservation intervention
reveals two completely difterent visions of space
and two fundamentally different visions of the
forest-human relationship.

These visions represent a contraposition
of humans, nature, and life (Keller 2008), with
mundane social practices and engagement
situated between these two polarised visions.
Neither the park nor the Mentawai is an
unchanging agency dictating spatial relation-
ships; they are involved in constant negotiations.
The Mentawai have realised that they do not
have enough power to cancel the presence of
the park or challenge the Conservation Law
but recognise their strong position in the
contemporary discourse on Indigenous rights
and decentralisation. Both know contemporary
political relations prevent park officers from
employing Conservation Law, force, and
actual violence in their duties. SNP is a paper
park (White and Courtney 2004; West and
Brockington 2006) and does not conform
to a standard storyline of the displacement,
of local

dispossession, and expropriation

populations that can be found in the political
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ecology literature of parks in Africa and
elsewhere (Peluso 1993; Neumann, 1998; 2004;
Brockington 2002; West et al. 2006; Kelly 2011).
We contend that the status of SNP as a paper
park is not caused mainly by a lack of resources,
poor design or ineffective enforcement. Instead,
it is both produced by the Mentawai’s’ various
strategies to survive against a backdrop of
powerful conservation institutions (Rubis and
Thériault 2020) and the changing political-
economy dynamic of the Indigenous people and
the outside world, especially after the national
decentralisation process aligning with the
global Indigenous movement. The Mentawai
do not feel defeated by the presence of the park
as other Indigenous/local groups around the
globe have felt (Keller 2008; Dowie 2011). Their
current cooperation with the park and other
conservation initiatives not only points to their
aspirations and desires to cultivate relations
with external conservation agencies (High
and Oakley 2020), but also illustrates their
confidence in continuing their ‘world-making’
(Escobar 2013, 2016; Cepek 2008).

In extending the critical literature on
the violent creation and impact of protected
areas, our article indicates that the shift in
access, subjectivity, political relations, and
social practices regarding protected areas (Kelly
2014; Kelly and Gupta 2016) does not always
worsen Indigenous people’s livelihoods, lives,
and well-being. Instead, our case inadvertently
points to the way forward to transform existing
conservation practices. Various scholars (Bischer
and Fletcher 2020; Massarela et al. 2023;
Perfecto et al. 2019; Kashwan et al. 2021)
call for a radical transformation for violent,
racialised, and militarised protection to create a
socially just, democratic, inclusive, decolonised,
and regenerative form of biodiversity conserva-
tion. Although these are significant and timely

endeavours, it is equally crucial that conserva-
tionists and anthropologists alike document the
transformations that have already occurred in
protected areas (Kelly 2014; Kelly and Gupta
2016) in which Indigenous people’s agencies
play crucial roles without simply elucidating the
latest jargon, ideas or arguments.

The Mentawai

sophisticated radical critique of Western ideas

might not offer a
of human nature underlying conservation
and the global political-economic structure
underpinning the existing conservation agendas.
Nor do they openly challenge the structures
of powers in the park and park management
as radical social movements do. Nevertheless,
they force the national park to accommodate
their way of relating to the forest and the more-
than-human world in the forest that resembles
the ideas of regenerative ecology (Kashwan
et al. 2021; Altieri and Toledo 2011). They
have pushed the park to acknowledge their
land rights and recognise the co-existence
of human and non-human nature, avoiding
legal enforcement and violent approaches and
accepting the direct democratic Mentawai’s
governance of the forest as recently promoted
by convivial conservation scholars (Bischer
and Fletcher 2020; Massarela et al. 2023). In
doing so, the Mentawai reshape the park as
a new space where their interest in engagement
with biodiversity conservation is part of the
Indigenous way of being (Cepek 2008, 2018),
whereby forests and other natural resources are
continuously a part of the production of human
life. Paying careful attention to the negotiation
space might open our eyes to the diverse and
prosaic forms of Indigenous politics in protected

areas already before us.
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NOTES

1 We wish we could describe the myth fully here.
The myth recounts that the ancestors of the
Mentawai, Western, and mainland people were
siblings, but had different attitudes towards
working in the forest. The Mentawai and the
mainland people’s ancestors loved working in
the forest, while Westerners’ ancestors loved
working with steel, computers, and reading books.
Nevertheless, the mainland people’s ancestors
followed in the footsteps of Westerner ancestors,
learning how to make machines, but forgetting
how to live in the forest. In this myth, the forest
not only affected social relations between the
ancestors of the Mentawai and others, but also
explained their differences.
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Dayabati Roy

PROMISES OF DEVELOPMENT, LAND
ACQUISITION, AND DISPOSSESSION:
A CAR FACTORY PROJECT AND PEASANTS
IN WEST BENGAL, INDIA

ABSTRACT

This article examines how the futures promised by the postcolonial state through

various projects leave peasants sceptical about a new government project at the

rural margin of India. Focusing on a car factory project undertaken in 2006 by the

government of the West Bengal Indian state, I explore how a half century-long

project of land reforms shaped the dispossession politics of the peasants whose lands

have been acquired for a car factory project. Based on an ethnography in Singur, this

article explores how a car factory project at the very onset of its implementation

instilled a sense of harm to life and livelihoods. Consequently, that project produced

forms of spatiotemporal inequality between different socioeconomic groups in

connection, not only with their ownership of land, but also with their respective

vision of their work futures.

Keywords: project form, dispossession, land acquisition, peasantry, India

INTRODUCTION

It was the month of May in 2006. Amidst the
midsummer heat and the excitement across the
eastern Indian state of West Bengal, a segment
of citizens celebrated the Left Front’s (LF)
overwhelming victory. Simultaneously, news of a
new project spread in the state. This new project
planned to establish a Tata Motors, a global
company, car factory on a stretch of 997 acres
of agricultural land in Singur, a community
development block situated around 45 km
from the Kolkata metropolitan area. The newly
re-elected chief minister of the LF government
in West Bengal and the chairperson of Tata

Motors jointly declared this car factory project
a panacea for the area’s development deficit.
Several villagers of Singur from all corners of
the land earmarked for the car factory project,
however, gathered in the next week to protest
when news spread of the Tata Motors team and
government officials’ visit. Since that protest,
Singur remained in the eye of a political storm
that lasted until Tata Motors moved out of
Singur and relocated the car project to Gujarat,
a western Indian state, in October 2008.

'The West Bengal government was resolute
in acquiring these agricultural lands by virtue
of the colonial Land Acquisition Act of 1894,

according to which, lands can be acquired for the
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purpose of the ‘public interest’ without requiring
approval from the landowners. Nirupam Sen
(2006), the then-industry Minister stated, ‘[I]t
is a question of not just those who are losing
land, but also of the economic growth of the
state’. Notably, West Bengal’s growth rate fell to
4.9%, below the India-wide average, which was
5.5% during the last decade of LF rule (2001-
2010) (Ghatak 2021). The LF government, thus,
sought, as Mohanty (2007: 2) noted, to ‘change
both gear and strategy in an effort to sustain the
economic growth that West Bengal has seen in
the last three decades or so’. However, when the
government used the story of growth to justify
its attempt at rapid industrialisation, scholars
made a broader point related to rampant
industrialisation and urbanisation in South Asia.
Drawing from Harvey (2005), who argued that a
shift in emphasis has occurred in contemporary
capitalism from expanded reproduction to
accumulation through dispossession, Banerjee-
Guha (2008) suggested that the appropriation
of lands purportedly aimed at industrialisation
and generating employment have often been
diverted by real estate speculation and elite
consumption.

'This article explores how both registered
and unregistered sharecroppers, women, and
landowners differ in their experiences during
the anticipatory phase of dispossession. Under
the compensation packages offered by the LF
government, only landowners and registered
sharecroppers (albeit minimally) are entitled
Other

groups, such as unregistered sharecroppers,

to receive monetary compensation.
landless peasants, and women, all individuals
who depend primarily upon these lands, are
situated beyond the purview of compensation
packages, and, thus, participate in the anti-land
acquisition movement. Since the beginning,
these economically and socially marginalised

people came together to forge a unified

anti-land acquisition movement against the
state government. Much has been written
about the effects of land acquisition on the
marginal and low-caste people of India (see,
for instance, Banerjee-Guha 2008; Jenkins et
al. 2014; Levien 2018; Sud 2014) and, in the
particular context of Singur, the location of
my study (Das 2016; Majumdar 2018; Nielsen
2010; Roy 2014; Sarkar 2007; Sau 2018). Some
recent research (Gardner 2018; Noy 2020, 2022,
2023; Oskarsson 2018) importantly examined
the unequal consequences of dispossession and
how compensation packages create new forms
of discrimination. This article contributes to
these studies by explaining how the threat of
anticipated dispossession produces forms of
spatiotemporal inequality between different
socioeconomic groups connected not only
to their ownership of land, but also to their
respective vision of future work.

when  the
Tata Motors’ car factory project, which the

Contestations ~ emerged
government identified as in the ‘public interest’,
mediated how different groups of people in
the region live and pursue their livelihoods.
Subsequently, anticipating dispossession and
minimal compensation packages engendered
a differentiated

perceived and encountered land acquisition for

terrain in which people
a car factory project based on their respective
positions. Various socioeconomic groups in
Singur diverged regarding how they framed the
meaning of land acquisition for their futures
and responded accordingly to the anticipated
dispossession. For instance, when I approached
one of the affected villages, trudging along a
muddy road, a sharecropper woman commented

passionately:

[W]le have cultivated a small amount
of land as unregistered sharecroppers

for a few decades. The government is
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about to dispossess us of these lands
for Tata Motors, which has come to
establish a car factory on the rural
frontier. If that happens, how can my
son survive without these lands? Our
lives are almost over, what will happen
to him? So, I shall fight till the end and,
if necessary, sacrifice my life for the sake
of defending these lands so that my son
can live off them.

The question that arises is how a car factory
project, which the government considered
a remedy to several developmental deficits,
permeates the social world of diverse segments

of the

organisational technology are generally planned

peasantry. Projects involving an
so that human intervention can achieve a
particular goal within a specific timeframe. The
project form can, thus, structure and transform
social realities based on a particular template.
The Singur car factory project, therefore, came
into conflict ‘with the concrete experiences’ of
the peasants and the ‘social rhythms of time’
(Bear 2014: 6-7). Abram and Weszkalnys (2011:
3—4) define a project as ‘the ordered preparation
for development’ that operates ‘as a particular
form of promissory note’. Knox and Harvey
(2011: 143), scholars of infrastructures, showed
in their study how a road construction project
in Peru was promoted ‘as a way of mitigating
some of the dangers of underdevelopment,
economic isolation, and political volatility’. By
promising a better future, this car factory project
in Singur was also advanced as an attempt at
rapid industrialisation. However, a rift emerged
between the project and its implementation
when the former permeated social worlds
through its predetermined template of actions,
mediating how different groups of people from
the concerned project area live and pursue

their livelihoods. That is, a rift emerges because

a proposed project usually presumes that the
target people are rational actors presumed to
work methodically across the segmented times
to produce a new social reality that promises
a better future.

Abram (2014: 129) noted that ‘multiple
temporalities’ might exist within a project.
Drawing from an ethnography of a movement
against land acquisition, this article explores
how various social forms in a project area
engage with the promises of a better future
promised by a project. Do peasants anticipate
that a project template of actions does not
consider their livelihoods and other concerns?
Do they have a deep sense of insecurity for
their future? These questions become significant
given the influential arguments put forward
by Bear (2017). Specifically, she asserted that
the analysis of how a specific community,
institution, and individual construct ‘pasts
and futures to take action in the present’ is
significant, but not ‘sufficient to understand
and act on inequality’ (Bear 2017: 143). What
we need, as she emphasised, is a critical political
economy of capitalist time that traces forms of
accumulation, the emergence of contradictory
rhythms, and varying degrees of security and
insecurity (Bear 2017, 2020).

Instead of dealing with issues related
to capitalist accumulation alongside labour
and work, project forms in neoliberal India
often deal with

management of populations who typically

issues that concern the
suffer from prioritising economic growth. As Li
(2007: 7) correctly argued, ‘experts tasked with
improvement exclude the structure of political-
economic relations from their diagnoses and
prescriptions’. Project forms, therefore, attempt
to contain any disruptive temporalities that
emerge during implementation. Given that the
conflict between capital and labour lies within

the purview of power dynamics, project forms
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seldom attempt to intervene in the conflict
between capital and labour. One of the relevant
questions that immediately arises is whether
certain kinds of issues always remain elusive
simply because they lie beyond the purview of
project forms. Both project planners and project
executors instantly intervene in and manage
any unwanted contingencies arising as a result
of conflicting interests in the population during
project implementation. But, planners and
executors may play hardly any role in issues that
often appear as part of the fundamental conflicts
between capital and labour.

Moreover, a project might fail due to often
conflicting timelines and agencies, while the
promises, expectations, hopes, and deprivations
a particular project form brings remain in the
minds of the target populations. By contrast,
people frame their expectations and aspirations
related to any future projects based on the past
and future, which took shape based on previous
project forms. Thus, a disjuncture often arises
between the ordered times that project forms
layout and the multiple disorderly temporalities
that exist during project implementation.

In this study, I conducted an ethnographic
exploration in a village in Singur between 2006
and 2008. In doing so, I spent more than three
months in this village, and remained in touch
with the area and its people intermittently
in subsequent years. 1 closely observed,
sometimes as a participant observer, the intense
struggle against land acquisition. In addition,
I interviewed around 90 people from different
strata and conducted several rounds of informal
discussions. Among the interviewees, several
were women, including young and elderly
people since they stayed at home, while working
men were away from home during the daytime.
However, I attempted to visit their workplaces,
the agricultural fields.

The first section examines the context of

imagining the time for industrialisation and how
a car factory project planned on a stretch of fertile
agricultural lands resulted from the promise
of creating employment. The second section
explores the contestations of futurity, guarantees,
and values emerging from peasants’ resistance
to the proposed car factory and the subsequent
land acquisition. The third section explores how
peasants conceptualised dispossession based on
the construction and reconstruction of their
experiences of governmental policies, such as
land reform programmes in the past. Finally,
the fourth section summarises what we can take
away from this narrative of project forms and
their implementation, and what this research
contributes to the work on projects and project
forms.

INDUSTRIALISATION:
A PROMISE FOR THE FUTURE

The Communist Party of India (Marxist)
[CPI(M)], the dominant force of the LF
government, represented an alliance of some
left-wing political parties. In West Bengal,
they aimed to write a new ‘development’ script
based on their sense of time after their seventh
consecutive electoral victory in May 2006. The
new development script placed more emphasis
on economic growth, industrialisation, and
urbanisation. Their sense of time seemed linear,
acting as a driving force for the capitalist
conception of human history and Marxist
(orthodox) communists. Nigam (2007: 1047)
rightly argued that ‘a certain narrative of progress
and history that derives from a certain rendering
(reading) of Marx’ involves a well-entrenched
notion that is ‘shared by the bourgeois
economics (...)". This notion of time supposedly
prioritises the future and rejects the past.
Similarly, in the LF government’s script, a stage

perception existed in which industrialisation
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follows assumed  that

They
agriculture in West Bengal had developed to

agriculture.

its limit, and, now, it industrialisation’s time. As
Buddhadeb Bhattacharya (2007), the erstwhile
Chief Minister, stated, industrialisation was
the only viable path at that moment to create
employment for the aspiring youth in West
Bengal. Asserting his faith in the historical
inevitability of capitalism, he thus argued, ‘the
process of economic development evolves from
agriculture to industry. The journey is from [the]
villages to cities (...) it is incumbent on us to
move ahead; there will be the end of history’
(2007: 3).

Time as envisioned by the LF government
was also a temporality, whereby, as Abram
and Weszkalnys (2011: 7) argued, ‘as global
corporations have become increasingly willing
to move their activities to offshore, states have
competed to attract their investment’. Steur and
Das (2009: 67) stated that almost all countries
in the global South, including the ‘communist’
countries ‘have become “transition” countries,
competing to attract foreign direct investment
and reform according to the strictures of global
capitalism’. The question that arises now is
whether we can recognise the establishment
of a private car factory through the acquisition
of peasants’ agricultural lands as an instance
of exercising governmentality. In their study
on road construction, Knox and Harvey
(2011: 144) argued that we should consider
the construction of a road ‘an ideal example
of the exercise of governmentality’ since its
implementation is ‘oriented towards the freedom
of the population’. The term ‘governmentality’
was used by Foucault (1991) to define the
techniques of modern governments that ‘have
as [their] purpose not the act of government
itself, but the welfare of the population, the
improvement of its condition, the increase of
its wealth, longevity, health, etc (...) (Graham et

al. 1991). In the same way, we can also consider
industrialisation and investment as ways of
managing underdevelopment, unemployment,
and economic isolation along with promoting
a sense of security in many developing countries
like India.

However, a car factory and land acquisition
for it as project forms could engender exclusion
and harm in the minds of the people. For
instance, comparing land dispossession for
under  state-level

industrial ~ development

developmentalism and neoliberalism in India,
Levien (2013: 381) argued that, in
‘the present regime “land broker states” have
emerged to indiscriminately transfer land
from peasants to capitalist firms for real
estate’. Central governments might have failed
‘to achieve the ideological legitimacy of its
predecessors’, as he noted, reflecting ‘a regime
of land for production with pretensions of
inclusive social transformation’ (Levien 2013:
381). The question now arises, as Sanyal (2007)
and Chatterjee (2008) indicated, whether small
producers (principally the peasantry), who have
been continually dispossessed of their lands and/
or other means of labour, are simultaneously
provided with some other means of livelihood
as part of ‘governmentality’. The car factory
project in Singur and the ensuing resistance
among dispossessed peasants against this project
enlighten us as to how the factory project could
mark a rupture in the system of governance
lasted for more than three decades—from the
late 1970s to the late 2000s.

After the economic reforms of the 1990s,
industrial licensing policy in India underwent
crucial changes due to the implementation
of liberalisation policies and the subsequent
decline in the role of the central government
and planning commission in both conceiving
and financing state-level developmental projects.

Various state governments from the Indian
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Union gained greater autonomy in economic
decision-making as well as the opportunity to
attract investors to their respective locations
(Rudolph and Rudolph 2001). West Bengal
was no exception. The then-LF government
of West Bengal sought to turn the tide, albeit
belatedly, by ‘unleashing capital from the reigns
of red tape’, swinging ‘between favouring
citizens and encouraging business’ (Abram and
Weszkalnys 2011: 7) just after their victory in
the assembly election in 2006. It took every
effort to attract footloose capital and woo
investors to strengthen the industrial sector of
West Bengal. Investment from Tata Motors
for a car factory in West Bengal was part of
these rejuvenation efforts by the state and, thus,
represented a breakthrough, easing the path for
industrialisation and a considerable achievement
in attracting investment.

While imagining this time period as the
perfect juncture for switching from agriculture
to industrialisation, the LF government never
denied that segments of marginalised people
would lose their jobs as part of this shift
from agriculture to industry. However, the
LF communists strongly believed that these
job losses were indispensable in the historical
transition from one stage to another. They
presumed that it was the law of historical
development, a trajectory one cannot change
at will. Just after announcing this car factory
project in May 2006, I conducted an exclusive
interview with a district-level leader' of the
ruling LF party at his residence in Singur. He
explained how the government projected the
establishment of a car factory on agricultural
lands as a measure of enhancing development.
He stated:

It is undeniable that some peasants have lost
their land in many places as roads widened,
industries came up. But, due to consequent

economic and social development, job
opportunities have increased enormously.
In such areas, even a day labourer now gets
work on 300-350 days per year instead of
only 100 days per year in agriculture. Many
outside people will begin to stay here in
quarters as industry develops, and they
might require domestic help. Women from
peasant families can earn more by working

as maid-servants.

My conversation with this party leader also
revealed that, since the beginning, the large
landowners, most of whom were absentee,
were ready to hand over their lands to the
government for this project. By contrast, the
marginalised peasants and some other people,
most of whom did not have land but depended
to some extent upon it for their livelihoods, were
vehemently against the land acquisition (Roy
2014). Although this leader branded the anti-
land acquisition movement as an offshoot of the
provocation from opposition parties, he could
not deny that marginal peasants were reluctant
to give up making use of these lands. While
the car factory project form promised a better
future to the peasantry, the latter anticipated
harm to their lives and livelihoods. Despite
envisioning a promise to both the larger society
and the local peasantry, the project form’s values
were measured based on a capitalist logic. The
temporalities of the peasants, thus, differed from
the temporality of the project, leading to the
anti-land acquisition movement.

The representatives of political parties and
the ruling LF parties, including the dominant
CPI(M) party in particular, imagined the
present as a capitalist time, which should set
aside other practices that act as a deterrent to
capitalist accumulation. Marxist communists
jumped at the chance for growth in the economic
development of West Bengal, while the modern
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time—or the neoliberal time—trumpeted an
unleashing of capital and encouraging business
beyond the reach of the state. Rapid investment
and industrialisation represented an urgent call
in that moment, no matter who was displaced
resulting from this effort. Like the liberal or the
neoliberal camp, Marxist communists presumed
that some proportion of individuals would never
directly benefit from this project. However,
Marxist communists also believed that the
marginalised people at this capitalist time could
obtain work in various sectors arising from
industrialisation.

The question lay in how the government
as a protagonist of this project measured the
value of labour. My research found that the
government recreated forms of inequality as
part of the project. Notably, the patterns of the
plan for setting up a factory explicitly revealed
that the landowning class privileged the project
space at the cost of the marginalised or landless
labourers. The planners never hesitated to state
that this car factory project would displace a
segment of marginalised people from their lands
and livelihoods. They viewed the acquisition
of lands and the subsequent ‘exclusion’ of
marginalised peasants as part of this transition
from agriculture to industrialisation. This specific
segment of the peasantry was considered extra
or ‘unwanted’, visibly beyond the main stage
of the project performance. They were, rather,
the footloose labourers who might be carried
through the emerging stages in this transition
narrative, placed in the service of the propertied
class as labourers including as domestic help.

In this narrative, the project form considers
the present as a capitalist time during which
economic growth signifies economic prosperity.
Governments pursued moving up to the stage
of industrialisation since the contribution
of agriculture to the gross domestic product

(GDP) was receding, and agriculture was

collapsing. However, Mohanty (2007:11)
argued that, despite the decline of agriculture’s
share in GDP to a little more than 20% (which
later declined to 15% in 2022-2023 (Times
of India 2023)), it still accounted for almost
60% of all employment. In the discourse of its
promise, marginalised peasants found that those
promises were, indeed, meant for the propertied
class who possessed lands ready for acquisition
and for the educated youth serving as skilled
labourers in the car factory. In the sections to
follow, I explore how the anti-land acquisition
movement emerging as a part of implementing
the described project compelled planners to
consider them as similar stakeholders and
rethink the efficacies of project forms in the
existing project areas.

CONTESTATION OVER THE
PROMISES OF DEVELOPMENT

Singur village, the village under study, comprises
160 households and nearly 1000 inhabitants.
Among these households, around 67 belong
to Scheduled Castes (SC), 73 belong to the
Mabhishya® caste, and the remaining 20 belong to
the Gowala® caste. SC are officially designated
groups of people and among the most
disadvantaged socioeconomic groups in India.
SC families are primarily landless labourers
although some have small plots of land. Around
one-third of all households in this village have
been sharecropper peasants for generations,
but have not been registered as bargadars’ in
government records, betraying the limitations
of the land reform programme of the LF
government. The question arises regarding what
kinds of contestations emerged as a consequence
of the conflicting interests, contrasting visions
of development, and contradictory values. Why
did peasants contest this car factory project,
which planners positioned as a ‘public interest’
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project? Villagers who resisted the car factory
project were unsure during the initial period
whether they could ultimately save their lands
from acquisition. For instance, an elderly
woman, possessing no land, stated, {W]e live
oft sharecropping and gathering food from these
lands. We collect different types of edible herbs
from different corners of these lands. We also
rear goats and cattle that graze on these lands.
We would not survive without these lands.’

A young agricultural labourer candidly
offered this explanation:

Although I don’t have land, I am entirely
dependent on these lands to earn a
livelihood. Thus, we won't allow these lands
to be acquired. Even if the landowners
agree to sell their lands, we won't leave
these lands. I used to work in a rolling mill
in an industrial area, and earned US$12
per week. But, due to an illness I could not
continue that work. Now, I am working as
an agricultural labourer. Many have been
working as day-labourer in industries and
businesses in urban areas, but often they
return [to the village] due to the closure
of factories or some other troubles. Work
outside the village is unstable and not
reliable, while our income from agriculture
is more secure and provides us with food
throughout the year.

'This agricultural labourer who previously worked
in an industry knows the extent of insecurity
taced by wage labourers. His words remind us of
Parry’s (2013: 348) findings, which showed how
insecure wage labour is, even in public sector
industries, and how it is differentiated from the
regular (permanent) workforce.

Thus, when the then-Chief Minister of
West Bengal, the Buddhadeb Bhattacharya-led

state government, outlined the promise of the

project, declaring that this car factory project
would create jobs for thousands of young
peasants and shape the country’s future, most
of the peasants contested these job creation
promises. Peasants contested the promise of
jobs in future since they envisioned this project
form as a source of greater economic precarity.
Their own experiences in erstwhile land reform
projects and in moving in and out of industrial
work shaped peasants’ opinions. Notably, a
remarkable number of dargadars joined the
crowd that blocked the passage of the team’s
visit mentioned above as a means of protest.
Despite the land reform project promises,
many bargadars in this village are not registered
and, thus, have no legal right to the land they
have tilled for generations. Villagers still recall
the Tebhaga movement, via which the rights
of bargadars were recognised by the government
of West Bengal. The Tebhaga movement broke
out in the undivided Bengal province in the
late colonial period, demanding that two-thirds
of crops should go to sharecroppers, which
extended for some years into the postcolonial
period. The erstwhile (Congress) government
amended the Land Reforms Act in 1971,
whereby bargadars would receive three-fourths
of the crops they cultivated, enhancing the
two-thirds share originally demanded during
In 1978,
Operation
Barga® campaign to register the names of

the aforementioned movement.

the LF government began the

bargadars, in an effort to prevent their eviction.
Their hereditary rights to cultivate the land they
sharecropped became legally protected.

But, in this

the Operation Barga programme was not

part of West Bengal,

implemented in its true spirit. As such, a
considerable number of unregistered bargadars
illustrated the limit of the much-trumpeted
project in one of LF’s strongholds. What went
wrong with this project? One of the LF leaders
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in Singur placed blame on the bargadars for
failing to register their names despite the best
efforts of the party and the government. He
argued that the unregistered dargadars wanted
to maintain good relations with landowners
and, thus, had no interest in registering their
names. The question becomes why the ruling
party could not ensure registration of bargadars?
One elderly villager explained the phenomenon
thusly: [S]oon after the LF came to power, most
of the landowners who were previously aligned
with the erstwhile Congress party became
supporters of the ruling LF party and, thus, the
latter spared their lands from being registered
under Operation Barga.’

Peasants now heard new promises
regarding a car factory project, while the
government failed to deliver on the promises
granted through the land reform project. The
LF government tried to acquire their lands
through new promises for a better future, while
unregistered bargadar peasants still yearned for
the lands they had cultivated. Bargadars and
landless labourers, thus, began to vehemently
resist the land acquisition move by the
government. They were at the forefront of this
anti-land acquisition movement since they were
not entitled to any compensation given their
lack of land ownership as well as any formal
recognition as a bargadar. Women bargadars and
from landless families who previously toiled
these lands also joined this movement. This
typical

socially marginal families were likely responsible

combination of economically and

for strengthening the movement from the very
beginning.

It was not only women from the landless
and bargadars peasant families who previously
laboured on the lands resisted the land acquisition
move by the government; women from small
and middle peasant families who rarely laboured

on the lands also participated in this resistance

in large numbers. When the dominant discourse
engaged in debates on issues like the viability
of agriculture or industrialisation as the only
path towards ‘development’, these peasant
women forcefully questioned the very discourse
of ‘development’ and organised themselves into
a resistance movement against ‘development’-
led dispossession. Just as women-led groups in
peasant revolutionary organisations ‘influence
[the] movement trajectory’ (Tyagi 2018: 123)
amongst the Maoist in Telangana, India, the
peasant women of Singur also became essential
to protestors by ‘creating [a] robust support
system that can sustain’ the anti-land acquisition
movement.

The entire concern of peasant women
revolved around issues of land, both private
property and communal lands. They asserted
that such lands were indispensable to their
subsistence. For instance, I met an unregistered
sharecropper woman who worked in a paddy
field during my fieldwork in June 2006. She
explained, [T]his land is like a mother to us,
teeding us throughout the year. Hence, we can’t
part with it at any cost. We would rather fight
with all our might to defend the land.” Likewise,
a woman from a modest landholding family
stated, {OJur husbands are not educated enough
and only know how to cultivate. You cannot
force us to give up our land.” They seemed to fear
being driven from all their means of livelihood,
regardless of what they had enjoyed thus far
from a subsistence level of agriculture. A woman
from a small landholding family who owned
one acre of agricultural land candidly explained,
‘[T]his piece of land belonged to my father-in-
law. Now, this piece of land is the property of our
family. We, all of our family members, cultivate
and live oft the land. Nobody can force us to
part with this land.” She felt a deep attachment
to this piece of land. While unaware of her legal

entitlement prescribed by the Hindu succession
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Act® vis-a-vis the widows of male successors,
she correctly stated that she had a right to this
piece of land belonging to her husband or her
in-law’s family, revealing that she would die to
save it from the expropriators.

'The women belonging to the sharecropper
and landless families tell another story, rendering
the situation of land rights among women
multifaceted. Peasant women are generally not
registered as bargadars or sharecroppers in West
Bengal. Notwithstanding their high level of
involvement in agricultural production, they are
rarely recognised as a bargadar or sharecropper.
However, the policy directive of the West
Bengal government from 1992, pledged that,
during the redistribution of land, ‘to the extent
possible’ government-allocated land should be
granted either to a woman individually or jointly
to a husband and wife. However, the pattern of
land redistribution suggests that the allocation
of pattas’ tends to reinforce existing gender
inequalities in property rights (Brown and Das
Choudhury 2002). This not only applied to the
case of women’s entitlement, but also to the
implementation of the land reform policy as
a whole.

Women within unregistered bargadar
families felt more vulnerable and, therefore,
vigorously participated in the anti-land
acquisition movement. They perhaps anticipated
that, once the acquisition was completed,
they would become nonentities in relation
to the lands upon which they cultivated for
generations. 'Their families would not be
entitled to any compensation or rehabilitation
programmes offered by the government, since
they have no legal rights to the land. Thus, when
the government stepped forward to acquire the
lands, peasant women, cutting across various
landholding families as well as sharecropper and
landless families, objected to the government

move possibly by virtue of the ‘subsistence

ethic’. Fearing a loss of subsistence barred them
from buying the narrative of industrialisation.
Subsistence security, which they achieved
through consistent economic efforts in their
everyday lives based mainly on the land
regardless of their rights, has remained their
primary importance. These practices related to
the ‘desire for subsistence security’ stemming
from their economic lives albeit experienced
socially ‘as a pattern of moral rights’, as Polanyi
(1957) argued. Scott (1976:6) systematically
followed this line of thought, arguing that such
practices ‘were nearly universal in traditional
society and served to mark it oft from the modern
market economy’. While ‘the subsistence ethic’
is, in general, a given of peasant economics, as
argued by Scott (1976: 5-6), peasant women are
swayed more by this ethic.

Following the announcement of the car
factory project in May 2006, between June
and August, government officials tried to
enter the villages on three or four occasions
to distribute notifications to peasants whose
lands were marked for acquisition. Each time,
these women blocked entry to their villages.
They arranged themselves in such a way that
whenever and wherever they saw officials
proceeding towards the villages, those first
noticing the officials immediately blew conch
shells from their houses. Both the conch and
the conch’s sound are sacred symbols in Hindu
caste communities. Individuals belonging to this
religious community use a conch in almost all of
their religious activities. In Islam and Buddhism
as well, the conch is considered a symbol of
the divine realm. Once heard, other women
would respond by blowing conchs so that the
information could spread from one hamlet to
another, covering the entirety of the earmarked
area. Immediately, women rushed to where the
officials were approaching holding broomsticks®
in their hands. Women’s vigilance previously
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continued throughout the day. Such resistance
took place several times in the months preceding
land acquisition. In addition, they creatively
applied newer forms of protest demonstration,
at times employing traditional weapons and
holding the brooms in their hands and at other
times wearing garlands of vegetables. These
types of demonstrations obviously carry some
traditional meanings and concepts. Holding a
kitchen knife in one hand was more likely to
symbolise an attempt to resist an approaching
enemy. By contrast, holding a broomstick in
hand symbolised sweeping or cleaning nasty
things from the area, which included the threat
to their way of life posed by the land acquisition.

While contestations related to the promises
of development and the peasants’ resistance
against the car project expanded, members
of the ruling political party began to garner
peasants’ consent to acquire land in writing.
In July and September 2006, the government
issued notifications for land acquisition and
distributed monetary compensation to willing
landowners. In addition, the government seized
the opportunity to set up several police camps
immediately in and around the villages. All
of these camps were supposedly established
to tighten the grip of the administration on
the situation. The government acted, indeed,
in a definitive way to acquire the land for the
car factory project. On 1 December 2006, the
government began fencing off land earmarked
tor Tata Motors. The next day, a few thousand
police forces swooped down on the fenced land,
fired teargas shells, and chased away villagers
who gathered there to protect their land.

The government fenced in lands,
surveilling them by a few thousand police
posted to temporary camps established around
the area. The farmlands virtually turned into a
battlefield with around 1000 acres cordoned

off from all sides to prevent any movement of
the villagers inside the fenced-in areas. The
aggrieved peasants attempted to smash the
fence and enter the lands once cordoned off, and
permanent police camps, including watchtowers,
were erected across the boundaries allowing for
day and night surveillance. However, the strong
police force guarding the fenced-in lands always
overpowered the peasants. Subsequently, the
steam of the movement slowly dissipated. The
only hope among the agitating land losers rested
in court cases, pending in both the High Court
and the Supreme Court, which challenged
the legality of land acquisition in Singur.
Specifically, the petitioners challenged the land
acquisition move by the government ‘in the
name of the public interest’. They argued that
the government acquired the lands in Singur in
the interests of a large industrial party.

Finally, amid the controversy regarding
the land acquisition and the pending cases in
the courts, Tata Motors decided to move out
of Singur in October 2008, when the Supreme
Court delivered a final judgment, declaring
that the land acquisition move was illegal and
void. The peasants engaged in various efforts
to sabotage the car factory project and its
narrative of progress. They stalled the project
by disrupting its time-conscious temporality
through break-ins and court challenges. They
also increased the cost of and risks to the project
by compelling the government to hire guards
to protect the acquired lands. In addition, the
court cases challenged the narrative of promised
economic development, asserting that it was
at best in the interest of the private sector, but
never in the public interest. The court cases
ultimately succeeded, but the peasants had
already doomed the project by undermining its

temporal, operational, and narrative logic.
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PERCEIVED EXPECTATIONS,
HARM, AND DISPOSSESSION

It is now clearer how multiple temporalities—
that is, the car factory project, the erstwhile ruling
LF, and the peasants’ own temporalities—were
at play and how those temporalities contested
‘notions of progress and betterment embedded
in the plan’ (Abram and Weszkalnys 2011: 14).
Latour (1996: 23) argued that a project form is
‘a fiction since at the outset it does not exist’.
Since it does not exist, ‘the relationship between
spatial plans and the realities imagined in
them is always fragile and multivalent’ (Abram
and Weszkalnys 2011: 15). We now see how
the peasants conceptualised the project forms
and the subsequent dispossession based on
the construction and reconstruction of their
past. One leader of the anti-land acquisition
movement stated as follows:

The landless

movement because they knew that their survival

peasants supported the
depended on safeguarding the lands. If a car
factory is constructed, they won't get a job, but
will lose their livelihoods instead. The 1000-van
rickshaw pullers would be jobless in that case.
'They carry crops such as potatoes from the field
to the local cold stores.

Another person who lived oft his 2.33-
acre plot of land was also highly doubtful of
the promise offered by the government of a job
in the car factory. He argued, ‘Being farmers,
we know only the plough and the sickle and
nothing about a car factory. So, how could we get
jobs there? We are against the acquisition of this
land.” Another marginalised peasant contested
the logic of the government vis-a-vis its land
acquisition move. He asked, ‘Why is a car
industry set up in this area? What benefit would
the farmers get from such an industry? Why
isn’t an industry to produce farming equipment

or fertiliser and pesticides set up, such that the

farmers can access cheap agricultural products?’
Thus, these peasants were sceptical about the
project’s promise that land-losers would obtain
jobs in the proposed factory.

Majumder and Nielsen (2016: 79) found
that the long-term formation of land-based
identities and subjectivities in West Bengal
‘embody contradictory and very ambivalent
aspirations insofar as they simultaneously
produce a desire for land and for respectable
off-farm employment’. These scholars might
not have simply posited a binary between these
two kinds of aspirations, but also considered
oft-farm employment respectable. In the case I
describe here, we see how a prosperous Mahishya
tamily possessing around four acres of land and
two submersible tube wells for irrigation set up
an off-farm enterprise alongside agriculture.
One member of this family stated the following:

[W]e purchased one acre of land, two
submersible tube wells, and a power
tiller using our savings generated from
agriculture. Along with our cultivation
work, we began to invest in manufacturing
porcelain  insulators used as non-
conductors for high-voltage electricity
transmission. We have employed about ten
women for this household industry and
are planning to expand production. But,
all of the enterprise activities are upset by
this acquisition of land, which threatens
both our agricultural as well as industrial

activities.

Another landowner-cultivator with 2.5 acres of

land asserted,

We appealed to the government to save our
multi-crop land and, instead, acquired low
and marshy land available a few kilometres
away. That will save the peasants and
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facilitate setting up an industry. We are
also in favour of industry, but not on multi-

crop land.

These landowners are neither against farming
nor against industries; instead, they favour both
farming and industries. In other words, unlike
the LF communists who believe the perception
that industrialisation must follow agriculture,
landowners do not believe in the linear historical
perception whereby industrialisation must
follow agriculture. Instead, they realise that, as
a part of their everyday experiences, farming or
industries alone cannot create employment for
all.

Notably, among 160 households in the
village, 135 almost fully depend on agricultural
activities to earn their livelihoods. However,
a few substantial landowners engage in jobs
and businesses, while their lands are tilled by
bargadars. 'They commute to adjacent towns
to do odd jobs in factories, shops, and small
businesses. Around 30 villagers have migrated
to cities like Mumbai, Delhi, and Bangalore to
work principally as goldsmiths or construction
workers. In addition, I noted ten cases of reverse
migration, whereby migrants returned to their
own village after the factory or enterprise in
which they worked closed down or upon finding
it more profitable to work on the land than to
work in small factories and petty businesses.
Villagers are quite aware that industries shed
‘surplus’ workers occasionally in the name of
rationalisation and modernisation. Thus, they
had coined the slogan ‘open the closed factories
and build up new factories, but not at the cost of
agriculture’, to oppose constructing a car factory
on agricultural lands.

An elderly villager made another point:

I am a marginal farmer. None of my sons
has been able to find a job. The government

is talking about jobs. Even if some people
are provided jobs in the Tata [Motors]
factory, at most one member from a family
may get a job; but if they leave the family
behind, what will happen to the rest,
especially the older members like us? No
one cares to look after other members of
the family. On the contrary, if we can retain
the land, it will give us security in old age.
Because the land belongs to the entire
family, including the old members, it can
ensure that the elderly are protected.

He also argued,

[T]he government suggested that peasants
can deposit the money they receive as
compensation in a banks and live off
the interest. But, the interest rates are
decreasing day by day. One day might
come when people will have to pay the
bank for saving their money in it. So, what
benefits would a peasant gain from saving
money in a bank?

Thus, this car factory project formulated
through a narrative based on the universal
time of capitalism ignores the multiple peasant
temporalities existing at the frontier. From these
statements and arguments from peasants, we
see that the rural economy with all its facets
was poorly impacted and all types of peasants
were united against the land acquisition move of
the government. To quote Cernea (1999:17), it
seemed that the ‘[e]xpropriation of land removes
the main foundation upon which people’s
productive systems, commercial activities, and
livelihoods are constructed’. As such, Harvey’s
(2005) arguments ring true, whereby a shift in
emphasis occurred in contemporary capitalism
from expanded reproduction to accumulation by

dispossession.
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The people’s representatives often acted as
ardent advocates of the narrative for capitalism.
While they actively engaged in the discursive
field of capitalism, they merely ignored the
conflicting interests of multiple temporalities.
The president of Singur Panchayat Samiti’
stated, ‘Although we, the local self-government
officials, were not consulted during the initial
process of selecting the location, we subsequently
got involved in the process through a meeting
called by the District Magistrate and became
part of the process’. This, thus, demonstrates
that the local self-government and the people’s
representatives did not matter much in the
narrative of industrialisation and investment in
India. This is to say, the people’s representatives
and the local party functionaries were initially
in the dark about the project although they
later acted as a ‘shadow state’. This adheres to
Das’s (2016: 2) arguments following Harriss-
White’s (2003) analysis of the local state,
‘with the declared objectives of industrial
development’. Abram and Weszkalnys (2011: 7)
refer to this as a neoliberal government trying
to unbind capital from red tape, whereby (...)
democratic states swing between favouring
citizens and encouraging businesses’. However,
when investment becomes most important,
governments do not ignore state and non-state
institutions, but call upon them for mediation in
the messy zones of confrontation between the
government and divergent social forms.
economic

This narrative reveals that

interests were often contradictory and
conflicting among individuals from a single

locality. Multiple
any given time, producing several conflicting

temporalities existed at
interests. Capitalism acts as a universal measure
of value, indeed, homogenising these multiple
interests, with the former always coming into
conflict with the latter. Thus, when measured

in terms of economic interests, a village

society is divided into separate interest groups,
cross-cutting their castes, religions, and party
affiliations. Singur provided us with one such
example, where conflicting interests associated
with land acquisition polarised villagers, castes,
and even party loyalties. It reveals how peasants
conceptualised the issues related to dispossession
based on the construction and reconstruction
of their past and their future. Whenever they
explained the extent and forms of dispossession
as part of the car factory project, they relied
on their past experiences to create consistent
narratives for the anti-land acquisition
movement. Thus, their previous experiences of
deprivation resulting from the implementation
of various other governmental projects shaped
their perceptions of dispossession. The future
previously promised by the government that
failed to materialise haunted them as they
attempted to interpret the promises scripted in

present project forms.

CONCLUSIONS

Through my analysis of the Singur car factory
project, we observe how a space, both temporal
and spatial, has been reproduced as part of

which

people viewed their future and assumed roles

the interventions, influenced how
in transforming their social realities. The car
factory project imagined a temporal frame
and intervened in the lives and livelihoods of
peasants to bring about a new future. Yet, the
latter vehemently resisted this project intended
to transform their social realities into ‘time-

Whether

their resistance promoted ‘alternatives to the

conscious’ industrialised realities.

neoliberal post-reform models of development
pursued in India’ (Nielsen 2010: 145) is not
a relevant question here. What is significant
in this context is how a disjuncture emerged

between the normative template of planned
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project actions and the disorderly temporalities
that exist during project implementation.

In a context in which governments
prioritise economic growth and consider the
rate of GDP as a marker of development,' this
project form considers these GDP-related issues
while framing its objectives for implementation.
It designs a normative template that generates
the desired values for a well-defined future.
The specific template does intervene in the
ethnographic realities to structure the human
and non-human resources to produce a new
social reality. The project forms consider human
resources as acting methodically according
to the rules and rationalities inscribed within
them. Nevertheless, the time that the project
forms predict as appropriate for the transition
to industrialisation in our case contrast with
the temporality of various actors who imagine
their time in their own ways. The temporality
of the project forms in which planners design
actions for the targeted actors differs from
the temporalities of the targeted actors. The
social process that emerged as a part of the
implementation of project forms cannot always
succeed in managing the unruly temporalities at
the grassroots level.

Thus, during the project planning, the
actors in the project area confronted the time
template of the project forms. Various actors
in the ethnographic situation hardly believed
in the project forms’ conception of time, which
predicted that the current time was appropriate
for industrialisation. Contestations  over
promises of development that emerged as part
of the peasants’ resistance against the proposed
car factory and the subsequent land acquisition
aptly illustrate how people belong to their own
plans for their future. People construct their
futures based on the spatiotemporalities of the
ethnographic space. Divergent segments of a

population often imagine their future viewing

their position in a particular sociopolitical
structure. Despite its promises, the project
forms hardly won over all of the people. The
crucial reason for its failure was that one size
did not fit all. In other words, ‘the capitalist time
is a dense and heterogeneous historical product’
(Bear 2014). Its promises do not always relate to
peasants’ desires and their consciousness of time,
and, thus, do not seem to matter in their lives
and livelihoods.

The ethnographic reflections on the
social processes that emerged during the
these
demonstrate that the conflicts of interest were

implementation  of project forms
not simply a product of contrasting values, but,
instead, represented a product of deprivation.
In an ethnographic situation, diverse segments
of the peasantry who did confront or accept
the car factory project not only placed difterent
values against parting with their lands and the
impact of a car factory, but also raised concerns
over their dispossession. Despite belonging
to different segments of the population, they
considered this project a cause of inequality.
That is, it was an event that unravelled issues
related to inequality. A sense of deprivation or
dispossession overwhelmed their perception
surrounding the factory project. Peasants
were overwhelmed by the imminent threat of
dispossession shaped by their experiences from
past projects. They interpreted issues related to
dispossession and acted accordingly to thwart
the implementation of the car factory project
by constructing and reconstructing their pasts
and futures based on past projects promised.
Despite being viewed as a magical panacea
capable of saving the country, industrialisation
and investment hardly bothered to heed people’s
wishes.

Finally, we can take away from this
narrative of project forms and the dynamic

process of project making how project forms
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constitute several conflicting temporalities
extricated from an ethnographic situation. This
mirrors Carse and Kneas’s (2019: 10) study of
an infrastructure project, which showed how
unbuilt and unfinished

become the axes of social worlds and sites where

infrastructures ‘can

temporalities are knotted and reworked in
unpredictable ways’. In addition, project forms
endeavouring to control the future often end
up being futile. In fact, this futility results since,
as Li (2007) correctly argued, some ‘problems
that are deemed structural or political’ and are
considered intractable for project forms often
render the ethnographic space messy. Projects
are likely to reframe problems in technical terms
(Li 2007: 7). As such, the primary finding from
this narrative of project forms is that, amidst
the contestation over values, what becomes
predominant is the way in which issues of
inequality haunt a segment of people who are
not even considered a direct beneficiary of that

project.
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NOTES

1 'The leader belongs to the district committee of
Hooghly, in which the Singur block is located.

2 Mabhishya is one of the agricultural castes in West
Bengal, ranked as the middle caste in the caste
hierarchy.

3 Gowala belongs to the other backward caste
category (OBC). They are traditionally milkmen
or herdsmen and considered a prosperous caste.

4 'The sharecropper bargadar is a type of tenant who
borrows land from landlords or other landholding
classes for cultivation with the condition of giving
a specific fixed share of the crops produced on the
land to the landowners. The stipulated share of
crops is three-fourths to the sharecropper and the
rest to the landlord.

5 In the initial days of the Left Front government
of West Bengal's reign, they launched the
‘Operation Barga programme to register the
names of sharecroppers so that landowners could
not evict them.

6 Under the Act, if a Hindu male died intestate,
in the first instance, all of his separate or self-
acquired property devolves equally to his sons,
daughters, widow, and mother. However, the laws
governing property inheritance are exceedingly
rarely implemented and the devolution of land
property—specifically, agricultural land—in rural
India primarily follows prevailing local customs.

7 Patta is a piece of paper recognising the
ownership right of a beneficiary to a plot of land
distributed by the government under the Land
Reforms Act.

8 A broom in the local culture is also considered a
symbol which could sweep away bad fortune and
evil forces.

9 Panchayat Samiti is an intermediate level of
the Panchayat Raj Institution or local self-
government in India.
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10 Recent developments show that the increase in
the rate of economic growth alone cannot ensure
prosperity among populations. Notably, despite
the state’s lack of economic dynamism, as Ghatak
(2021) states, ‘the rate of growth of purchasing
power in rural areas of West Bengal has been
higher than the national average’ over the last
decade. He attributed the increased growth
of purchasing power as well as a sharp dip in
poverty levels in West Bengal to the cash transfer
programmes of the state government.
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Jubanna Sankelo & Paulino Jijiyo

RURAL MURLE AGE-SET MEN TACKLING
ELITES IN SOUTH SUDAN

ABSTRACT

The Murle age system is often presented in a negative light in the South Sudan
conflict reporting, which links age-set activities to communal violence, cattle
rustling, and the abduction of women and children. Such assessments by outsiders
overlook the positive effects of age-sets on interethnic relations in rural areas,
where young people follow the Murle tradition and navigate the complex influence
networks of Murle society. We focus on pastoral Murle youth in Pibor born in
the 1980s and 1990s—that is, the lago age-set. By drawing on in-depth life-
story interviews, this article studies how Murle lano masculinity is constructed,
embodied, and negotiated. The analysis of our ethnographic data exemplifies how
early childhood emotional bonds with caregivers, conflicts, and marginalisation
impact the life trajectory of one Murle man. Our results show the connectedness
of political orientation, tradition, and masculinity to intergenerational conflict and
competition for political and societal power in Murle society. The study increases
our understanding of Murle lano men’s survival strategies. Specifically, it shows
that these rural marginalised Murle youth build alliances beyond kinship and
ethnic ties, defend land, advance the goal of peace with neighbours, volunteer for
unpaid community work to fight idleness, and act as a counter force to prevent

manipulation by political and military leaders.

2z

Zooz nici op bayiz ci ol o maac een murle abaak Murla, ki gol ci bayizo, ki gol
ci ganonto been culane ci kobeke ol kaal. Gi ci titiny bayize ceen murlen neen,
buluwa kibeen kerene ogi o murle goon anya bayiz o geer goon aruwon ol, ma koran
tiin moda ma kagaman nai ki dool ¢i modo. Mazin liglinonti nici anamnek kaal o
abon agoon bulowa o abaak murla loce o ol o kolik een junup yawo azoozi kaal o
bayiz unen murlo. Ma golowa ci kagamneka kalyanit o bayiz o een murlen, ayelza
rogronanonet ci aroroganon nigi ki, gool ci adigdinani Jowane o adilyai, gol ci siaso,
ki kerane, ki kaal ci akati nayetin ki joreneen zee been neron ci angeroon alata o
murlo apere sias giye ci arooni rum o. Bayizi ween aturuwen aronnyi, ayelzai bule o
kazi lango, agamta nigi bayiz ci aromen ningi dook kodoye, ma arican ganoon ma

buk op calan ageer nogo siasa karaboy een 200z ci takirzetu.

Keywords: masculinity, /ayo, life story, tradition, elites, Murle, South Sudan
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INTRODUCTION

The Murle people live in rural areas of South
Sudan near the Ethiopian border in East Africa.
These southern regions of Sudan were colonised
by the British until 1956, and have been
affected by civil wars' since the mid-1950s (e.g.,
Thomas 2015). In 2011, South Sudan gained
independence, but political and ethnic violence
continued, straining relations between the
country’s 64 ethnic groups. During these violent
conflicts, Murle age-set men defend their land,
people, and cattle, rely on the age-set’s diviner
for advice, uphold Murle principles of acting
honourably toward enemies who surrender, and
renew political relations with their neighbours.

Today, the estimated 200000 Murle
people? are confronting social, political, and
economic marginalisation by the South Suda-
nese government (Krause 2019). Approximately
55% of the population of Pibor is aged 18 or
younger (UNOCHA 2020). A vast majority of
the Murle in the Greater Pibor area lack birth
certificates and identity documents. Thus, they
cannot exercise certain civil rights including
the right to officially marry. Without identity
cards, the Murle cannot apply for jobs the
United Nations (UN) and nongovernmental
organisations (NGOs) have allocated for South
Sudanese citizens (Marké 2021: 72). People
living under such circumstances in South Sudan
are sometimes classified as ‘stateless persons’
(UNHCR 2017).

'The Murle social system is hierarchical and
organised in groups of men and women of the
same age—that is, age-sets (buul). A new age-
set is created approximately every ten years
(Lewis 1972: 86). Currently, the established
Murle age-sets from the youngest to the oldest
are as follows: guzule, (youth born in the 2000s);
kurenen  (1990s); lano (1980s); bothothniya
(1970s); tithi (1960s); muden (1950s); doropwa

(1940s); and mara (1930s). Murle age-sets
associate with specific animal species as totems
through which they establish relationships with
other members of society. This is a common
practice in African Indigenous relational
ontologies, whereby people are viewed as
connected to land, animals, and other beings
(Chilisa et al. 2017: 328).

In addition to marginalisation, Murle
age-set youth must navigate the complex

Ann

Laudati (2011:21), a human-environmental

conflict context in South Sudan. As

geographer specialising in sub-Saharan Africa,
Murle
as ‘a hostile people’ and practices aimed at

shows, narratives portraying the
preventing outsiders from visiting the Murle are
maintained by multiple actors in South Sudan.
Previous research has criticised the UN of slow,
inaccurate, and biased reporting about incidents
affecting the Murle (Rands and LeRiche
2012: 23; Santschi et al. 2014: 16). The special
representative of the UN secretary general
(SRSG) in South Sudan in 2011-2014, Hilde
F. Johnson (2016: 127)—an anthropologist by
profession—reported that the UN was also
accused by Jonglei communities of ‘favoring the
Murle’.

'The analytical focus in many studies relating
to southern and South Sudan has remained on
the country’s two largest ethnic groups: the
Dinka and the Nuer (e.g., Pendle 2015, 2021,
Wild et al. 2018). Less attention on fieldwork-
based research during the last decade has been
paid to small marginalised ethnic groups, such
as the Murle (e.g., McCallum 2013; Felix da
Costa 2018). Specifically, research focusing on
young Murle age-set men who must endure
the consequences of communal violence and
the hidden political motives underlying such
violence has been limited.

The traditional pathway of young Murle
men from boyhood to adulthood through

SUOMEN ANTROPOLOGI | VOLUME 438, ISSUE 3, 2024

51



Jubanna Sankelo & Paulino [Jijiyo

warriorhood has transformed in recent decades.
Youth now join armed groups affiliated with
South Sudan’s political opposition and navigate
conflicts by leveraging the age-set network.
Murle masculinity norms and practices adopted
by these men are shaped and impacted by
multidimensional contextual factors such as
armed conflict, poverty, multiple marginalisation,
and displacement. In this article, we describe
how these dynamics impact a life trajectory
of one Murle man (Jijiyo) and how particular
narratives and age-set practices contribute to
upholding ethical values that affirm sharing and
nobility among the vulnerable and adversaries.
Reports that show the positive impacts of
Murle age-sets rarely gain visibility in conflict
reporting. For example, in July 2020, at the
height of intercommunal fighting, Murle age-
set youth captured a group of armed Dinka and
Nuer youth from Jonglei in Maruwo, the Greater
Pibor (GPAA). 'The
attackers included a military general, an ethnic
Bor Dinka, who at the time of his capture held
a position in the peace-monitoring mechanism
in Juba. The Murle youth did not harm the

attackers, who laid down their weapons. Neither

Administrative Area

the government nor international organisations
agreed to transport the captives. On 3 August
2020, to protect the lives of the attackers, the
lano age-set leader (overall)® struggled to raise
the money to charter a plane and organise
their transport to Juba. This case illustrates that
these Murle youth obeyed the laws of war by
not harming surrendered attackers, and that a
Dinka military general tasked with overseeing
the peace mechanism fought as part of an
irregular armed group. This incident, however,
was not included in the UN South Sudan Panel
of Experts’report on the fighting in Jonglei and
the GPAA of February—August 2020 (UNSC
2020).

This article is based on in-depth life-
story interviews with Jijiyo and ethnographic
fieldwork in South Sudan. Here, we investigate
how Murle /apo masculinity is constructed,
embodied, and negotiated. We focus on the
layo [laygo] age-set (born in the 1980s), which
forms the backbone of the Murle community
defence force. This prominent social group in
Murle society numbers roughly 15000 socially
active males and females in Pibor [GPAA].*
The youth of this age-set have not yet been
the subject of a specific study. Most /ayo men
were born and have lived during Sudan’s second
civil war (1983-2005). Identifying with a small
African antelope (kob), the word /ayo denotes
‘friend’ and ‘kob’. The /ayo communicate their
ethnic identity as members of the age-set by
wearing black-and-yellow necklaces (beads) and
clothing, and, at times, by also wearing specific
hairstyles and scarring patterns (Andretta 1983:
86).

In this article, we argue that the Murle
tradition, age-set socialisation, as well as young
men’s shared experiences of marginalisation
and conflict are essential elements affecting
lapo men’s masculinity, upon which these
rural men build social activism and gather
support against elite manipulation. This study
contributes to the existing research on African
masculinities and marginalised social groups
in East African pastoralist age-set societies by
increasing our understanding of the challenges
Indigenous youths such as Murle /ayo men face
as they grow up and become men. Specifically,
we examine: (1) how Murle masculinity is
constructed, embodied, and negotiated by /Zayo
men; and (2) how /Jayo men resist attempts at
manipulation by elites. We illustrate that rural
Murle /ayo men who follow the Murle tradition
and society’s social norms and practices navigate
the challenges of everyday life by joining an
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age-set and by undertaking responsibilities as
lano age-set men in Murle society as well as
by ‘volunteering’. The term ‘volunteering’ refers
to unpaid community work conducted for the
benefit of Murle society. We also show that Jano
men forge alliances across intersecting identities
of ethnicity and political orientation to advance
the goal of peace.

The article is organised as follows. After
explaining the methods and materials used, we
explain the relevant scholarship on the Murle

African

masculinities, and cultural learning in East

tradition, youth, marginalisation,
African pastoralist societies. Then, we examine
the shifts in /Jayo men’s roles and statuses
through a selection of life-story events of one
Murle man who joined an age-set and became a
leader. We also discuss the contributing factors
to the experiences of Murle men who are
struggling with undertaking traditional male
roles. Lastly, we conclude with an analysis of the
counter-manipulation strategies /ayo age-set
men use to reduce violence and resist unjustified

orders imposed by political and military leaders.

METHODS AND MATERIALS

This article draws upon ethnographic fieldwork
conducted in South Sudan in 2016-2020.
Our primary data were collected through
participatory methods, such as observation,

group

structured qualitative interviews, and numerous

open-ended discussions,  semi-
conversations. During the period from February
2016 to October 2017, we had the opportunity
to interact daily with Murle interlocutors. We
held discussions in Murle, Arabic, and English.
By using these languages, including through
research collaboration, we could access a cross-
section of Murle society, as well as better assess

the validity of the sources. The ethnographic

data, comprising field notes, observations,
interviews, and audio recordings, were collected
during fieldwork in Pibor, Likuangole, Verteth,
Kongor, (Jebel) Boma, Maruwo, Gumuruk,
Manyabol, Pochalla, and Akobo (Figure 1).
From October 2017 through the end
of February 2020, we interviewed Murle
interlocutors in Juba and conducted the life-
story interviews with the /apo leader (overall).
The core in-depth life-story interviews were
held in Juba, South Sudan (8 October 2018);
in Nairobi, Kenya (9 October 2018); and, in
Addis Ababa, Ethiopia (12-15 October 2018).
We examined rural Murle masculinity through
the life story of a Murle /ayo man who grew
up and became a leader in an age-set society.
By using a life-story method (Hubbard 2000),
we examine how some Jayo men follow the
Murle tradition (4crane) and join age-sets, and
experience violence and its consequences. We
also study how they contribute to peace, stability,
and nation-building. These interviews aimed to
learn how /ayo men’s experiences ‘emerge from
particular structural relations and the role of
individual agency’ (Hubbard 2000: para 7.1).
Our qualitative data analysis, including
thematic organising of the interview data,
identified three main themes: warring, marriage,
and resilience. We created a timeline by
triangulating interview data with field data,
corroborating it with other available secondary
sources. The secondary data includes relevant
anthropological and sociological research
on Murle society, theoretical research on
masculinity which we discuss below, as well as
data produced by international organisations
on South Sudan (UNHCR 2017; UNOCHA
2020; UNSC 2020) and fieldwork-based
research published by NGOs (Burtscher 2021;
Rands and LeRiche 2012; Santschi et al. 2014).
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Figure 1. Map of specific locations in the GPAA, South Sudan, and East Africa.

This study has two authors. One author,
Paulino Jijiyo, is a Murle Zayo man from Pibor
who shared his life story and knowledge of
the Murle tradition and age-sets, drafted
the Murle-language abstract, and took part
in the analysis of research data during and
after fieldwork. The other author, Juhanna
Sankelo, a doctoral researcher from a Nordic
country, shared fieldnotes, conducted life-story
interviews, and had the main responsibility
for the analysis as well as drafting the article.
We (Jijiyo and I) focused on one Murle age-
set, reflected on one /ayo man’s experiences,
and filtered our data through the lens of

lano. These biases and limitations influenced
the interpretation of our data. However, the
research collaboration also offered insights into
an understudied topic—Murle masculinity—
and assisted in placing keranme or the ‘Murle
tradition’, the Murle language, and young
Murle /apo men’s perspectives at the centre.
The late paramount chief of the Murle, Sultan
Ismail Konyi (d. 10 March 2021), who was
also the Boma State Governor in 2017-2018,
granted his permission to conduct our research,
and shared his knowledge on historical events
and the Murle tradition. We feel the approval
of Sultan Ismail Konyi and the /ayo leader
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(overall) afforded us the opportunity to publish
fieldwork-based research findings about Murle
society, particularly about the /Zayo. Our Murle
interlocutors, with the exception of the
lano leader (overall) and the author of the
article, remain anonymous for their safety. All

translations from Murle to English are our own.

MARGINALISATION,
MASCULINITY, AND
MURLE MEN

Murle marginalisation has its roots in colonial
Sudan, the British

coloniser’s military campaign against the Murle

politics. In colonial
included harsh reprisal attacks (Collins and
Herzog 1961:131). The Murle were inclined
to seek assistance from the North (Sudan),
while resorting to passive resistance towards
the British (Lewis 1972: 158). The Murle age
system and traditional authorities played a
pivotal role in resisting changes imposed by
the colonial administration. Murle resistance
against the coloniser emphasised men’s role as
warriors. In these remote rural lands, Murle men
still assume the role of warriors, participate in
political decision-making, herd cattle, migrate
to cattle camps, and pay bride price—a way of
life that Margrethe Silberschmidt (2005: 191)
associated with men in the Kisii region of
Kenya ‘before colonial rule’.

Masculinity as a norm and practice is
historically, contextually, and geographically
situated and shaped by particular temporality
and spatiality (see, e.g., Barker and Ricardo
2005; Messerschmidt and Connell 2005).
Murle masculinity builds on Murle traditions,
experiences of marginalisation, and the specific
rural context in which the Murle live. Raewyn
Connell (2016: 307) observes that colonialism
disrupted Indigenous

gender orders and

institutionalised a dominant form of masculinity.

Many rural Murle age-set men embody a kind
of dominant, hegemonic masculinity that
draws on tradition, which also responds to
marginalisation and valorises the brave warrior
and protector. This masculinity has been
attributed to a wider continental African trope
that Kopano Ratele (2014: 32), a South African
psychologist researching men, masculinities,
and violence, describes as ‘hegemony within
marginality’.

Yet, neither Murle masculinity nor the
Murle tradition is fixed; they evolve over
time. The term ‘tradition’ perhaps indicates
that the whole Indigenous Murle worldview
encompasses a belief system, rituals, social
norms, and practices. Through age-set practices,
Murle youth are socialised to uphold the
society’s ethical values. For the Murle, tradition
(kerane < keer ‘custom’; eeron ‘journey, travel’) is
grounded in Murleland, arises from generational
experiences, and is transmitted orally through
shared experiences. The Murle perception
of ‘tradition as journey’, from past to present,
resonates with how speakers of some other
Indigenous African languages also understand
tradition. For example, in the Sesotho language,
the word sezso (‘tradition’) means ‘where things
or people come from’ (Ratele 2018:214). In
the South African context, Ratele (2015:151)
observed that ‘tradition and culture are often
embraced as a resource by men and women,
and boys and girls who may not have access to
other vehicles of power’. He maintained that
oppressive policies partly explain why rural
marginalised men in post-colonial societies turn
to tradition (Ratele 2018). We draw on this
work to explain why /ano men rely on traditional
age-set practices, as well as to examine the
transformative shifts in Murle /ago masculinity
and novel ways to navigate Murle manhood,
such as by opting out of age-sets.
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Coming of age in Murle society is
not a smooth process, but fraught with
intergenerational tension and competition for
political and societal power. Intergenerational
conflict among youth groups in East Africa,
as Israeli sociologist Shmuel Eisenstadt
(1971: 310) showed, has the potential to lead
to ‘organized rebellion’ or ‘estrangement from
certain collective values of the older generation’.
In Murle society, Elizabeth Andretta (1983:
93) attributed the tension to the vague timing
of transitions and status changes. Such tension
among the Lotuho and Lotoya communities
(the Monyomiji age system) may intensify
when the transfer of power nears (Simonse
1998: 65-68; also Kertzer and Madison 1980).
These observations align with a survey of
21 African age systems, in which Anne Foner
and David Kertzer (1978) found that life-
course transitions of youth from one role to
another involve problems related to the timing
of transitions, age discrepancies, and role
discontinuities. Because Murle age-sets do not
have a set date for the transfer of power to the
next age grade (Andretta 1985: 89), members of
older age-sets try to hold on to political offices
(and accompanying resources) as long as they
can. As Andretta (1983: 104) observed, Murle
elders do not retire.’

In Global South youth studies, Clarence
Batan et al. (2021) called for more attention to
the concept of the ‘fluidity’ of youth in Africa.
'These scholars pointed out that the word ‘youth’
does not merely indicate age in Africa, but
rather a social status; a youth is someone who
has not yet become independent. They also
perceive African youth as ‘social shifters’ rather
than young people who transition from one
phase of life to another. Alcinda Honwana
(2012, 2014) used term ‘waithood’ to describe
the liminal phase in which youth get stuck
between childhood and adulthood for failing to

earn their living and provide for their families.
Scholars researching African youth use notions
such as ‘hustling’ for the opportunistic manner
that youth search for a better life by utilising
social connections and mixing languages,
while ‘precarity’ draws attention to the life-
threatening circumstances in which youth
struggle to survive without access to health care
or education (Cooper et al. 2021). We consider
this work in our analysis of shifts, practices, and

strategies among /ayo age-set men, including

‘volunteering’ by Murle youth.

The transition from boyhood to adulthood
among East African pastoralists involves
methods of cultural learning and socialisation
into an age-set. Marginalised youths in war-
torn societies such as the Murle who may not
have support from family or schools (e.g., due
to the loss of family members and a scarcity of
schools in rural areas including cattle camps) are
highly perceptible to targeted socialisation, the
teachings of chiefs and elders, and fellow age-
set members. Socialisation methods strengthen
the sense of belonging to one’s own age-set.
In a review article which examines 32 texts
related to East African pastoralist societies,
Temechegn Bira and Barry Hewlett (2023: 103)
demonstrated that ‘teaching is an important
process of cultural learning’. Much of the
learning also happens outside formal schools.
Specifically, warfare and defence skills, herding
skills and knowledge, and cultural values are
acquired through teaching and by participating
in adult activities (Bira and Hewlett 2023:
87-88). Teaching by ‘stimulus enhancement’
such as giving knives or sticks for a given
assignment is a common method of teaching
in pastoralist societies (Bira and Hewlett
2023:99). Eisenstadt (1954) emphasized the
educational role of age-sets in adopting values
and knowledge of one’s own society and passing

this knowledge on to the next generation.
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Barker and Ricardo (2005: 9) labelled the type
of socialisation through ‘informal learning’
in which older males transmit the necessary
knowledge or skills to younger men as ‘rites
of passages’. We use this work to illustrate the
impact of socialisation into the /ayo age-set may
have on young Murle men as well as on other
members of Murle society.

Research focusing on South Sudan has
also investigated ethnic violence, the role of
political and military elites in conflict escalation,
and the militarisation of pastoralist societies. In
a case study focusing on the Dinka—Mundari—
Bari conflict, Paul W. Gore (2014:15) dates
the weakening of traditional administration,
civilians turning to their ethnic communities,
and the emergence of an urban military elite
in southern Sudan to the mid-1960s. By
‘elites’, we refer to wealthy and often highly
placed political and military leaders who create
networks between the capital Juba and their
home areas and, as Naomi Pendle (2015: 432)
asserts, provide ‘access to government resources
and security’. In Bahr El Ghazal, the western
part of South Sudan, politico-military elites in
Juba created patronage networks with the help
of the (Dinka) #itweng age-set who protected
their cattle wealth (Pendle 2015:423-424).
Elites cling to power, blocking youth from
the opportunity to access socioeconomic and
political mobility (Abbink 2005:24). For
example, Jana Krause’s (2019: 480) study on
local conflicts and stabilisation highlighted the
detrimental impact of urban elite politics on
conflict resolution efforts in rural areas of South
Sudan. In a study focusing on armed Dinka and
Nuer cattle-herding youth, Hannah Wild and
colleagues (2018) explained how third parties
make guns available and exploit youth to serve
political objectives. Diana Felix da Costa (2018:
12) observed that powerful individuals use
the Murle age-set system ‘to build their own

armies’. We cite these works to illustrate the
role of elites in conflict escalation as well as the
strategies /ayo men use to confront attempts at
manipulation.

JOINING OR OPTING OUT OF
AGE-SETS

In East Africa, age-set societies such as
the Murle are built upon social networks,
particularly solidarity. Social practices help to
establish and maintain relationships, build new
alliances, and increase community resilience.
Membership in an age-set is a resource upon
which a young Murle man builds his identity
and from which he draws support for his family’s
defence and social security. The age-set looks
after its members, providing them with various
needs for social welfare, a responsibility the state
is unable to meet. This example illustrates the
capacity of the age-set underpinned by ethnic
affiliation and tradition to create community,
form boundaries, and function as a system of
support and solidarity (Woodhead 2011: 127-
128).

From the numerous interactions we had
with Murle interlocutors during our fieldwork,
we learnt that several principles are integral to
Murle norms on social relations, as well as ideals
underlying traditional Murle masculinity. These
principles guide Murle youth to respect the
elderly, not to beg, to share food, honour guests
and enemies, assist the vulnerable, cooperate
with the community, and reconcile conflicts
through traditional mechanisms. Men of the
lano age-set observe the Murle norms related
to the desirable physical appearance, such as
refraining from braiding their hair, since it is
perceived as inappropriate for men. In official
meetings in the town of Pibor, many /ayo men
wear the traditional southern Sudanese attire, a

men’s suit, which has an embedded back pocket.

SUOMEN ANTROPOLOGI | VOLUME 438, ISSUE 3, 2024

57



Jubanna Sankelo & Paulino [Jijiyo

Furthermore, two important Indigenous
principles that guide /ano age-set men’s actions
emerged from our field data: ezeezh (‘loyalty’)
and orkoor (‘togetherness’). These principles
affirm the notion that age-set members acquire
social connections through the philosophy
and brotherhood. Lapo
membership is strongly associated with the

of comradeship

willingness to defend Murleland, which is
perceived as one of the core responsibilities of
a Murle man. A leader of the Murle /ayo age-set,
Jijiyo, stated:

Somebody who wanted to be a man and
really wanted to be in our age-set, there
are two things ... involved... we try to
defend the land ... If you want to be a man,
you defend your people and your land. It
shows that you really are a man, if you do

this, you sacrifice yourself, yes. (Jijiyo, Juba,
19 September 2019)

Scholars have noted a similarity between a
military command structure and East African
age-set organisation (Lewis 1972; Simonse
1998). In the (Jebel) Boma context south of
Pibor, Andretta (1989:22) observed that the
Murle village ‘becomes the primary military
and social unit’. Just like youths in rural areas
elsewhere in South Sudan (Pendle 2015: 412—
413; Krause 2019: 483), Murle youth also join
age-set and community defence groups out of
loyalty and for the survival of their society.

'The /ano leader (overall) speaks on behalf
of the age-set as well as Murle society, who
largely rely on the Zayo to protect their people
and cattle. Jijiyo explained as follows:

A lano leader is a person who has the
support of the entire age-set. There is no
official selection. A leader has to respect
himself and respect others. I encourage
the youth when there is a need to defend

land and cattle, and discourage them when
it is not acceptable to fight. (Jijiyo, Juba,
8 October 2018)

Most Murle age-set youth come from families
and clans that belong to ‘Black commoners’ (5/
i kolik). In the Murle tradition, commoners
are placed under the spiritual authority of ‘red
chiefs’ (alaat ci meerik), the drumchiefs of the
four Murle drumships (clans): Zhayajon, Darothi,
Kelenya, and Dinwvach. Red refers to the colour
of the feather; nowadays a cap may distinguish
the chief from the rest of the people. Murle
ideals dictate that, while commoners may need
to fight for society, red chiefs and their sons
are not supposed to take part in battles. This
unwritten customary rule is reinforced by the
notion ‘if the red chief’s son goes first [to fight],
all youth will die’ (Jijiyo, Juba, 18-19 September
2019). This saying embodies a norm that regards
commoners as the protectors of Murle society.

'The moral principle of acting honourably
towards one’s enemies, such as not harming
those who surrender, has also been put into
practice. In July 2020, Murle age-set youth
captured a group of armed Dinka and Nuer
attackers in Maruwo in the southern part
of Greater Pibor. The attackers surrendered
their weapons. The /Zayo youth identified the
leader of the armed group as a Dinka military
general who worked for the peace-monitoring
mechanism in Juba. Neither the International
Committee of the Red Cross nor the South
Sudanese authorities took up the task of
transporting these armed men out of Murleland.
The Murle youth held the captives unharmed
until the /Jago leader (overall), with great
difficulty, managed to raise the money to charter
a plane and organise their air transport to Juba
on 3 August 2020. The families of the captives
were unwilling to contribute towards the cost of
the flight to rescue their relatives.
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However, not all Murle men embrace
and adopt the traditional ideals of masculinity,
particularly in relation to joining age-sets and
defending the Murle. The traditional pathway
to Murle masculinity is becoming harder
or much less desired for some men as their
communities confront multiple changes and
challenges following the independence of South
Sudan and the ongoing wars. In their earlier
work, R. W. Connell (1996 [1995]) theorised
that masculinity is multiple and hierarchical; it
may include several types of masculinities, such
as hegemonic, complicit, subordinated, and
marginalised masculinities. Beyond the warrior
type of manhood ideal we observed among
many /ano age-set men, there are also other
Murle versions of African masculinities, such
as those shaped by Islam, Christianity, conflict,
and urban and Western influences (Barker
and Ricardo 2005: 4). The strategies that some
Murle men adopt demonstrate ‘individual
adaptations’ associated with transitions in age-
set societies (Foner and Kertzer 1978: 1101).

One category among Murle men has
involved struggling with juggling two different
worlds. Some of these men work in international
or local NGOs where they must adhere to the
rules of neutrality. During our fieldwork in
Pibor (2016-2017), we observed that some
Murle men working for NGOs felt pressured
to participate in age-set activities, including
fighting or allocating resources such as vehicles
or fuel for purposes benefitting their age-set.
Some joined the Murle community defence
force during conflicts and some also lost their
lives while defending Murleland. It was obvious
that some of these men found it difficult to be
involved in both worlds since the traditional
norms of loyalty and commitment to Murle
society and land entail warring, which were
incompatible with their new roles.

Another category of young Murle men
chooses not to join or identify with age-sets.
They reject the traditional Murle male roles of
warring and protecting Murle society, relying
instead on personal connections to substitute
for the lack of network and support the age-set
provides. These men do not gain the important
technical and historical knowledge that age-
set members acquire (Eisenstadt 1954:107).
Consequently, they struggle with accepting the
Murle ethnic identity and the cultural stigma
attached to it. Yet, these youth might benefit
from the achievements of age-sets, such as the
recovery of raided Murle cattle, embodying
a type of complicit masculinity (Messerschmidt
and Connell 2005: 832).

There is also a category of young Murle
men who shun age-sets because of a physical
or mental disability, a problem with toxic
substances or due to involvement in criminal
activities. Some of these young men embody a
type of subordinate masculinity. They are at risk
of being excluded from their own society because
they defy socially acceptable behaviour in Murle
society. The Murle have a narrative, which talks
about a Murle who was unable to live up to the
standards and values of a traditional society;
as a result, he was excluded from the Murle
community and died shortly thereafter. This
narrative, widely shared in Pibor, demonstrates
that the socialisation of individuals in Murle
society carries the expectation of accepting the
values and norms of traditional society, while
also indicating the psychological toll of social
exclusion.

Murle men who repudiate traditional
Murle roles face repercussions. One is related
to the socially structured society which provides
the age-sets’ bargaining power. Murle men
who disdain age-sets can hardly influence local
political decision-making. Social networks of
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Murle men who opt out of age-sets are less
developed since they cannot rely on the social
support of the age-set. They fail to embrace
Murle ethnicity and, instead, deemphasise their
ethnic identity in public settings. For these youth,
ethnic ties and loyalties are irrelevant. Murle
men who choose not to join an age-set may
be regarded as demonstrating and performing
a different kind of masculinity, sometimes
one less violent. By so doing, their inability to
conform to the Murle normative system, of
which age-sets are an integral part, however,
leaves them on the margins of Murle societal
practices. This means that they lack important
social networks and a means of influencing

consensual decisions in Murle society.

TRANSFORMATIVE SHIFTS
IN ROLES AND STATUSES

When talking to young Murle men in Pibor,
we found that their stories described future
uncertainties, a lack of jobs and opportunities
for education, and persistent communal
conflicts. Many youth aspired to a position as
a civil servant in the local administration
or a rare opportunity for a paid job with
international organisations and NGOs. Some
youth were idle, constrained by socioeconomic
difficulties. Some other young men tried to
survive by helping their families to cultivate land,
herd, and hunt. For rural Murle youth, herding
is a backup option, a survival strategy. For many
youth who do not have relatives in the capital,
moving to urban areas such as Juba is difficult
due to the lack of support networks and gainful
employment in town (see, e.g., Honwana 2014:
33).

Many young rural Murle men also kept
themselves busy by ‘volunteering’. The oft-
heard phrase ‘we are just volunteering’ (o/a
kalinliy dowuk) refers to defending the land, as

well as other types of unpaid community work
performed for the benefit of Murle society. Work
without pay includes tasks compatible with
Murle principles, such as carrying sick people
to the clinic or searching for missing persons.
In a parallel practice, Sarah Mathew (2022)
illustrated how participation in raids in Turkana
society was voluntary, yet often mandatory due
to various considerations related to maintaining
social cohesion and norms. In Murle society,
volunteering in community defence groups and
joining rebel groups are strategies that the rural
Murle youth in Pibor use as they adopt an active
role to navigate the harsh social realities during
‘waithood’ (Honwana 2014: 30). In urban areas,
such as in the Mahad neighbourhood near
the Konyo Konyo market in the town of Juba,
playing football is one way for young Murle
men to avoid idleness (Isabirye 2024).

There are also many similarities in the
past experiences of these rural Murle men. As
children, many /ano men looked after the family
cattle, hunted game, and migrated to cattle
camps. Many were also recruited as ‘warriors’ at
an early age, lost family members and friends in
wars, were displaced due to conflicts, and grew
up in refugee camps. These young Murle men
had to learn to cope with economic hardships.
They followed the Murle tradition of protecting
Murle civilians, property, and livelihoods (see,
e.g., Johnson 2016: 106). Assuming the role of
warriors, they responded to marginalisation by
honing warring tactics and by participating in
traditional practices.

But, confronting Murle marginalisation
from the government, particularly in the
post-independence era after 2011, meant that
lapo men had to adopt new roles beyond the
traditional roles of warring and rustling cattle.
The life-story interviews with Jijiyo, the Zayo
leader (overall), were conducted in three main
sessions in October 2018, when he was in his
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30s. Jijiyo’s story is one of violence, trauma, and
poverty. Three main themes emerged in our
interview data: warring, marriage, and resilience.
We highlight the main shifts and turning points
in his life story under the following labels:
Pibor, Kakuma, Entebbe/Masaka, rebellion, and

marriage.

PIBOR

Coming from an ordinary Murle cattle-keeping
tamily, Jijiyo looked after the cattle like many
other Murle boys of the same age. At the age
of 9, he went to the bush carrying an Arab gun
with a 20-bullet magazine. Jijiyo’s father had
obtained the gun in exchange for 15 cows in
order to protect the family’s cattle wealth against
attacks from wild animals. Between the ages of
9 and 14, Jijiyo served for 5 years as a bekchok’
for a Sudan People’s Liberation Army (SPLA)
General in Boma County. Childhood and youth
in Jijiyo’s life were filled with hardship, hunger,
and emotional suffering.

Jijiyo’s elderly stepfather died in 1999,
when Jijiyo was 10 years old. Then, his mother
was struck by a stray bullet and killed during
a communal conflict in 2000. Jijiyo found her
body in the vegetable garden at the family home.
His mother’s wish was that Jijiyo would obtain
an education (yeedinet), not kill, fight or seek
advice from witchdoctors, and never to go to
Nyandit, a ritual place near Akobo visited by
non-Christian Murle. Jijiyo's mother was the
fourth of an older man’s six wives. She made
a conscious decision to convert to Christianity,
while her own mother remained a follower of
the Murle tradition all her life.

Only in November 2018 was Jijiyo able
to organise a (symbolic) burial for his mother.
Jijiyo also changed his surname to his mother’s
surname to honour his late mother. That process

helped him to strengthen his connection to his
childhood family and roots, and to heal from
these traumatic losses during the war. Jijiyo
credits his protective grandmother for his lack
of tribal marks and scarifications, which age-set
youth often get in cattle camps. He explained,
‘My grandmother did not allow me to have
them [scarifications, etc.] done’ (Jijiyo, Juba,
24 October 2018). These examples show that
Jijiyo’s mother and grandmother, two strong
Murle women, provided a moral compass that

Jijiyo followed in his life even after their passing.

KAKUMA

One phase of life known as bekchok ended
when Jijiyo's good friend was injured. Jijiyo
helped him to reach Lokichogio in Kenya, and,
later, the Kakuma refugee camp. Having lost
both parents in the conflict in southern Sudan,
Jijiyo remained in the Kakuma refugee camp in
Kenya in a zone reserved for minors without
parents. There was a sign of hope. The Lost
Boys of Sudan—a programme established by
the United States (US) and the United Nations
High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR)—
offered thousands of Sudanese refugees the
possibility for resettlement in the US, Canada
or Australia. Jijiyo also submitted applications

in 2001-2003. He recalls:

On 6 February 2004, I went with my
friends to see the list of refugees selected
to travel to those countries. I noticed that
Murle and Equatorian names had been
deleted. Persons that were approved to
travel were Dinka and Nuer only. A few
Murle managed to go since they claimed
to have Dinka wives. The list was approved
by ‘UN managers of staff’, who were Dinka
and Nuer. (Jijiyo, Juba, 8 October 2018)
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At Kakuma, the differentiated treatment
of southern Sudanese refugees was a great
disappointment for Jijiyo and for many Murle.
Laudati (2011: 28) observed that, since the
Murle were excluded from the Lost Boys
programme, they could not develop support
networks abroad, especially in the US, from
where the Dinka and Nuer drew support.

It took another year before the Second
Civil War (1983-2005) ended,
following the 2005 Comprehensive Peace
Agreement (CPA), which was signed between
the southern rebels of the Sudan People’s
(SPLM/A)
and the Government of Sudan in Khartoum

(Thomas 2015). Refugees from southern Sudan

in Kakuma, Kenya, including Jijiyo, were

Sudanese

Liberation Movement/Army

advised to return to their homes. To heed his
late mother’s advice, Jijiyo went to Uganda to

seek an education before returning to Pibor.

ENTEBBE/MASAKA

In Uganda, one adaptation strategy for Jijiyo
involved converting to Christianity. Jijiyo
converted to a charismatic form of Christianity
because he had to survive:

I became a Christian because the church
people promised food and support if
I converted to Christianity. So, I converted,
but we still follow the traditional Murle
ways. I was given food and a place to
sleep at the doorman’s office. This was
in exchange for cleaning the church on
Friday, Saturday, and Sunday, for teaching
children

coaching children to play football and to

in Sunday school, and for

run. Although they promised, the church
did not pay my school fees at the Modern
Primary School of Entebbe, because they
said that I failed to clean the church. (Jijiyo,
Juba, 8 October 2018)

This excerpt demonstrates that some Murle
adapt to situations of duress by converting
to Christianity, referred to as thuwen (‘faith’),
while at the same time holding on to kerane,
the ‘Murle tradition’ and way of life. In Judith

McCallum’s (2013: 135) Sultan
Ismail Konyi affirmed the notion that, unlike

interview,

conversion to Islam, ‘the church does not change
the identity of the Murle’. This idea is reflected
in the Murle language, which has an expression
for converts, eet ci yan agama jok jor (‘a person
who received the spirit of God recently’), as
well as for the Murle who converted back to the
tradition, eef ci emironek jowane o loocu (‘a person
who turned away from God’). These phrases
illustrate how language adapts to the reality
where the Murle juggle multiple identities.

This account also indicates that Jijiyo,
a refugee boy belonging to an ethnic minority,
had no real choice. He felt that conversion
to the form of Christianity endorsed by the
Ugandan Calvary Chapel in Entebbe along
with the responsibility of carrying out a lengthy
list of daily chores were preconditions for
the provision of food and shelter. Yet, those
recruiting him to the church failed to deliver
on the promise to pay his school fees. Out of
kindness, two American pastors living in the
town of Masaka, Uganda, came to his rescue,
and Jijiyo, the head boy of the senior class (S3),
later graduated from Masaka High School near
the Tanzanian border.

From Masaka, Jijiyo returned to Pibor.
He became the leader of a new age-set, /ayo,
which gradually attracted more youth and
then separated from an older Murle age-set,
bothothniya, in 2009. In many regards, Jijiyo’s
story is typical for many Murle boys who join
age-sets. Jijiyo’s experiences of inequality and the
unfair treatment of the Murle were the driving
factors of his sense of social responsibility that
led him to engage through age-set organisation
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and become a leader. Yet, these decisions came
at a hefty price to him as the violent conflict
in South Sudan escalated after independence in

2011.

REBELLION

The political and ethnic conflict persisted
after South Sudan gained independence in
2011. One notable development in the post-
2011 era was the /ayo age-set participation in
the Murle-led rebellion movement against the
national government in 2012. Hilde Johnson
(2016:121) determined that human-rights
abuses of civilians involving SPLA soldiers had
angered many Murle. Layo men were in their
early 20s, eager to assert their masculinity and
impress women by fighting for social justice
for the Murle. But, many of the younger
Murle boys had no choice but to fight because
defection was not an option (Human Rights
Watch 2015: 50). Some Murle cited the harsh
disarmament campaign as a reason for joining
the rebellion (Human Rights Watch 2015: 48).
We understand that many /ayo men supported
the rebellion in 2012-2013 as a reaction against
post-independence policies, which they felt
disregarded the Murle contribution to the
liberation war. This justification is expressed in
the lyrics of a Murle song we collected in Pibor
in 2017: karyayith zaany buk, munyathotha, kawo
tho (‘We have been separated [from Sudan]
also, in the star [in the flag], we all are there
[we contributed]’). In the South Sudan flag, the
yellow star represents unity. The ex-combatants
Gudrin Fridriksdéttir (2018: 10) interviewed
in Burundi similarly cited social injustice and
oppressive policies as reasons for joining armed
groups.

Another significant development was the
lano joining the armed opposition movement,
the South  Sudan

Liberation

People’s

Movement/Army ‘in  Opposition’ (SPLM/
A-i0O), in February 2015. That same year, Jijiyo’s
older sister and her husband were killed in
two separate incidents in the conflict. Their
orphaned children were left without care and
the responsibility fell to Jijiyo. The deaths of
family members also left some fundamental
questions, necessary for the construction of his
identity, unanswered. Jijiyo explained, ‘I think
my sister would have known my birthdate [day],
but now I don’t know who to ask’ (Jijiyo, Juba,
24 October 2018). The loss of family property,
including Jijiyo’s school certificates and identity
documents, in a fire that destroyed the family
house in Pibor during the conflict in 2015 made
life even more difficult.

The following year, in July 2016, fighting
between the government and opposition forces
broke out in Juba. In the weeks that followed,
the SPLM/A-iO forces moved southward to the
Democratic Republic of Congo, reaching Bunia.
That journey took a toll on the forces. The core
group of forces was flown by UN aircraft from
Goma to Khartoum, where Jijiyo also received
medical attention for injuries he sustained in
the bush while carrying his commander. In
October 2018, the commander, now South
Sudan first vice president, recognised Jijiyo’s
display of bravery during the conflict through
a letter of appreciation. But, the recognition
was cold comfort for the personal losses Jijiyo
suffered during the rebellion.

Following the rebellion, Jijiyo, the Jayo
leader (overall), used his role as a political and
military leader over Murle age-sets to build a
new alliance with the Nuer to challenge the
government. In March 2021, inheriting the
leadership from Sultan Ismail Konyi, SPLA
Lieutenant General and paramount chief of the
Murle who in the 1980s founded the Murle
brigade (Berget), further reinforced his status
as the /apo leader (overall) (Sankelo and Jijiyo
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2023: 388). This development consolidated his
status as a Murle leader who, like the late Sultan,
draws his legitimacy from multiple sources
of power—traditional, spiritual, political, and
military—which some other Murle leaders
cannot do. Jijiyo, whose family comes from the
largest commoners’ clan—the Mayngule clan—
challenges the notion of the political dominance
of the chiefly clan in Murle society (James 1973:
202).

Jijiyo’s life stories were marked by turning
points—traumatic losses of family members and
experiences of inequality—but, also, positive
experiences including the kindness of strangers
which instilled confidence in society. Jijiyo’s
joining the SPLM/A-iO and resisting the
government demonstrates a new transformative

process for his role as traditional Murle warrior.

MARRIAGE

The age-set system underpins the construction
of the identity of Murle men. Male roles in such
societies are commonly marked by transitions
from one age grade to the next. These transitions
are unique for each age-set due to the historical
and environmental settings in which they live
(Foner and Kertzer 1978:1086). In Murle

societies, transitions are flexible (Arensen
1992). Murle men remain in the same age-set
throughout their lives; however, they achieve
‘age grades’ individually. Their system is similar
to that among the Latuka [Otuho] of southern
Sudan (Kertzer and Madison 1980). Otuho
youth transit through warriorhood to elderhood
at a pace that depends on whether the males
have gathered sufficient wealth to marry.

In principle, Murle men of fighting age
can marry and, thus, elevate their status. But, to
achieve marriage—that is, to become a man—
many age-set youth who participated in the

Murle rebellion or joined armed groups are

struggling to collect the required number of
cattle to gift a bride and build a house. Unlike
some other East African pastoralist societies,
Murle society frowns upon circumcision: it is
not a precondition for marriage for a boy or a
girl. A circumcised Murle man is pejoratively
called (eet ci) legerenyo (‘a man with no skin on
his penis’).

Marriage is without a doubt one of the
most significant transitions in the life of a
Murle /ayo man. Dianne Singerman (2007: 6),
who first used the notion of waithood, observed
in the Middle Eastern context that delayed
marriages change the institution of marriage as
youth deviate from the morals of their parents
and society, such as by engaging in premarital
sex. In Murle society, parents and relatives can
challenge a marriage initiated by a girl and a boy
without consulting the parents and relatives on
both sides. Elopement, whereby a girl disappears
with a boy usually for a period of three days, is
a way for girls to resist the decision of parents
who might have already selected another
husband for their daughter. In the case of an
elopement, the girl’s family can open a case in
a traditional court to claim cows from the man
with whom their daughter eloped.

Murle marriages often serve the purpose
of building alliances and strengthening family,
clan, and age-set ties. For Jijiyo, marriage was
an important part of becoming a trusted adult
male in his society. Marriage helped him gain
the respect of his age-set and was essential to
his becoming a leader. Jijiyo explained:

A Murle man without a wife is hopeless
... If you are not married, you cannot be
a leader. They would not allow you to speak

during communal events. (Jijiyo, Juba,

8 October 2018)
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Like the Xhosa men of South Africa
who are required to ‘demonstrate masculinity
through speech’ (Mfecane 2018:300), Murle
masculinity also manifests itself in the ability
to speak convincingly in social settings. In
community meetings, the speaker establishes
connections with the audience as well as
demonstrates their place in the social hierarchy
at the beginning of the speech by introducing
the self, clan, marriage, and village/birthplace
to prove that the speaker is a ‘son’ (or daughter)
of Murleland. Thus, traditional (common law)
marriage was also a means via which Jijiyo could
access the political power upon which he later
built.

Jijiyo’s story offers a lens via which to view
the life experiences of one Murle /ayo man who
became a husband, a father, and a caretaker

of orphaned children, as well as a prominent

community advocate and a military commander.

He resisted marginalisation by taking an active
role and became a leader in his age-set. His
story illustrates the opportunities, constraints

)

and turning points of life-course transitions.

It also draws attention to the early childhood
emotional bond between Jijiyo and his mother
and grandmother, which may have influenced
how Jijiyo viewed women’s roles in society later
in life. This idea aligns with the observation that
‘the roles of mother and grandmother carry high
status in Murle society’ (Andretta 1983: 101).

COUNTER-MANIPULATION
STRATEGIES AND THEIR
IMPLICATIONS AMONG LANO
MEN

Some Murle leaders are known for their
connections to specific age-sets to whom they
provide resources. These individuals contribute
to conflicts by pushing for the appointment

of their relatives as the ‘eyes and ears’ for local

government positions in rural areas. These
military and political leaders are notorious for
using youth as a proxy to undermine security
and to impose unjustifiable social hierarchies
on other groups of society. There are also ‘Murle
intellectuals—that is, a loose group of urbanised
‘honourables” with some education who have
established their political careers at the local or
national level. They demand respect from their
constituencies in rural areas, from whom they
are, however, both socially and economically
alienated. Individual adaptation strategies, such
as joining rebel groups, fighting with weapons,
and resorting to age-set chiefs and diviners,
are part of a process young Murle men use to
challenge the authority of traditional leaders,
politicians, and military men.

As a collective, the /ano uses several means
of active and passive resistance to influence
sociopolitical decision-making in Murle society.
These means include coordinating activities and
ideas independently with neighbouring societies’
chiefs and military leaders without involving
the local authority; reserving the right to decide
whether to mobilise youth—that is, to prepare
youth for battle to defend Murleland, people,
and cattle from attackers; organising age-set
meetings and dances without seeking approval
for such events from local authorities; being
absent from community meetings; organising
a sudden movement of age-set youth from the
village to the bush (balala), thereby triggering
concerns of impending insecurity; rejecting the
common form of cultural learning in pastoralist
societies, such as task assignment, and; stepping
in as a group to prevent corrupting activities.

Some /ano activities affect hierarchies and
patriarchal relations. In a society that builds
on social inequalities and values seniority and
males (Stewart 1977), the Jayo actively promotes
equality among the Murle. For example, in an
interview with Radio Miraya, the /apo leader
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(overall) encouraged Murle men to send their
girl children to school, help their wives with
domestic work, and stop early child marriage
and the abuse of women (Kuthurchar 2018).
Furthermore, men of the /ayo age-set listen to
the advice of mothers, particularly the do/e ci /ilu,
the Japo age-set’s diviner (Sankelo and Jijiyo
2023:392). These /ayo activities may challenge
the authority of male traditional leaders as well
as local government authorities.

In addition, the activities of the /Jayo
safeguard access to traditional lands and prevent
grazing and farming lands from being exploited
by extractive industries. For rural Murle, ethnic
identity, traditional ways, hunting, herding, and
farming are important parts of life and Murle
cultural survival. These interests of rural Murle
are incompatible with the business interests
of Juba elites. In particular, the southern area
of the Greater Pibor, rich in natural resources,
has attracted the interest of elites. The area has
several sacred sites which consist of cultural
and spiritual objects. For example, Mount
Kathangor and the Maruwo Hills are known as
the burial places of early Murle chiefs (Lewis
1972: 82-83). Caves in the Maruwo Hills
were a secondary burial place for the bones
of dead chiefs, as well as a place where sacred
drums were kept (Arensen 1992: 254). Mount
Kathangor is also indicated as the residing place
of Apayok, the supreme being of Jie [Jiye], an
ethnic group inhabiting the boundary areas
of the GPAA and Eastern Equatoria State
(Burtscher 2021: 28). In addition, Indigenous
peoples, such as the Murle, have responsibilities
toward sacred sites (Clifford 2013: 75).

For example, in August 2022, /ano age-
set youth prevented the work of a mining
company in Jebel Boma County, forcing the
GPAA local government to act (The City
Review South Sudan 2022; Radio Tamazuj
2022). 'This incident illustrates how rural Murle

youth ‘subvert and disrupt gerontocracy’ (Batan
et al. 2021) through the means available to
them. Youth stepping into the role of traditional
leaders responsible for the welfare of civilians
serves as a moderation technique, a dynamic
used by rural youth to curb corruptive activities
(see also Honwana 2012: 167).

Engaging in social activism carries
implications on the youth. Some Murle leaders
who hold government positions have threatened
to harm the age-set leader’s family and closest
friends. The age-set demonstrated its strength
to sustain and stand by its leadership despite
numerous attempts by Murle elites to dismantle
the support structure by buying loyalties and by
sanctioning abuse. Layo men and their family
members and supporters have been arbitrarily
detained and ill-treated in detention. These
abuses and offences include acts amounting to
physical and psychological torture, such as severe
beatings, mock executions, and extrajudicial
killings (which remain uninvestigated). The
level of systematic violence some /ayo men
and people close to them have sustained far
exceeds the ‘beatings’ that Foner and Kertzer
(1978: 1088) found commonly occurred in the
1970s during transitions in East African age-set
societies.

Likewise, /ayo men’s counter-manipulation
strategies carry implications on elites. Violence
and the use of youth as a proxy have been
a means via which elites obtain political power
and economic benefits (Wild et al. 2018). The
brutal violence against some /ayo men and their
close friends and family members points to
a gradual erosion of political and moral authority
among some Murle political and military
leaders. The influence of ‘Murle intellectuals’
has diminished. Following the passing of the
two most respected Murle red chiefs, Ismail
Konyi and Barchoch Lual, in 2021, attempts

by some Murle leaders to assume multiple roles
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have failed. The ability of the /ayo leadership
to block attempts by the local government
authorities and their Juba affiliates to mobilise
Murle youth in the GPAA may defuse tensions
in neighbourly relations. Thus, a Murle political
leader in Juba essentially must win the support
of the /anyo age-set to execute any plans in rural
areas.

Yet, these counter-manipulation strategies
also have implications on the neighbours of the
Murle in contexts involving conflicts. One /ano
strategy involves embracing the Indigenous
Murle ethical code, which has helped to reduce
fighting and contributed to the goal of peace.
Similar strategies have been used by other
pastoralist groups in East Africa. For example,
Pendle (2021: 893) that

members of Dinka-affiliated armed groups

observed some
in South Sudan ‘reinterpreted norms to allow
restraint’ as a means to mitigate the attempts of
militarised leaders to control them.

Another /ayo strategy is forging an
alliance with age-sets from neighbouring
societies. Alliances are formed as a reaction to
the challenges /ayo men encounter in enacting
traditional male roles as protectors of Murle
communities. The /ayo age-set has successfully
built alliances with parallel age-sets across ethnic
lines, as well as with armed groups affiliated
with both the government and the opposition.
The interethnic network the Zano has established
within the Upper Nile region such as with the
Lou Nuer, and in the Eastern Equatorial region
with the Jie and Toposa, has enabled the /ano
leadership to pre-empt fighting and resolve
cattle-rustling disputes. Such cooperation has
also assisted in the recovery of abducted women
and children. Reciprocal relationships with
neighbours have politically strengthened the
lano and reduced the possibilities of ill-intended
manipulations of youth by elites.

Ultimately, forming alliances is not a

new development among African pastoralists.
According to Andretta (1985: 2), maintaining
a broad network of contacts gives pastoralist

which

in times of

peoples  ‘the
to their
uncertainty. The benefits of networking are also

adaptive advantage’,

contributes survival
found among pastoralists in northern Uganda,
who ‘meet and mix’in cattle camps with herders
from other communities, while maintaining
preparedness to defend their animals (Simonse
2005: 244). Among the Lotuho in South Sudan,
David Kertzer and Oker Madison (1980: 103)
considered the ability to easily mix with
unrelated people an ‘environmental adaptation
response’ of members of pastoralist age-set
societies. The novelty of the /ayo approach—and
yet another moderation strategy—is that, now,
Murle youth seek alliances with like-minded
youth to promote peace rather than fighting.
These actions demonstrate that rural /ago youth
in villages no longer accept a passive waithood,

if they ever did.

CONCLUSIONS

This article contributes to the existing research
on African masculinities and marginalised
social groups in East African pastoralist age-set
societies. In it, we illustrate that the competition
over political and societal power between
younger and older generations of Murle has
led to an outcome in which the younger men,
such as the /ayo, resort to traditional age-set
practices to challenge marginalisation and
abusive practices by elites. In turn, elites, in
their manipulation attempts, draw on the
Murle value of respecting older people, as well
as resort to cultural learning methods that are
typical in pastoralist societies, such as stimulus
enhancement and task assignment.

This study on Murle /Zayo masculinity

provides a new perspective regarding what it
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means to be a Murle man. The life story offered
an interpretation of Murle ideals through a /ano
man’s subjective lived experience by increasing
our understanding of how violent conflict may
shape opportunities for a secure childhood and
youth and create constraints through traumatic
losses, disappointments, and experiences of
inequality. Turning points in the life story such as
rebellion and marriage were complex transitions.
The life story of the /ayo man is nonetheless
a survival story, exemplifying what young Murle
men must endure as they undertake the role
of protector in their home communities. These
experiences reflect a considerable amount of
hardship, but also remarkable resilience.

Our analysis indicated that social changes
are gradually affecting gender relations in Murle
society. We showed that embracing the Murle
tradition does not necessarily mean turning
one’s back on women; rather, it illustrated that
mothers and grandmothers can have a lasting
impact on the lives of their sons. Relating
positively to women’s participation in Murle
society, the study shows that at least some
lano men are transforming the Murle form of
African masculinity. For them, the age-set is a
resource that men who opt out of age-sets do
not have. The study also shed light on Murle
men who opt out of these traditional roles
and examined the contributing factors to their
experiences.

Yet, our results also revealed that joining
age-sets, warring, and making peace with
adversaries still constitute the standard of
desirable masculinity expected from a /ano
age-set man in rural areas. Layo age-set men
and women, who together make up a large
part of the Murle adult population, resist
marginalisation from the government by
joining political rebel groups, forming alliances
with age-sets from neighbouring societies as
well as with armed groups afhiliated with the

opposition and through marriage. These young
Murle men leverage the age-set organisation
and inter-ethnic alliances, fostering reciprocal
relationships within a wider network.

Our observations during our fieldwork
affirm that Murle youth adopt strategies as
individuals as well as at the age-set level to
navigate the challenges of marginalisation and
attempts at manipulation by corrupt politicians
and military men. Specifically, by resorting
to traditional age-set practices, our results
ultimately contradict the work of researchers
such as Mamadou Diouf, who claimed that
African youth reject ancestors and traditions
(Diouf 2003:7; Burton and Charton-Bigot
2010: 5). Murle /ao men act by joining age-sets,
community defence groups, and at times rebel
groups, refusing to wait any longer. Through
social activism, these youth contribute to the
well-being of Murle society, including by
‘volunteering’—that is, by forming an informal
(and often unpaid) workforce.

Furthermore, wusing the example of
captured enemy fighters in Maruwo, our study
demonstrates the ability of the traditional
age-set organisation to emphasise unity
(conformity), solidarity, and ethical values,
providing a solid foundation for peaceful
conflict resolution mechanisms based on Murle
Indigenous laws. We describe how young /ayo
men uphold the ideals of Murle society, such
as by affirming nobility among the vulnerable
and their adversaries. Murle /ayo men are
transforming their society by rejecting the
elite’s corrupt practices. The results speak to
the need for peace practitioners and researchers
to expand consultations beyond national- and
subnational-level authorities to include different
social groups in dialogues at multiple levels
of the hierarchical Murle age-set society, and
genuinely seek to include the perspectives of all

parties to a conflict.
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Yet, this study also more broadly contributes
to the literature by adding to our understanding
of the challenges young Indigenous men face as
they grow up and become men. More recently,
Global South youth studies have emphasised
the need for ‘localized knowledge’ (Batan et al.
2021), and research practices that consider social
realities from the Global South as well as the
diverse ways youth navigate everyday challenges
(Cooper et al. 2021). As rural Murle men go
through the complex transition from childhood
to adulthood, they resort to traditional practices,
adhering to social norms, and resist ill-advised
instructions from local authorities as well as

prevent the manipulation of youth by elites.
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NOTES

1 Sudan’s First Civil War (1955-1972), Sudan’s
Second Civil War (1983-2005), and the South
Sudanese Civil War (2013-2018).

2 Most recent population projections estimate
that the total population in Pibor is 227854,
comprising 118985 females and 108869 males
(UNOCHA 2020).

3 Any Murle age-set may have several (youth)
leaders. We use the word ‘overall’ for the /ayo age-
set leader who coordinates activities with other
leaders of the age-set.

4 'The male population of Pibor aged 18-61 years
was estimated as 39123 (17% of males), and the
female population aged 18-61 years was roughly
44659 (20% of females).

5 'The Murle word bdekchok denotes a bodyguard
who follows the orders of someone else, such as
a child soldier, whereas kerorowe is a word used
for a trained bodyguard, an adult, who oversees
someone’s security.
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JUSTIFYING MERITOCRACY: CRITERIA OF
FAIRNESS IN CHINA'S NATIONAL COLLEGE
ENTRANCE EXAMINATION (GAOKAO)

ABSTRACT

The theoretical aim of this paper is to articulate a novel analytical framework that

makes sense of our interlocutors’ apparently conflicting claims about the reality of

meritocracy in China. The theoretical argument is rooted in ethnographic fieldwork

conducted in a Chinese high school, where teachers and working-class students

live under the shadows of the demanding and high-stakes university entrance exam

(the gaokao). How is it possible to preserve the outwardly inconsistent positions (1)

that the gaokao is egalitarian and, thus, fair and (2) that students’ much wealthier

counterparts have significantly higher probabilities of success when compared to

poorer students? This article argues for the possibility of dynamism in epistemic

standards, suggesting that belief in structural systems like meritocracy might be

founded in cognitive attempts to maintain the aims of ethical life.

Keywords: China, epistemology, ethics, meritocracy, metacognition

n June 2021, I watched as hundreds of
teenagers marched toward the gates of a high
school near my rented apartment, which had
been temporarily transformed into a fortified
testing ground. Police cars and motorcycles
were parked by the entrance, as officers

redirected incoming traffic. In the teenagers’

hands were transparent document holders and

pencil cases with their identity cards inside.

Before entering the grounds, these items
were inspected by security guards, who waved
handheld metal detectors in search of concealed
phones. The LED signs over roads instructed
drivers not to honk and to avoid noise. Inside

this impenetrable fortress, students were to sit

a two-day-long exam under the watchful eye of
human invigilators and ‘360-degree surveillance
cameras’, as a teacher told me. Indeed, this was
the scene of the National College Entrance
Exam (NCEE),

mainland China in near identical testing sites

or gaokao, taken across
yearly, assessing pupils’ knowledge of the high
school curriculum. For my young interlocutors,
whom I shall introduce shortly, this meant three
core subjects—math, English, and Chinese—in
addition to either a set of humanities electives
(wenke) comprising history, geography, and
politics, or a set of science electives (/ike),

comprising physics, biology, and chemistry.
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In this paper, meritocracy is conceptualised
as a form of societal organisation where
privileges were conferred to individuals based on
‘ability’ (¢ Allen 2011; Young 1994). Under the
assumption that everyone had an equal shot at
success on the rigorously guarded exam, parents
and teachers often reasoned that those who
attained actual examination success have done
so on the basis of individual ‘superior abilities’
(you benshi) compared to competitors and, thus,
deserved the benefits that followed (see Howlett
2022a: 163). While my interlocutors did not use
the term ‘meritocracy’, I employ it as theoretical
shorthand to encapsulate their understanding of
the gaokao and their conflicting claims about the
criteria of fairness in China.

In this article, I describe two opposing
positions: the abovementioned majority of
interlocutors who believed in meritocracy and
defended the fairness of the examination system,
and the minority who believed it was a sham.
Building upon recent research, I observe how
some interlocutors upheld both prongs of the
dilemma, justifying the reality of meritocracy
and the

acknowledging factors such as the backdoors

fairness of the gaokao, despite
exploited by the rich and powerful. Contributing
to the growing ethnography on the epistemic
positions of Chinese citizens, I explore the
logics of counterfactual reasoning in a manner
that shifts away from the epistemologies of
‘chanciness’ or probabilistic notions like luck.
I argue that, for some, perceptions of gaokao
fairness were tied to an ethical conception of

vocation.

THE IMPORTANCE
OF TESTING

Since the turn of the century, there has been
much scholarly attention on ‘education for

quality’ (suzhi jiaoyu) initiatives mandated

from above, which emphasised the importance
of non-gaokao subjects like art and physical
education. These initiatives intended to turn
Chinese education away from rigorous testing
towards holistic assessment in an effort to
produce modern citizens at the turn of the
century (see Anagnost 2004; Lin 2017; Pang et
al. 2020). Nevertheless, in the field, teachers and
students openly neglected these efforts, which
were mostly for show—a photo opportunity
for the school’s newsletter to be distributed to
parents and ‘higher-ups’. As I shall describe,
the primary role of non-gaockao subjects was to
provide a break between gaokao subjects.

The neglect of non-gaokao subjects was
perceived as necessary due to the volume
of information students were expected to
memorise, which, according to Teresa Kuan
(2015: 55), ‘is simply unimaginable to anyone
who did not come of age in this system’. When
I asked students in Chinese secondary schools

how they would prepare, everyone replied

‘swip[ing] through more questions’ (shuati).

Still, teachers admitted, the knowledge that
one accumulated in preparation for the gaokao
was largely irrelevant to ‘real life’ despite the
tremendous effort students exerted in accruing
it. With the exception of Chinese teachers, few
adult interlocutors could recite the classical
poetry they had all memorised long ago for the
gaokao, for instance.

More important was the gaokao score
itself, which students received less than a month
after the exam. Adult interlocutors recalled this
number with ease and precision even decades
later. A single digit point difference might
drastically alter the trajectory of the test-taker’s
life. These days, unlike in other parts of the
world like the United States, Chinese students
across the country uniformly applied to
universities upon completing high school after
receiving their gaokao score (¢ff Yamada 2021:

SUOMEN ANTROPOLOGI | VOLUME 438, ISSUE 3, 2024

74



Edwin Hao Chen Jiang

59-60). Unless students had exceptional talents,
as exemplified through success on international
academic competitions or athletic achievements,
for instance, they relied exclusively on this
score to enter university. With about 11 million
people competing for admission into China’s
2000 universities (Gierczyk and Diao 2021),
interlocutors were aware that every point
mattered. As my landlord in the field put it,
‘What difference does one point make? A whole
field of people between you and me.’

The transformative powers of a good score
were evident to my landlord first-hand. His son
had enrolled in a fully funded chemistry PhD
programme in the United States after attending
one of China’s most prestigious universities
following a triumphant gaokao. Even for
interlocutors with no ambitions to study
abroad, a good score yielded invaluable benefits.
Research into the recruiting practices of elite
domestic firms suggests that the prestige of
one’s alma mater far outweighed the minutiae of
university transcripts (Ren 2022). For my young
interlocutors, this score determined where they
would go to university and, consequently, work.

My focus on the urban as opposed to the
rural test-takers was contingent upon the type
of access I secured. Admittedly, it was a decision
made by chance. As others have recently
argued, reflective of the increasing inequalities
between urban and rural attainment, many rural
citizens have become increasingly jaded by the
supposed meritocratic nature of the educational
system (see Chen 2022:216; Howlett 2022b:
450). Consequently, it is prudent to qualify my
findings as characteristically ‘urban’.

In short, the way that entire cities were
expected to accommodate the exam across
the country reflected the significance that the
gaokao still held in parts of the Chinese public
imagination. Citizens were expected to bear the
various inconveniences during the two days for

the sake of students’ futures. Meanwhile, the
security apparatus employed at testing grounds
to prevent cheating, with which I opened
this article, furthered the impression that the
examination’s fairness was unimpeachable.
Before turning to my arguments, I shall now
introduce my field site, and consider some
methodological challenges that I encountered

during fieldwork.

FIELDWORK IN SENIOR HIGH
SCHOOL NO. 99

The ethnographic data this article draws upon
were collected during the 2020-2021 school
year at senior high school no. 99' in Hohbhot,
the capital of the Inner Mongolia region, in
the northmost part of China. While Hohhot
had an urban population of approximately
3 million people—equivalent to Chicago—
high school no. 99
pejoratively referred to the city as a ‘village’ (cun).

students in senior
More politely, interlocutors described their
hometown as ‘third-tier’ (sanxian). Not only
was Hohhot peripheral to the metropoles of
Beijing, Shanghai, Guangzhou, and Shenzhen,
constituting ‘tier one’, it also lagged behind
more developed southern cities where many
of my young interlocutors hoped to go for
university.

Aside
hallmarks of Chinese modernity like skyscrapers

from the limited visual wurban

and extensive subway networks, the perception
of the city’s backwardness was additionally due
to its lack of educational prestige. Everyone
cited the absence of ‘985 Project’ universities
in the city. This project was introduced by
then Party leader Jiang Zemin in 1998 with
the ambition of improving the standing of
Chinese institutions on the global stage through
increased investment (see Zhang et al. 2013:
765). The ‘9855’ were often professed as the best
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in the nation, even after the project concluded
in 2016. In this context, it is unsurprising
why students associated educational success
with leaving. In comparison, there were eight
Beijing universities included in the ‘985 Project’.
Unfortunately, in the hierarchy of high schools
in the city, no. 99 was just ‘average’ (yiban).
'The majority of no. 99 graduates made it into
university, although never the top ones.

As 1 learned through fieldwork, the
meritocratic ideals exemplified by the Chinese
exam cut across a deeply hierarchical vision of
Chinese society in which one’s status depended
upon the circumstances of their birth. The
vast majority of the student body came from
working-class backgrounds, with parents who
often worked as cashiers and physical labourers
in construction. Meanwhile, the impression
that one’s future was in one’s own hands existed
against the backdrop of regional disparities.

Today, China’s top universities continue
to employ provincial quotas for admissions
disadvantaging populous yet poorer provinces
(see Hamnett et al. 2019). In 2016, 1.2% of
students in Henan, the third-most populated
province with nearly 100 million residents,
were enrolled in 985 universities, compared to
5.6% from Shanghai (Qin and Buchanan 2021:
885). As my interlocutors acknowledged, due to
the low population of Inner Mongolia, gaokao
competitiveness in Hohhot was much lower
than elsewhere; still, students complained they
were not conferred privileges like residents of
Beijing (Howlett 2022¢: 221). However, these
provincial disproportions were seldom brought
up by interlocutors when assessing the fairness
of the exam.

The Chinese system comprises twelve
years of schooling, the first nine of which are
compulsory. This timeline was based on the
student intake, with each stage having its own

admissions procedures. Students went through

six years of primary school (xiaoxue), followed
by three years of junior high (chuzhong),
hopefully followed by three years of senior high
school (gaozhong). 1 say ‘hopefully’ because it
has become difficult to advance from junior to
senior high school, as I shall describe below.

In Hohhot, entry into public primary
schools was not based on individual
performance. The expectation was for students
to attend elementary school locally, defined by
catchment areas. As expected, the demand for
desirable schools outnumbered available places,
a nationwide phenomenon exacerbated by
parents purchasing homes in catchment areas
motivated by gaining admissions into specific
schools for the children (e.g., Wu et al. 2016).
Consequently, in Hohhot, a lottery system has
been introduced to allocate the limited number
of admissions slots for the most in-demand
schools. Parents within the catchment area who
sought admissions for their children registered
their candidacy online, and a list of the incoming
class is then computer-generated. For 2021
entry, 350 students from 2578 candidates were
admitted into the city’s most desirable primary
school. As one moved up to junior high school,
however, the importance of the catchment
area decreased. Lottery eligibility for desirable
junior high schools were based on much larger

‘municipal districts’ (shigu). By the time of senior

high school, admission was based on tests, much
like the gaokao itself. According to publicly
available admissions data disseminated digitally
by local news accounts, for the 2021 admissions
cycle, no. 99 was right in the middle in terms
of selectivity out of the 42 senior high schools
listed in the city.

Consequently, by the time pupils sat for
the gaokao, they had become well accustomed
to the examination regime, having passed the
increasingly competitive senior high school

entry exam (zhongkao), which half failed. This
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intensifying competition stemmed from recent
policies, which have sought to funnel students
into occupational training (e.g., Fan 2020; Ling
2015; Woronov 2016). Compare these statistics
to those cited by Andrew Kipnis (2011: 40),
whose fieldwork took place in 2005-2006 with
updates in 2007 and 2009, when 80% of students
would attend senior high school. Despite the
intensifying challenges of the senior high school
entry exam, however, the gaokao remained in the
popular imagination a life-changing event in a
capacity that zhongkao was not (yet). Hence, my
focus on the former.

During my time in the field, I conducted
sit-down semi-structured interviews with over
two dozen students and ten teachers, all on
multiple occasions, supplemented by countless
‘chats’

interlocutors at no. 99 came from the first year

(liaotian) of varying lengths. My
of senior high school, comprising six classes
of students, mostly aged 16. This decision was
made following the ‘suggestion’ of Principal
Zhu. As he told me, students in the upper years
were under stress preparing for the gaokao, and
I should not ‘add more problems for them’ (gei
tamen tian mafan).

On a daily basis, I sat in on lessons from
all six classes for Year 1 students, as both a
participant observer helping out with lessons,
and as a silent observer. Almost always, the
gaokao classes consisted of silent observation
alone. Students in gaokao classes were to remain
quiet until called upon, making participation
impossible. As mentioned, all students were
tested on mathematics, Chinese, and English,
worth 150 points each; science students
additional

chemistry, and biology, which were worth 300

completed exams on physics,
points in total; and humanities students were
tested on politics, geography, and history, also
worth 300 points in total. In contrast, during

non-gaokao classes, 1 freely interacted with

students. These classes for first-year students
included music, computers, psychology, art,
and physical education. At no. 99, students
decided which track they entered—science or
humanities—after first-term examinations in
the first year. At this point, they were assigned
to a class with a head teacher, who led them for
the remainder of their three years in senior high.

Abstractly, the object of ethnographic
investigation in this paper is a ‘frame of mind’.
This required a methodological sensitivity to
not only what my interlocutor articulated, but
the factors implicit in the background of our
interactions, including the context of discussion,
as well as an awareness of how claims fit into
lived experiences and narratives. Accordingly, I
have grounded my ethnographic analysis on the
interlocutors with whom I was best acquainted.
As shall be clear, this paper heavily discusses
the nature of probability and the role it has
on subjective perceptions of their social and
cultural context. Still, while annual statistics
about student results were shared with me at
the end of the school year, my access to past
attainment results were limited and requests
for trends were cordially brushed off. These
limitations become particularly salient in my
discussion of subjective credence and partial
access to hard statistics towards the end of the
paper.

Finally, despite its name, Inner Mongolia
comprises a Han majority with less than 20%
of its 25-million population being ethnically
Mongolian.? During the summer of 2020, prior
to my arrival, the decision to replace Mongolian
with Mandarin in ‘language and literature’,
moral education, and history drew opposition
from ethnic Mongolians in the region, leading
to protests and police crackdowns.® Principal
Zhu brought up these events, however, only to
inform me that no. 99 was entirely unaffected
by these upheavals because there were few
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Mongolians in the school. I got the sense that
he was hinting to me that this was a point of
controversy best avoided.

During my fieldwork, a Mongolian
presence in the student body was never
emphasised by any staff or students. Most
ethnic Mongolians in no. 99, although not
all, also had sinicised names; thus, it was not
possible to identify them through class lists
alone. Nevertheless, all Mongolian students at
no. 99 were categorised as ‘minorities who test
Han’ (minkaohan), meaning they did not write
the gaokao in their Indigenous language (see
Yamada 2021:70-72). Thus, I acknowledge
the methodological limitations of my research,
which focusses on Han Chinese settlers.
Properly speaking, the epistemic framework

discussed is from a uniquely Han point of view.

RELEVANCE TO CHINESE

LIFE AND BEYOND: BETWEEN
‘LYING FLAT AND "THE GOOD
LIFE

To recap, the theoretical focus of this article is
on probabilistic and non-probabilistic reasoning,
and how these cognitive notions related to
people’s conceptions of ethical life. Probabilistic
and non-probabilistic reasoning are not
issues front and centre in the anthropological
mainstream. Nevertheless, I propose that they
are essential if we hope to better understand
the broader social trends that have developed
in China in recent years, particularly the rise
of nihilistic tendencies that have captured the
public imagination.

Consider ‘lying flat’ (zangping), for
example—a term coined by netizens in spring
2021. The term is somewhat self-explanatory:
the favouring of a life of leisure over a life of

labour. Toward the end of May 2021, Luo
Huazhong, an unemployed blogger, published

a post with the title ‘Lying Flat Is Justice’. In
it, he recounted his experiences as a factory
worker and praised his subsequent decision to
do nothing as cathartic, attracting the attention
of censors (see Lin and Gullotta 2022). Chinese
netizens have predominately sought to connect
‘lying flat’ to ‘involution’ (neijuan) mostly in
terms of career advancement. Amongst them,
the anthropological concept of ‘involution” was
applied (¢f. Geertz 1963: 82) by anthropologist
Biao Xiang to the intensifying competition
individuals faced in academic admissions and
employment, marked by increasing demands for
ever-higher qualifications.* To netizens, lying
flat was conceived of as a passive response to the
burdens of increased activity.

In recognising these social trends, this
article aims to also lay the theoretical groundwork
necessary for future research by presenting
the epistemic realm of high school students’
lives as one possible avenue for exploring the
genesis of such nihilistic social trends. Why
do some continue to work toward the aims of
a perceived good life despite numerous setbacks?
And why do others give up, lie flat, and adopt
nihilistic attitudes? The philosophers Jennifer
Morton and Sarah Paul have anticipated many
of the conceptual issues that I examine in this
paper through their discussion of individual
capacities for perseverance, what they call
‘orit’. They argue that equally rational thinkers
might ‘differ in the policies that govern their
evidential thresholds’, which result in the
divergent behaviours (Morton and Paul 2018:
191). In this respect, the purpose of this paper
is to investigate ethnographically the various
policies that my interlocutors employed when
it came to governing evidential thresholds in
reflexive assessment. In plainer language, taking
the gaokao as the primary ethnographic focus,
I discuss why different individuals making
identical observations about the test come to
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nonidentical conclusions, and the implications
of such conclusions in their lives.

As I shall argue, for my young working-
and the adults

them, the prospects of attaining the aims of

class interlocutors around
their conceived good life both affect and, in
turn, are affected by the mode of reasoning
that they embrace. Expectedly, the conceived
possibility and probability of living the good
life is a function of the relational complex
between

concrete observations regarding the world. The

abstract epistemic tenets and
ethnographic work undertaken here reveals the
specific operations of this nebulous relationship,
which I insist offers insight into more prominent

general trends in contemporary China.

FAIR OR NOT

In the cold of February, I sat in on a non-
gaokao ‘art class’ (meishu ban) taught by Teacher
Fang, a man in his 40s, who alone constituted
the fine art department at no. 99. As the sun
began to set in the late afternoon, some dozed
oft. Others scrambled to finish their Chinese or
English homework. I sat in the back, watching
Teacher Fang talk with seemingly at nobody
about his slideshow of artworks. These pupils
composed Year 1-Class 5, the top science class
of the year. However, their behaviour during
this lesson was nothing like their behaviour in,
for instance, physics, where they all sat upright
with their books out. The lack of disciplinary
action undertaken by teachers in these classes
was equally surprising. ‘Did these non-gaokao
teachers just not care?’, I thought to myself.
After class, I stopped Teacher Fang for an
interview. He took me next door to the studio,
a dimly lit room with concrete floors and easels.
He seemed to have anticipated my questions.
Teacher Fang said he was not at all offended
by those napping. Despite being an ‘art teacher’,

he was aware that his job was not ‘to teach
art’. He implied that the points allocation on
the gaokao was indeed an appropriate standard
to rank the value of classes. For Year 1-Class
5, art was worth zero points. One could hardly
expect students to treat it in the same way as, say,
mathematics, worth 150 points. According to
him, those subjects like math and physics on the
gaokao were more important. A significant part
of the reason why they were so important was
that they contributed to the once-in-a-lifetime
opportunity to compete with wealthier students
on an even playing field, writing the same exam.
Although there was an ‘art’ pathway in the
gaokao for students wishing to obtain a Bachelor
of Fine Arts, Teacher Fang informed me that
admission into prestigious destinations like
Tsinghua or the Central Academy—both in
Beijing—demanded training outside of school
from private tutors inaccessible to most. He
explained how becoming an artist required
cultivating an appreciation of artworks by seeing
art, which also required money. In contrast,
Teacher Fang said that, ‘even if your dad was
a high ranking official’, there were no privileges
when it came to the traditional gaokao-assessed
subjects. The gaokao—excluding athletes and
artists—was, thus, ‘absolutely fair’.
Working in  the Chinese

I would be remiss not to consider the behind-

context,

the-scenes discourse of Chinese life vis-a-
vis what is presented to the researcher. As
Zachary Howlett (2021: 199) recognised in
his fieldwork also on meritocracy in Chinese
education, at low-performing schools, higher-
admitted official

contexts that the examination performance of

ups sometimes outside
students in these schools was ‘inconsequential’
to their futures, while upholding the orthodox
meritocratic position elsewhere. Could it be that
Teacher Fang was simply justifying his inability
to control his class thorough the logic of
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a supposedly meritocratic gaokao? Anticipating
my argument concerning the relationship
between vocation and the criteria of fairness,
I want to compare Teacher Fang’s understanding
of the gaokao and his role as a teacher to some of
his even more experienced colleagues.

Given the of fieldwork,
I could not track teacher-interlocutors over the

limitations

course of their careers with regards to how their
vocational aims developed over time. However,
I did observe that older and more experienced
teachers towards the tail-end of their careers
often did not place as much emphasis on
gaokao success as their more junior counterparts.
Consider Teacher Tang, a woman in her 60s
who was no longer teaching any classes at no.
99, having been relegated to an administrative
role to make room for younger newcomers. As
a former Chinese teacher, although the subject
she taught was one of the ‘big three’ subjects,
Teacher Tang admitted to me in private that
neither she nor her students defined their
time together retrospectively by gaokao scores.
According to Teacher Tang, when she was
a head teacher, at the end of each three-year
cycle, students would often write her letters
thanking her, not for her abilities as a Chinese
teacher, but, rather, the work she did to help
them ‘be a person’ (zuoren) (see Yan 2017).

In my view, Teacher Tang exemplified
a case of what Erving Goffman (1990) has
called ‘role distance’, where expectations of one’s
role and the performance of it become disjointed.
Goffman (1990: 103) cites two different means
of establishing role distance: first, one might
isolate himself from the situation, projecting
a sense of reluctance or necessity; or, second, one
could withdraw from the scenario through satire
or childishness. Here, we might add yet another
case where one does not seek to disengage from
the role, but, rather, to reinterpret it in light of

the success and feasibility of the aims of the

role, challenging the expectations of the role
itself. Unlike Teacher Fang, she did not mention
anything about scores or student attainment,
perhaps due to the limited success of her
students on the gaokao. Here is a possibility for
what Robert Merton’s (1957:112) conceived
as role-conflict. This is understood not as the
comparatively simple idea that people embrace
multiple roles with normative expectations
that might come into contradiction, but, rather,
that with particular roles, ‘there is always
a  potential for

conflicting

sometimes

differing and
expectations of the conduct
appropriate to a status occupant (...). Not
coincidentally, the example Merton gives is the
teacher whose own expectations might differ
from others in the education system.

In this vein, similar to Teacher Tang, it is
conceivable that Teacher Fang might one day
accept and recognise a ‘role distance’ between
his day-to-day job and his professed vocational
aims. Thus, one possibility is that Teacher Fang
might ostensibly change his mind regarding
the meritocratic nature of the exam, which he
upheld externally to me at the time. Another
possibility is that Teacher Fang had already
come to recognise the various backdoors within
the system, but was unwilling to concede to me,
the much younger and foreign ethnographer,
perhaps fearing a ‘loss of face’ (diulian), unable
to maintain his authority over his class (see, e.g.,
Hu 1944).°

Whatever the case might have been, my
point here is not to speculate about Teacher
Fang’s psychology, but, rather, to emphasise how,
even amongst my interlocutors who defend the
existence of meritocracy, their judgments on the
matter could be other than apodictic. In other
words, it is conceivable that Teacher Fang might
endorse his claims about the meritocratic nature
of the system, no# because of his accumulation
of justifying empirical evidence in support of
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his belief—indeed, as we shall see the evidence
is stacked against him. Instead, he endorses
those claims because it would be better for
him if iz were true, a realisation possibly
providing motivation for his defence of the
position. Looking ahead, this idea—that one’s
beliefs might be affected by one’s practical
goals in life—shall be greatly expanded in the
sections below. Still, in contrast to the potential
motivations behind Teacher Fang’s promotion
of the orthodox position, many of my student-
interlocutors at no. 99 dissented by citing first-
person experiences and direct knowledge of the
corruptions that persist. As I now describe, for
many student-interlocutors, the fraudulence of
meritocracy was proven by the impurities of the
system and the backdoors available.

Consider Laolang, a student from Year 1-
Class 5, the top humanities class, who earned
praise from his head teacher at the end-of-year
parent-teacher meeting for being a ‘virtuous
child’ (baohaizi). He was a flag bearer at
assemblies and intent on joining the Party as
an adult. Although he was probably the best
English speaker in the year, attributing his
talents to his love of American videogames
and films, he was lacklustre in the English
exercises of the gaokao. Unfortunately, having
underperformed in the mock gaokaos in the
early summer, his grades dropped to the bottom
quartile. Finding me in the hallways during the
afternoon recess, as he often did to practice
English, he expressed his frustration with the
system to me for the first time. He complained
that, despite the government’s efforts, backdoors
remained. While nobody denied that the test
was ‘fair’ in the sense that everyone wrote the
same one, students were aware of the advantages
conferred to the wealthy when it came to laying
the groundwork for success.

Most prominently, Laolang complained
how top public high schools in China kept a

separate class for the ‘international’ pathway. He
called out no. 102, which was the best senior
high school in Hohhot, measured by both the
sheer number and proportion of graduates
who attend top universities. In addition to
consistently producing Inner Mongolia’s top
scorers on the gaokao each year, the school
also maintained a fee-charging international
division, which nominally prepared students to
take foreign examinations.

The problem, Laolang implied, was that
not everyone in the international division
anticipated going abroad. He insinuated that
some enrolled in these divisions because the
bar for fee-payers in international classes was
much lower compared to regular students.
Notably, the school’s zhongkao cut-off score did
not apply to the international division. Laolang
lamented that students could buy their way
into the best schools with the best teachers,
equipment, and learning environments, and
then outperform students like himself on the
gaokao—even if they similarly failed to get into
the best high schools through the examination
three years previously. I initially suspected that
Laolang was exaggerating the prevalence of this
phenomenon; nonetheless, there is ethnographic
evidence that, in some regions of the country,
only half of ‘study abroad’ classes actually attend
foreign universities with the other half taking
the gaokao as usual (Howlett 2021: 113).

Perhaps one could imagine Laolang being
in no. 102 if his parents had more money;
however, Laolang’s father was a truck driver and
his mother was a cashier, neither of whom had
gone to university. He told me the price tag was
out of reach for ‘average families’ (puzong jiating)
like his. As some scholars have argued, these
international divisions described by Laolang are,
in many ways, a ‘privatisation’ of Chinese public
education, since international division tuition

fees typically ranged from 60000 to 120000
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RMB [about US$8000 to US$16 000] a year
(Liu 2018: 204-205). Laolang was irritated that
this back door remained, despite the crackdown
in recent years on bribes and donations for

admissions under Xi Jinping’s rule (¢f Ruan

2017: 11-35).

FAIRNESS AND THE LIMITS
OF CRITIQUE

Teacher Fang and Laolang’s explicit positions
map two distinctive ideas of fairness that
Howlett recently described in his analysis on
the meritocratic ideals of Chinese education:
procedural and structural fairness. As he explains,
procedural fairness referred to how [the gaokao]
result is determined by individual merit front
stage’, in the sense that the score is determined
by the number of questions answered correctly
with everyone answering the same questions;
meanwhile, structural fairness referred to
‘equality of opportunity (...) to cultivate the
qualities needed to succeed’ (Howlett 2021: 82).
In juxtaposing Teacher Fang next to Laolang,
I first develop a point pertaining to the limits of
social critique regarding the Chinese education
system. Expanding Howlett’s analysis, I suggest
that even Laolang’s complaints preserve the
crux of meritocracy, thereby demonstrating yet
another way ‘individual merit’ remained all-
pervasive in Chinese epistemic life. This forms
the basis for my analysis of my third interlocutor,
a teacher who held both Teacher Fang and
Laolang’s positions in tandem.

On the one hand, since a uniform criterion
was used to measure one’s academic capacities,
Teacher Fang implied that the unprivileged and
privileged were indistinguishable when it came
to the test, and, thus, the test was fair. On the
other hand, Laolang denied the exam’s structural
fairness, emphasising how the wealthy were

afforded opportunities to improve their chances

of success on the gaokao within the education
system leading up to the exam.

'This jargon of fairness derives from liberal
philosophy, specifically John Rawls’ idea of
procedural justice in A Theory of Justice, §14
(2005: 83-90). There, the Rawlsian distinction
between the different types of procedural
justice—perfect, impure, and pure—is drawn.
Understanding this distinction helps connect
Howlett’s analysis to my ethnographic data. In
the perfect case, there is an independent and
substantive account of what justice or fairness
looks like, and an actionable procedure to attain
that result with certainty. The example Rawls
(2005: 85) gives is cutting a cake. We wish to
divide the cake evenly and assign to the person
cutting it the last piece. The implication here
is that, since the cutter ideally wants to have
as much cake as possible, he is incentivised
to follow the ‘fair’ procedure of ensuring each
piece is the same size. If he were to cut them
‘unfairly’ (i.e., into different sizes), the bigger
pieces would be eaten first by others selecting
before him, leaving him worse off. In the
impure case, by contrast, Rawls (2005: 85-86)
cites the example of the criminal justice system.
The independent criterion is that those who
commit crimes are found guilty; however, the
legal procedures of the system leave open the
possibility of a miscarriage of justice. Simply
put, judges and juries are just humans, and
humans make mistakes. Although everyone
would agree that it would be a gross injustice for
an innocent person to be found guilty, nobody
can put forward procedures to ensure that such
mistaken results do not occur, unlike with the
cake example. And, finally, in the pure case, there
is no independently substantive account of the
right result at all. Any conception of such justice
cannot be disentangled from the procedures
that led to it (Rawls 2005: 86—87). One example
might be roulettes. So long as nobody cheated,
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the results are fair. More bluntly, it does not
make sense here to say of the winner who played
by the rules that he ought not to have won. If
one does insist that the legitimate winner did
not deserve it, these complaints would have to
be made from criteria external to the activity
itself, such as, he is evil, already rich, or that we
simply dislike him.

Howlett (2021: 83) that the
distinction between what he calls structural

argues

fairness and procedural fairness is a heuristic
that breaks down, since it is not possible to
adjudicate what one deserved at an individual
level, since ‘individual merit always involves
structural biases’. 1 take this line further,
suggesting that one analytic advantage of
Howlett’s framework lies in its ability to
recognise how Laolang’s critique remained
limited in its attribution of injustice. To be sure,
Laolang’s complaints are nothing like Howlett’s.

Reframing Howlett’s analysis through
Rawls, we might say Laolang differed from
Teacher Fang, but only insofar as Laolang took
the gaokao to be an impure case of procedural
justice, whereas Teacher Fang took it to be pure.
To echo the point, in the pure case, merit was
conferred exclusively based on the procedure,
that is, the test. One deserved it if one fared
well, and did not deserve it if otherwise. This is
what Laolang denied when he considered the
preparation leading up to the exam, which could
be gamed by the privileged.

As Rawls iterates, the impure case of
procedural justice depended upon the existence
of a criterion to adjudicate fairness that could be
conceived externally to the procedure. According
to Laolang, the more ‘meritorious’, in the sense
of more hardworking, more talented or whatever,
ought to be conferred the privileges of society
via the procedure. This is a belief he shared with
Teacher Fang. Their disagreement comes only
from Laolang opening up the possibility for the

procedure to misfire. Laolang never stopped to
interrogate the notion of ‘ability’ itself. Rather,
Laolang’s primary complaint was about those
he perceived to have neither worked as hard
as he did, nor have been as talented as he was,
reaping the benefits he did not. Thus, even in his
critique, Laolang perpetuated basic tenets of the
same myth as Teacher Fang.

CHANCES OF SUCCESS

deeply beliefs

concerning individual merit, the next step is

Recognising entrenched
to inquire into their origins. Recent attempts
have focussed on the perceived indeterminacy
of perceived life-changing events like the
gaokao, which present to individuals higher-
than-actual possibilities of success. Consider
again Howlett (2022a:154), who described
the exam as ‘consequential’, that is, life-
changing, and ‘chancy’, that is, undetermined.
As Howlett’s (2022a: 160) research conveys, in
cases of perceived indeterminacy, differences
in results were conceived of as a function
of personal virtues or even as divine
intervention (e.g., Howlett 2022b: 453). Such
a conception circularly reinforced perceptions
of indeterminacy by giving test takers a
sense that they might change their prospects
through cultivating such virtues or seeking
transcendental assistance. This myopic focus
on individuals consequently ignores structural
issues like access inequality.

While I am largely sympathetic to this
explanation, as much of it cohered with
my ethnographic data, I suggest Howlett’s
employment of ‘chanciness’ can be extended
through a discussion of ‘credence’. The relevance
of credence becomes clearer once we consider
the origins of Howlett’s term. In anticipation
of my argument below, I note that ‘chanciness’
is also derived from Goffman (2006: 227), who
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in ‘Where the Action Is’ defines the pursuit of
an activity as ‘chancy’ if and only if the actor
‘is in a position (or forced into one) to let go
of his hold and control on the situation’. Both
‘credence’ and ‘chanciness’ are derived from the
context of gambling, and the importance of this
context is thoroughly relevant when grasping
the difference between my third interlocutor
and the previous two.

Remarkably, at the time of my fieldwork,
Laolang had not written the gaokao yet. Nor
did his fee-paying peer admitted into the
better school. So why did Laolang assume that
he was getting short-changed? My emphasis
here is on what Goffman (2006:228) calls
the ‘determination phase’ of the chancy action.
Unlike with flipping a coin or other betting
games, the actor in most contexts of life
involving chanciness does not get to perceive
the outcome nearly instantaneously (Goffman
2006: 229). 'This gives time to the actor to
speculate on the outcome.

From my perspective, no actual injustice
had been committed. The wealthier peer had
not received a higher gaokao (yet). Moreover,
the performance of higher-ranked high school
the wealthier peer bought his way into could
have been attributed less to the teaching
environment and more to the higher entry
requirements, which created a self-selecting
group of overachievers in the regular student
body. To me, nothing seemed to guarantee that
the rich fraudulent international student would
succeed simply by attending the better school.

Suggesting this to Laolang was unlikely
to assuage his frustrations, however. Laolang’s
implication had been that his peer’s chances
of success have increased relative to his own,
probabilistically. Since there were a limited
number of places available, Laolang viewed the
gaokao as a zero-sum game of losers and winners
(see Kajanus 2019). In principle, I understood
Laolang’s probabilistic reasoning to be a case

of when the reasoner decides between two
alternatives by assigning a credence value (the
likelihood of m happening in n times, m/n) to
the varied outcomes. In this respect, Laolang
that
increased the likelihood of getting a good

reasoned attending a Dbetter school
gaokao score. Grasping what a credence value
is, or more specifically does, is straightforward,
even if calculating a precise credence value can
be difficult.

The clearest and most concise exposition
of credence is by Frank Ramsey. In “Truth and
Probability’, Ramsey (2001: 170) explains that
what I am calling credence values track ‘how far
we should act on these beliefs’. Ramsey (2001:
174) then goes on to suggest that our beliefs
are governed by some type of mathematical
expectation. He continues:

(...) [I]f p is a proposition about which he
is doubtful, any goods or bads for whose
realisation p is in his view a necessary
and sufficient condition enter into his
multiplied by the
fraction, which is called the ‘degree of his
belief in p’(...)

calculations same

As alluded to above, Ramsey’s novelty here
is that assigning credence values is, to a large
extent, just like betting. This might seem
unexciting, but its originality lies in the fact that
it ties the probabilistic reasoning to our practical
agency and not to some idealised standard by
the light of reason itself. Ethnographically,
Laolang is placing a higher credence value of
him succeeding had he gone to the better ranked
school than that of no. 99. But, as we have seen
already with regards to Goffman’s (2006: 228)
point about the extended determination phase
of the chancy action, such credence is made on
the basis of some undetermined future that has

yet to occur.
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Ramsey’s distinction has garnered renewed
attention  within  Anglophone  philosophy.
Recently, philosophers have divided claims of
probability into objective-chance propositions,
which purportedly assigns some probabilistic
fact to an object in the world, and epistemic—
chance propositions, which does not treat
probability as the function of some objective
‘chance mechanism’, but of ‘the relationship
between one’s evidence and the world’
(Buchak 2014:286). As we have already seen
with Goffman, while it is easy to objectively
determine the probability of a coin landing on
either side, the determination of the probability
of some life event is seldom straightforward,
making us dependent on subjective credence
values. These considerations render Ramsey’s
(2001) “Truth and Probability’ organically
amenable to ethnographic application.

The distinction drawn here brings us back
to Howlett’s discussion. For starters, we can
nuance Howlett’s (2021: 209) point that various
instances of gambling are of sociocultural
importance to his Chinese interlocutors ‘not in
winning prizes, but, rather, in what those prizes
signify: good or bad luck in one’s life more
generally’. We might say that one’s credence
value regarding life events can be disturbed by
other probabilistic activities, whether ordinary
like card games or extraordinary in the sense of
transcendental divination (see Howlett 2021:
213). This clarifies why Howlett’s (2022b: 447)
interlocutors were affectively disordered by
the perception of bad luck on games of chance
ostensibly irrelevant to other arenas of everyday
life without attributing to these interlocutors
an alternative mode of rationality or even
irrationality.

More importantly, credence might also help
us better theorise the epistemic consequences
of the top—down gatekeeping of examination

statistics. To be sure, parents were not entirely

oblivious to the inequalities of the gaokao. For
example, when a 2016 policy change resulted in
hypercompetitive gaokao provinces like Hubei
and Jiangsu increasing quotas for nonlocal
students, despite no changes to cities like Beijing,
protests erupted, with parents congregating
outside official offices in cities like Nanjing
(Qin and Buchanan 2021: 894). Nevertheless,
for most parents, their awareness of inequalities
was imperfect. Although disparities might be
acknowledged at the provincial level, there was,
to be sure, a lack of hard and precise statistics
based on crucial factors like income and level of
parents’ educational attainment. This imperfect
scenario, thus, left ‘wiggle roomy’, reflecting
beliefs their

children’s success, bolstered by anecdotes from

parents’ probabilistic about
friends, relatives or online about ‘dark horse’
(heima) candidates who overcome impossible
odds (Howlett 2022a: 155).

To be specific, in Hohhot, teachers flouted
orders from the higher-ups to keep student
test scores confidential without consequence.
At no. 99 due to the effects of the COVID-
19 anti-contagion policies, which restricted
movement in and out of residential estates
(xiaoqu), home visits were not possible and
parent—teacher interactions increasingly became
online-first—namely, via WeChat, the popular
social networking mega-app, a mixture of
Twitter, Instagram, and PayPal among others.
Individuals shared videos and photos of school
events and high-scoring pupils to their private
friends’ lists; but, in my experience, these lists
were not closely guarded, and people tended
to add any acquaintance. Despite online
censorship, it was increasingly difficult for the
relevant authorities to monitor parent—teacher
interactions. After the 2021 gaokao, multiple
teachers at no. 99 disclosed the achievements
of the school to their contacts on their personal

WeChat accounts, including the parents of
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students at no. 99, via their ‘Moments’ feed
(pengyougquan). These posts were accessible to
anyone on the poster’s contacts list, and people
often checked the ‘Moments’ of their friends to
keep tabs on their daily lives. In one shared post
by teachers at no. 99, the school administration
bragged about its pupils by name: the top
science student, an ethnic Mongolian student
named Khulan, received 557 points, whereas the
top humanities student, a Han Chinese named
Zhang, received 549.

In comparison, these top two scores from no.
99, while high enough for admissions to a first-
tier university, were inadequate compared with
the attainment of no. 102, which, surprising to
me, the teachers at no. 99 also broadcast on their
accounts in similar ways. The top humanities
student at no. 102 that year received 668 points;
the top science student, 693.5. Both were the
autonomous region’s ‘top scholar’ (zhuangyuan)
for their respective streams. Since the early days
of my fieldwork, my interlocutors never failed
to speak highly of no. 102. However, it was not
until the end of the 2021 gaokao season that
I realised just how big the difference between no.
99 and no. 102 really was. At no. 99, not a single
student that year came close to 600 points. At
no. 102, 96 humanities test-takers passed that
threshold, and 262 did so in the sciences.

These cases, where results were shared
by word-of-mouth or digitally, to my surprise,
did not alter people’s perception of the gaokao
fairness or their belief in meritocracy. Rather, it
seemed to reinforce cultural perceptions that
students at better schools were more hard-
working, or that students within no. 99 who
did well possess better study habits compared
to their peers. Instead of spurring some
awareness of structural inequity, some students
were motivated in a ‘if they could do it, so
could I’ manner. Since only scores and names
were revealed, what remained hidden were a

slew of socioeconomic factors that might have

determined gaokao success. As Howlett (2021)
also notes, it is not merely that people were
kept in the dark. Rather, that which has been
revealed to our Chinese interlocutors about
the probabilities of gaokao success seemingly
reinforced  epistemic—chance  propositions
at a subjective level that they might not have
otherwise endorsed had they had access to
objective statistics. It is in this context that
I think, we ought to understand Howlett’s

employment of ‘chanciness’.

BEYOND PROBABILITY
AND CHANCE

My positive that

ethnographic investigations into probabilistic

proposal, however, is
reasoning using credence reveal a rigidly non-
probabilistic corner of epistemic life featuring
some interlocutors. I suggest that it is necessary
to expand the discussion to consider what
happens when ‘chanciness’ is increasingly taken
to its limits, specifically as the likelihood of
some event approaches zero.

'The intuitive criterion for my interlocutors
of judging fairness probabilistically thus far
implied that the more determined the results—
the less chancy the exam was—the less fair it
was. Recall Laolang’s frustrations about the rich
‘unfairly’ increasing one’s chances of success by
maximising the perceived probability of success
using money. Fairness, thus, depended on an
equal likelihood of success for him. However,
this was not necessarily how others reasoned.
For one key interlocutor, Teacher Jing, so long
as there was the possibility of success (i.e., a
nonzero chance), the ‘procedural’ fairness of the
examination was justified. That the rich could
increase their probability of gaokao success
through wealth was largely irrelevant. Why did
she justify the exam this way, and how should

we make sense of this epistemic position?
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Towards the conclusion of the school year
at the time of mock and real exams, I watched
the Year 3 students, with whom I was not
allowed to interact, do problem sets on repeat
through the windows of their classrooms. It was
difficult to imagine what they thought about
the fairness of the exam, and, of course, I could
not ask. That day, however, I had my first candid
conversation with Teacher Jing about what
she thought of the gaokao. The encounter was
serendipitous. Her office door, located near the
stairwell to the Year 3 classes, was open, and
I found her grading in silence. In my earlier
discussions with Teacher Jing, she gave me
generic responses, stating that it was impossible
to do holistic admissions in China with its

massive population or deferring to more senior

teachers citing her lack of teaching experience.

‘That day, she was much more forthcoming.

Teacher Jing was a newcomer to no. 99.

She received her first teaching assignment
after the Spring Festival break in February
2021, despite having arrived at the school in
December 2020. As the school’s most recent
hire, Teacher Jing was also its youngest faculty
member. She earned her undergraduate degree
in 2018. She was, like most of the people at
no. 99, a native of Hohhot. She was appointed to

teach Chinese, a core subject worth 150 points.

Teacher Jing was the staff member closest to me

in age, having been born in the same year, 1995.

Teacher Jing was the only staff member with
whom [ regularly interacted who referred to me
as Teacher Jiang, mostly as a courtesy since I did
no teaching, as opposed to ‘Little Jiang’ (xiao
Jjiang), suggesting our status as peers.

What was most surprising to me was the
ease with which Teacher Jing openly admitted
that the rich were able to bypass the need for
schooling to succeed in life, which the poor
could not do. She explicitly said that the big
bosses did not need to put their children

through the rather torturous ‘swiping through
questions’. Nor did these affluent pupils ever
feel a pressure to ‘eat bitterness’, the Chinese
term for ‘bearing hardships’ highly valued by
the Chinese working class since the post-Mao
reforms (see, e.g., Loyalka 2013). As Teacher
Jing put it, life was easy for the rich kid: the
worst-case scenario was ‘to work for his own
family’. Much as Laolang recognised above,
Teacher Jing, too, accepted that navigating the
education system in China looked very different
based on how much money your father had.

Despite the limits of Laolang’s critique,
he was nevertheless able to recognise how the
putatively just procedures of the gaokao could
be gamed by the privileged, which rendered
the system less than ideally fair to his mind.
By contrast, Teacher Jing seemed careful to
avoid any suggestion that richer people had an
advantage on the gaokao through their wealth
altogether. What made Teacher Jing like Teacher
Fang was that they shared an unwavering belief
that the gaokao was procedurally fair. However,
they too differed in terms of how Teacher
Jing openly accepted that there were many
advantages for the rich when it came to these
tests, something that Teacher Fang seemed to
have denied outwardly in his comparison of art
versus traditional gaokao.

In defending her position, Teacher Jing
never claimed that these things that money can
buy did not increase one’s chances of success nor
that poor children had it harder. As she admitted,
the pressures of having to support one’s family
financially while still in school would be
detrimental. Such an obligation would mean
diverting students’ energy and time from their
studies. Meanwhile, the lack of a comfortable
material environment at home—such as a
noisy bedroom shared with many occupants—
would predictably disturb students writing their

homework. Nevertheless, what mattered to her
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was that, despite all these burdens that came
with being poor, ‘It is still possible for the poor
kid to do better.’ She continued as follows:

Aside from things like art students or
athletes, if we are just talking about regular
students, the gaokao provides a uniform
standard for all: the connection between
wealth and success on this exam is not

a necessary one.

Although Teacher Jing also based her argument
on a procedural justice, I suggest she was unique
in that she refused to entertain the explanatory
powers of statistical likelihood entirely. As she
asserted, even if wealthy students were born
with silver spoons in their mouth and received
the best education that money could buy, they
might still fail the gaokao. However unlikely it
was for this to happen was for her irrelevant:
‘Even if a student, who is much richer than the
other, does better than another student in the
same classroom, the gaokao is still fair.” This is
because that rich student could have failed. And,
this conceptual possibility of the counterfactual
made it fair. In sum, she did not view fairness
as a function of statistical probability. Rather,
her image of meritocracy was based on possible
scenarios she imagined—however unlikely they
were to be actualised.

It was not as if Teacher Jing never reasoned
probabilistically, in the sense of positing how
various factors from one’s environment would
help or harm the likelihood of attaining one’s
goals. In fact, she made it clear this was how
she reasoned in her personal life. Many of the
students at no. 99 talked about their aspirations
to leave Inner Mongolia, hopefully never to
return. Once upon a time, Teacher Jing was
no different, having shared the same dreams
of mobility to more affluent or central regions.
Having attended public schools in the city for

both her own primary and secondary education,
she headed off to university in another province
closer to the capital. She moved to Hebei to
study Chinese at a university in Shijiazhuang,
a city of 11 million people, a population nearly
four times that of Hohhot. Upon graduation,
however, her life quickly diverged from the
imagined life trajectories of the young aspirants
she would end up teaching—the ones who
hoped to make it to the bigger places and
remain there. After a period of working as
a ‘trainee’ teacher in Hebei post-graduation, for
motives that were at first unclear to me, Teacher
Jing returned to Hohhot, even after she ‘made it

out’. As she explained:

After I left, I thought I shouldn’t come
back. I had already made it out. But I had
to calculate and compare the different
environments. As the saying goes, ‘cal-
culate 100 steps for every step you take’.
I realised Hebei was too competitive [in
terms of the gaokao for students]. Students
started independent study at 5:00 am every
day, and you had to be there with them

[stressful factors related to the job she
hoped to avoid in Hohhot].

In the place of her duty or obligation to her
family, Teacher Jing justified her decision to
return based on the likelihood of achieving her
own goals. The work environment in Hebei
where she trained was too intense compared
with Inner Mongolia. She aimed to teach in a
more ‘comfortable’ location. It was not as if the
students in Hebei were simply more ambitious
than those elsewhere or just demanded more
out of their teachers. Rather, the competition
at the high school level in Hebei was
driven by the much larger population of the
province, which could not be accommodated
by the disproportionately limited number of
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university places available to Hebei students
at China’s top institutions. In Hebei, there was
a higher demand for a low supply of university
acceptances, which she believed would make her
life harder as a teacher.

For her, the return also made financial sense.
She was an only child and had moved back in
with her parents, resuming life in her childhood
bedroom, effectively living without expenses—
eating at home and paying no rent. Jing told
me she planned to stay put until marriage. At
that point, she would move in with her future
husband, although she was single at that time.
In response to this, I asked if she would leave
Hohhot if her husband wanted to go elsewhere
in search of better career opportunities. She
was not opposed to the idea, but insisted that
she would need to do a cost-benefit analysis,
probabilistically based on what I have called her
epistemic-chance propositions. What was most
likely to give her the life she wanted? ‘What
were the schools like where she was going [for
her child]? How far would I be from my family?
How were the jobs there?’, she asked rhetorically.

EPISTEMIC STANDARDS AND
PRACTICAL IDENTITY

Why did Teacher Jing go from a probabilistic
mode of reasoning in her personal life to a non-
probabilistic one in her vocational life? I argue
that the switch was a metacognitive strategy to
preserve the perceived fairness of the gaokao
and the reality of meritocracy, upon which her
practical identity depends. Anthropologists
of ethics have long been interested in how
individuals exercised their freedom to organise
their practical lives in pursuit of the good life
(Laidlaw 2002: 327). Far fewer have sought to
investigate ethnographically how one’s practical

ideals, values, models, practices, relationships,

and institutions—one’s idea of the good life—
yields profound effects on one’s epistemic lives.

As Jonathan Mair (2018) has suggested
in a comparative examination between Inner
Mongolian Buddhists and ‘post-truth’ Euro-
American media consumption, the beliefs
generated in both ethnographic contexts, from
practitioners of a religion, on the one hand,
and sceptics and consumers of fringe media,
on the other, both result from a self-conscious
recognition of one’s own uncertainty and the
practical demands of obtaining truth and
certainty in one’s lifetime, despite their obvious
differences. Neither the Buddhists’ dependency
on the teachings of some enlightened authority
nor the post-truther’s appeal to the authoritative
status of charismatic conspiratorial figures
can be treated merely as passive responses to
structural forces (¢f. Sangren 1995), but rather
as active efforts in search of truth and certainty
albeit in a manner that deviates widely from, say,
the epistemologies of the ‘scientific method’.
Teacher Jing behaves analogously.

When 1 asked Teacher Jing if her life
was fulfilling, even without any financial
compensation for the moment, she told me, in
a rather matter-of-fact way, that “There are two
types of fulfilment [for me].” What were they?
‘Long-term,” she said, ‘[fulfilment] is when
students do well on their exams. Short-term,
when students can memorise their classical
Chinese passages properly, as an example.
When I asked if there was anything else, she
paused, staring at me blankly. The division
between her so-called ‘two types’ seemed only
temporal. From my perspective, these two types
of fulfilment pertained to the same goal: that
of being a good teacher. She seemed to agree.
‘A sense of fulfilment for teachers has to be tied
to the students’ academic success obviously’, she
said.
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The role of the
society has garnered much attention within

‘teacher’ in Chinese
anthropology and beyond. Andrew Kipnis
(1997) notes that, in rural northern China
during the reform era, the term ‘teacher’ still
tunctioned in Chinese society as a kinship term
akin to ‘uncle’. The term designated a particular
role in the relational fabric of society. As one
villager said to Kipnis (1997: 32), ‘Once they
teach you, you call them /Zaoshi for their whole
life’. In this case, the moral relationship between
the teacher and the student was characterised
by the personal connection between the two
individuals, which has arguably been the
groundwork for Chinese moral life. In Fei
(1992: 75-76)

Chinese morality, he argues that all ‘traditional’

Xiaotong’s classic work on

Chinese moral discourses are confined to
particularistic relationships, as exemplified by
the Confucian emphasis on ‘filial piety, fraternal
duty, loyalty, and sincerity’. While it would be
difficult to demonstrate that China remains
deeply ‘Confucian’in morality (¢f Bai 2019; Bell
2010), Teacher Jing evidently saw her ethical
duties as a teacher in such particularistic terms:
to help her students navigate the complex
system of schooling leading up to the gaokao as
the student aspired to change the circumstances
of their life. Reciprocally, I observed students
honouring the teacher with a sense of veneration.
I think this is the key to understanding Teacher
Jing’s maintaining that the gackao was all-
things-considered fair.

A valuable comparison can be made to
the wealth of post-socialist ethnographies,
particularly the last generation of Soviets. As
Alexei Yurchak (2006) has described, many
Soviets’ faith in socialism was motivated by
their aspirations to live a good life in the
USSR pragmatically in the face of the material
realities in which they found themselves. As
one of Yurchak’s (2006: 97) interlocutors put it

retrospectively after the collapse of the USSR:

[He first describes all his grievances against
the Party] (...) And, yet, despite all this,
I had always had a strong conviction,
perhaps since I was kindergarten age, that

socialism and communism were good and

right (...)

Even if Yurchak’s interlocutors seemed aware of
the corruptions of the socialist state itself, their
belief in ‘socialism’ in the abstract remained
unshaken, because without it, the ends of their
ethical lives became increasingly obscured.
Notably, just as students may find
motivation to continue to strive on the gaokao
owing to an inflated credence in the possibility
of success, the inverse is also true. When
the perceived possibility of success hit zero,
individuals began to abandon past aims and
seek out alternatives. Consider Doudou, another
16-year-old interlocutor in Year 1-Class 6, who
most closely approximates the nihilistic case of
‘lying flat’ or ‘letting rot’, which I discussed at the
beginning of this paper. Although Doudou had
placed into the top humanities class earlier that
year, she had consistently ranked in the bottom
on mock gaokao since then. Doudou described
herself as the daughter of ‘coolies’ (ku/i), and
did not share any details of her parents beyond
that. After yet another round of disappointing
mock gaokao, she suggested, while wandering
around aimlessly during physical education,
that she was hoping to drop out at the end of
the school year. Unlike any of her other peers,
she denied that doing well on the gaokao meant
worldly success beyond university. As she told
me, her aunt had a Master’s degree in English
from Nanjing University and still failed to get
her dream job teaching at no. 102 in Hohhot.
So, what were the chances for someone like her,

who could not get into such a prestigious school
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in the first place? In her view, it was better to
get some practical work experience as soon as
possible. Here, the myth of meritocracy has
been eroded seemingly beyond repair, whereby
Doudou has been forced to pick up the pieces to
construct a new aim for the good life.

On the flip side, as someone who evidently
valued her job so much, whose identity was
so closely tied to her role as a teacher—to a
vocation whose own raison detre was to help
students navigate the education system leading
up to the exam of their lives—did Teacher
Jing ever feel limited in how much she could
do when it came down to helping these young
aspirants? Imagine a student who excelled in
classical Chinese, but whose parents were also
classical Chinese scholars. Imagine another
student who did well on their gaokao, but only
because they skipped all public-school classes
and simply went to the best cram classes money
could buy. To what extent would Teacher Jing
attribute the success of these students to the
teachers of the school?

Ultimately, I suggest Teacher Jing tied her
own teleology as an ethical self with that of her
vocation, whereby the normative criteria used
in assessing the success and failures of ‘being
a teacher’ influenced her choice of epistemic
standards. The reason that Teacher Jing did
not want to make socioeconomic factors over-
determinant—occasionally invoking highly
improbable counterfactuals to justify her point—
was to uphold her own sense of identity, to see
her in the way that she wants to be seen and
that she sees herself. If socioeconomic factors
were over-determinant, then her endeavours as
a teacher in the public education system start
to look inconsequential. The idea of meritocratic
fairness preserves the cognitive possibility of her
vocation.

But, as the comparison earlier between
Teachers their

Fang and Tang—between

seemingly different vocational aims as
teachers—illustrates, while academic success has
long been a normative criterion of evaluation
in Chinese schooling from a young age (Xu
2019), it is not the only one. In the face of a
lack of academic success, some teachers clearly
retreated into alternative discourses to maintain
the value of their vocation, as Teacher Tang
seemed to have done. Nevertheless, Teacher
Tang’s turning away from academics was not
shared openly and was comparatively rare. By
contrast, the various teachers and officials of
no. 99, despite recognising the uninspiring
gaokao scores of their graduates, insisted that
the school remained academically successful
as an institution. To justify their claims, they
sought out some unconventional standards of
their own, citing how their graduates received
a higher score on the gaokao than they did on
the zhongkao, an entirely different test, three
years prior. It felt to me, however, as if they were
comparing apples to oranges.

CONCLUSIONS

Despite anthropological attention in recent
years on the ethical life and the teleological
cultivation of selves in both transcendental and

‘ordinary’ contexts (e.g., Das 2020; Laidlaw 2014;

Lambek 2010), I suggest that more work needs
to be done in investigating how the possibility
and probability of attaining the good life are
cognitively affected by individuals’ attempts
to understand the world in which they find
themselves. For China specialists, these issues
are pertinent as the country faces increasing
youth unemployment after decades of radical
economic and political change, marked by
sustained regional inequalities as demonstrated
by the rise of nihilistic tendencies. But, for
anthropologists with other regional interests,

the ethnographic themes explored in this paper
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remain equally relevant, especially with regards
to articulating higher-order concerns about the
relationship between individual striving and
structural limitations.

The implications of this paper extend
beyond Hohhot or Inner Mongolia. One
pronounced effect of economic reform and
development has been the rapid rise of the
urban population, which today outnumbers
the rural. Throughout the first two decades of
this century, China was responsible for nearly
half of the world’s total urban expansion (Sun
et al. 2020: 7). Today, China’s third-tier cities
still far outnumber the country’s megacities
of international renown. In this respect, the
research presented in this paper has offered
a glimpse of what ‘average’ life looks like for
China’s ‘average’ youth. However, the possibility
of realising that the myth of meritocracy has
been just a myh all along, as one comes of age
and enters into adulthood and forms a family
of one’s own, looms over this generation of
my student-interlocutors. The effects of such
potential realisations remain to be seen.

Retrospectively, though one might have
expected the increased competition of the
heightened
antipathy amongst the student body, the

examination regime to have
opposite seemed to be the case in my field site.
That students voiced their hushed complaints
to me, an outsider, perhaps revealed the limited
reach of such counter-narratives amongst peers
and teachers, many of whom straightforwardly
told me that they did not accept deterministic
notions like ‘losing at the starting line’ (shuzai
gipao xian), a phrase which referred to the
structural limitations associated with one’s
circumstances of birth.

As Kipnis observed not too long ago,
rigorous testing works to filter out resentful’and

‘anti-school’ pupils (2001: 481). Notably, aside

from the occasional quiet critique of the exam,

other forms of resistance that Kipnis mentioned,
like disrespecting teachers and ostracising other
academic peers, were wholly absent at no. 99.
Meanwhile, technological advancements, as
I stated earlier, made cheating nearly impossible.
One hypothesis is that the increased rigour
and competition on the zhongkao has only
filtered out more students than previously. An
alternative epistemic explanation might be that,
when social and physical mobility has become
so tethered to examination results, most of
my interlocutors, whether student or teacher,
were simply unwilling to forfeit the cognitive
possibility of success. To be resentful or actively
anti-school, or to adopt a nihilistic position
such as Doudou’s, seemed to involve acceptance
of the futility of one’s own aspirations toward
one’s previously held life goals—no doubt
a difficult pill to swallow.

Finally, this paper has offered a glimpse
of what might be conceived as the ‘fringes’ of
ethical life, revealing an ethnographic flash
of the possibility of agentive failure, usually
overlooked in the literature of self-cultivation.
This point might be made by revisiting the
analytic assumptions of the anthropology of
ethics. Consider James Faubion (2012: 37), who
declares that ‘the subject is, by analytical fiat,
“free”; ‘If a subject is incapable of anything that
could be identified as the exercise of his or her
or its work or activity or agency or responsibility
(...) then it falls—by analytic fiat—outside of
the ethical domain’. Such a claim might be
understood trivially in the sense that ethical life
could not be conceptualised in merely causal
terms, hence the necessity of noncausal concepts
like self-determined work, activity, agency,
and responsibility. In that case, this reading
would need to be supplemented by, say, James
Laidlaw’s (2002:323) further point that the
exercise of freedom is not merely the absence

of constraints to make choices, but activities
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that are historically contextualised within
arrangements of social institutions that might
not have been freely chosen by its participants.
But, while anthropologists of ethics have
rightfully challenged the one-sided conceptions
of a freely lived life as typified by resistance
against the binding powers of structural forces,
from my ethnographically informed perspective,
what is missing in their frameworks is how
self-conscious reflection about structural forces
and social institutions might render ethical life
impossible.

Along this vein, the phenomena mentioned
in this paper, such as ‘lying flat’ and ‘letting
rot’, illustrate the ways in which agency appear
obstructed and perhaps even destroyed in cases
of unexpected but cognitively acknowledged
structural injustice. Specifically, the nihilistic
realisations of failed navigators of the system
like Doudou

acceptance of one’s own futility as a result

illustrate how first-person
of ‘unfair’ institutions come to reveal how
previously acknowledged activities of freedom
were ersatz exercises all along. Thus, in realising
the importance of cognitively holding onto a
possible picture of the world to one’s ethical life,
as exemplified in this paper by my interlocutors’
insistence that meritocracy is real, we also
realise the consequences of the negation of such
a picture. These nihilistic and less-than-ideal
cases all seem to be ‘outside the ethical domain’
as defined by Faubion above. Nevertheless, as
I hope to have shown in this paper, they are
hardly irrelevant to ethical life.
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NOTES

1 Following anthropological convention, the name
of this institution, as well as of individual inter-
locutors, have all been replaced by pseudonyms.

2 For a history of the region, see Bulag (2004)

For an account of the protests, see Bulag (2020).

4 For a historical discussion of involution in the
Chinese context, see Duara (1987).

5 I am grateful to the anonymous reviewer for
pushing me to consider these possibilities.
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Laur Kiik

ENCOUNTER: A BASIC CONCEPT FOR
ANTHROPOLOGY

This essay belongs to the essay series “The Anthropologist's Toolkit: Reflections on ethnographic methodology’.

In this series, authors peer into the anthropologists toolkit to reflect on what ethnographic methodology

constitutes in all its multimodal forms.

ABSTRACT

Anthropologists often talk about ‘encounters,’ but what do they actually mean?
'This term—'encounter'—shows up everywhere across ethnographic writing and
practice, but is itself rarely defined or discussed. ‘Ethnographies of encounters,’ too,
are increasingly common, but are rarely treated as a distinct type of ethnography.
In this short essay, I recommend approaching the concept of encountering more
consciously, but also defining it in a relatively basic and expansive way. Encounters
across difference are open-ended: they can lead to collaboration, conflict,
negotiation or an awkward disconnect, to name a few. Encounters are many-sided:
much beyond a single studied group of people, beyond the ethnographer’s home
society, and more than human. Assuming that encounters are very open-ended and
many-sided brings new methodological and ethical challenges. Yet, it helps expand

our attention and care in fieldwork and analysis, while postponing our judgements.

Keywords: ethnographies of encounter, alterity, relationality, world-making, definitions

‘Encounters’ are both a classic theme and

a universal metaphor in social-cultural

anthropology.  Anthropologists have long
emphasised that groups of people live in unique
and disparate social worlds and, thus, can meet

each other only across differences. Meeting a

cultural ‘Other’ or a way of being ‘otherwise’

has remained at the heart of the discipline—as
a topic of study, as an ideological proposition,
and as the very method of ethnographic
fieldwork. Alongside cross-cultural encounters,
have colonial
‘first

encounters, knowledge encounters, medical

anthropologists investigated

encounters, contacts,  missionary

encounters, development encounters, urban
encounters, and anthropological or ethnographic
encounters, amongst many more. Unsurprisingly,
countless anthropological books, theses, articles,
films, and research projects feature titles with
variations of ‘encounter’ and ‘encountering.” A
colleague told me that this word—‘encounter'—
is attractive exactly because it is not tied to any
particular theoretical literature; it feels somehow
neutral, but also so familiar.

Yet, what do anthropologists actually mean
by ‘encounters” What goes into an ‘ethnography
of encounters’ This short essay contributes to
the anthropological discussion by exploring
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a concept that is everywhere in ethnographic
writing and practice, but is itself rarely discussed
or explicitly theorised. In this essay, I make the
case for using this concept more consciously and
for defining it in a relatively basic and expansive
way. Encounters across differences are open-
ended and many-sided. Approaching encounters
as highly open-ended and many-sided helps
expand our attention and care in fieldwork and
analysis.

sk

What might be called ‘ethnographies of
encounter’ are dispersed across social-cultural
anthropology, human geography, and related
fields of research, yet are usually not viewed
as a distinct type of ethnography. Reviewing
such literature in anthropology, Faier and
Rofel (2014) found a few disparate clusters of
ethnographies that have emerged in the last few
decades. They also found that, because these
disparate ethnographies all emphasise how
cultural worlds emerge from interactions—
rather than existing as autonomous bounded
units—one can trace their shared roots to
Boasian cultural diffusionism and to Barthian
approaches to ethnicity as relational.

Faier and Rofel build their literature
review in a way that shows how earlier
studies of colonial encounters inspired the
of encounter.

more recent

Those

historical studies of European colonialism—

ethnographies
earlier studies—often literary and
helped anthropologists think about power,
culture-making, and inequality ‘as involving
processes of negotiation, resistance, awkward
resonance, misunderstanding, and unexpected
convergence’ (Faier and Rofel 2014:365).
Faier and Rofel noted that several now-classic
studies introduced a range of concepts—
such as transculturation, contact zone, middle

ground, mirror of production, and colonial

intimacy—that ‘paved the way for growing
attention in anthropology to how contemporary
cultural forms are the outcome of encounter’.
For example, one influential study has been
Pratt’s (1992: 4) book on the ‘contact zone’,
that is, ‘social spaces where disparate cultures
meet, clash, and grapple with each other, often
in highly asymmetrical relations of domination
and subordination’, where subordinated people
not only adapt to, but also actively shape the
dominant metropolitan cultures.

The rise of encounters as a frame across
disparate fields of study resonates with recent
anthropological debates, which have revived
the discipline’s foundational questions about
culture and cultural difference—or, about
radical alterity or different ontologies. As
a foundational characteristic of the discipline,
anthropologists have often been exploring,
showing the internal logic of, defending, and
promoting ‘other’ cultures. They have specifically
done so in relation to the nonmodern or
the traditional, such as indigenous animism,
including in its encounters with governments,
the natural sciences, and industrial economies.

West (2016: 111) summarises the return
to themes of alterity—and, consequently, of
encounter—as follows:

An old and fundamental anthropological
question has been challenged of late. That
question has three parts. The first part
asks, How do people live their world? How
do they see, smell, taste, hear, feel, sense,
move through, make meaning out of,
find meaning in, represent, narrate, know,
perceive, think about, remember, imagine,
desire, and empathize with all that they
experience as surrounding them? The
second part asks, How do different ways
of living-in-their-world affect how people

understand, engage with, and act toward
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others? 'The third, What happens to people’s
modes of living their worlds when people
living their worlds in radically different ways
interact?

This question of encounter—what happens
when people who live their worlds in very
different ways meet each other—is open-
ended, thus making it a helpful starting point
for ethnography. This is especially so if one
a method of
learning about people, while actively postponing

approaches ethnography as
judgment.

seoksk

So, it remains: What is an ‘encounter’® For
Faier and Rofel (2014: 363-364), cited above,
‘encounter’ refers to ‘everyday engagements
across difference’ a chance meeting, a sensory
exchange, an extended confrontation, a passion-
ate tryst’. This is a fine, yet limiting definition. It
highlights everyday and affective engagements,
but also limits itself by excluding the overtly
political or instances of rupture. It also limits
itself to actual engagements, thereby excluding
encounters that result in an awkward disconnect,
acts of ignoring or passing-by. For the purposes
of this essay, Wilsons (2017:464) simpler
definition suits us better, because it keeps the
notion of encounters at a more broad, open-
ended, and basic level: ‘encounters are meetings
where difference is somehow noteworthy’.

What are ethnographies of encounters?
Faier and Rofel (2014:365) offer a helpful,
specific framing when outlining the criteria
for how they selected ethnographies for their
literature review:

[We have selected (...) studies that (a)
explicitly and consistently move between
the voices and perspectives of members
of different groups of people or things

and (b) demonstrate how new cultural
meanings and worlds emerge through their

encounter.

Again, I suggest defining ‘encounters—and

ethnographies of encounters—in a more
open-ended and expansive way: ethnographies
can also show how encounters happen, but
new meanings and worlds do 7o emerge.
Encounters can lead to historic precedents, yet
may not change much amid a more generally
disconnected or distrustful co-presence of
groups of people.

'This open-endedness is why ‘encounter’
differs from concepts such as clash, dialogue,
exchange, mutual imaginary, translation,
cosmopolitics, relationship, and convergence,
amongst others. While all these other concepts
have their own strengths, the more elementary
term of ‘encounter’ offers the greatest level
of openness—it can encompass the most
diverse pathways and the largest diversity
of participants. It brings attention to how
something unfolded, rather than focusing on
why an outcome might be important, good or
bad. It can highlight the role played by indirect,
fleeting, and vague connections, extending
beyond clashes and collaborations. Even if
an ethnography of encounters takes a public
controversy as the starting point for storytelling,
it can then move from clash or collaboration
to the ambiguous, disconnected, non-climatic,
messy, parallel, awkward, and less noticed.

Such an approach to encounters prevents
assuming that a place’s various actors, with their
cosmoses or world-makings, will actively engage
with each other, especially in conscious political
discourse. The notion of encounter also allows
us to refrain from assuming that interactions
between

must always produce conflict, contestation

disparate world-making projects

or oppression. We can, thus, remain open to
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noticing how encounters may result in alliance,
symbiosis, collaboration, and negotiation—or
in lasting disconnect, disjuncture, and awkward
co-existence, for instance. Relations may be not
made at all; interaction may remain minimal.
The ‘contact zone’ may remain quiet; histories
run parallel without intertwining. We, then,
remain open to fundamental questions about,
for example, how disparate world-makings fit
alongside each other, scrape at each other’s edges
without going to war, and build worlds on the
same landscapes in a long-standing disconnect.
This approach resonates with how
Haraway (2007) and Tsing (2005) emphasise
that encounters are not predestined to lead to
conflict, to good or bad, but only to involve
‘grappling’.  Discussing the encounters and
companionship between humans and other
animal species, Haraway (2007: 15) writes:

A great deal is at stake in such meetings,
and outcomes are not guaranteed. There
is no assured happy or unhappy ending—
socially, ecologically, or scientifically. There
is only the chance for getting on together

with some grace.

Thus, encounters sometimes lead to clash
and oppression, sometimes to cooperation,
sometimes to productive ‘friction’ (Tsing
2005), and, as I have found in my own field
research, sometimes to awkward gaps and
silent co-presence. Faier and Rofel (2014: 364)
note that encounters ‘prompt unexpected
responses and improvised actions, as well
as long-term negotiations with unforeseen
outcomes, including both violence and love’.
An ethnography of encounters could attend not
only to interaction, but also to disconnect and
ignoring; not only love or hate, but also apathy
and not caring; not only knowledge, but also

ignorance.

In my research—focusing on encounters
between people from diverse ethnic groups
and from diverse foreign countries in the Asian
highlands of Burma (Myanmar)—I have seen
people from disparate social worlds ignore each
other, even when living side-by-side on the same
street or in the same village. They do physically
or socially ‘meet’ each other—by living in the
same place—yet no major transformation
happens, ideas are not exchanged, concepts are
not grappled with. Indeed, sometimes people
meet new ideas and conclude, “There is nothing
that I can do with that.” One could argue that
this is not a real ‘encounter’, but merely brushing
up against each other; it is merely a possibility
of an encounter. In my view, such continuous
disconnect is a possible pathway of encounters.

Finally, encounters seem open-ended not
only in terms of their pathways but also of time:
When does an encounter begin and end? When
does it stop being an encounter? This all remains
undefined and rather loose. Encounters could be
brief or constant, forced or voluntary, peaceful or
violent, planned or unnoticed, mind-changing
or forgettable.

ek

Having defined encounters as open-ended,
let us now consider encounters as many-sided.
Ethnographers, historians, and other researchers
usually frame encounters as happening between
just two broad groups of people, but encounters
tend to involve more participants, sides, and
levels. In my own field research—amidst an
ethnopolitical war and vast natural-resource
grabbing—interethnic encounters have contin-
uously appeared many-sided, for example, in
the sense of involving several ethnic groups or
nationalist movements, and—if we move beyond
humans alone—also wild animals, forests, rivers,

landscapes, and minerals and so on.
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Because many-sided encounters evoke
boundless comparisons, they help reassert that
everyone is particular—and that no one is the
default. For example, both in everyday speaking
and in academic writing, certain actors tend to be
represented as if they are ‘non-ethnic’ or beyond
cultural identity politics, such as a country’s
ethnic majority, a transnational company or
urban professionals. All the larger established
traditions of social-cultural anthropology,
ethnology, and ethnography in the world
have tended to refer to their own-language
intellectual circles and countries or regions as
the default ‘we’—in the West, including in the
English-speaking countries (Chua and Mathur
2018), as well as in China, India, Japan, Mexico,
Russia, and many other contexts. Thinking of
encounters as happening among many sides can
help us move beyond two-sided narratives of
‘us’ meeting ‘them’. Indeed, showing the many-
sidedness of encounters helps measure the role
of the ethnographer’s home society or world
region more accurately, perhaps as less central or
less influential in the studied encounters.

In terms of species, the term ‘encounter—
as in a cultural, ontological, material, and inter-
species encounter—underscores the roles of
wildlife, nonhuman nature, physical space, and
things. This framing of encounters allows for
wilder and more-than-human ethnography. Yet,
it comes with a methodological challenge, as
Wilson (2017: 454) puts it, of ‘how we might
better grasp encounters that might be “elusive”
to the social researcher—beyond researching
‘warm-blooded animals in “airy spaces” where
animals are easily encountered’. 'This leads
Wilson (2017:459) to more broadly discuss
ethnographies that move beyond face-to-face
physical contacts and toward ‘non-proximal
encounters’.

Attempting an ethnography of such

many-sided, sometimes indirect, and

more-than-human encounters brings along
analytical and ethical dilemmas regarding how
to represent complex conflicts, many damning
accusations, and ecological destruction. My
response has been to try not to merely present
‘competing discourses’ or ‘incommensurable
worlds’, but to put contradictory voices into
dialogue, and both to contextualise and to
evaluate their claims. In the case of nature
and nonhumans, no ‘voices’ or nonhuman
interviewees can be quoted. Thus, for both
analytical and ethical reasons, ethnographic
writing would need to assess more-than-
human realities, such as a human activity’s
environmental impacts or the decline of local
wildlife. To better express nature’s value and
‘voices’, ethnographies of encounters might
draw upon diverse natural sciences, descriptive
natural history, the environmental humanities,
ethnobiology, multispecies ethnography, and/
or interdisciplinary nature conservation science
(Kiik 2018).

Focusing on many-sided encounters has
both pluses and minuses. One minus is that,
when telling stories of encounters—especially of
many-sided, indirect or ambiguous encounters—
the exploration of any particular side might
lose some depth and immersion. As a plus, the
ethnography may gain in dynamism, diversity of
voices, and relationality. Another benefit is that
encounters tend to reveal unexpected contrasts,
comparisons, and parallels, which then reflect
back upon and help better understand the
involved people. Yet, each story, perspective, and
claim that someone provides about someone
else raises challenges when trying to represent
disparate actors and their contradictory
perspectives truthfully, contextually, and fairly.

Foregrounding many-sided and more-
than-human encounters leads to the challenge
attention—for

of expanding ethnographic

diverse humans and others. Attention—both
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in fieldwork and in writing—needs to move
beyond a single studied group of people, toward
disparate and perhaps conflicting sides of
encounters. Such a task can find guidance and
example from certain persons who themselves
are connecting the different sides in the
encounters studied. Namely, at the heart of
intergroup encounters tend to lie key mediating
persons who connect otherwise mutually
distrustful or warring people or nonhuman
worlds. For example, in my research, I found
that just a few persons were key to creating
encounters between ethnic Bamar (Burmese)
and ethnic Kachin people who—amid and
despite decades of war—fought together against

a widely opposed mega-project (Kiik 2020).

seksk

Ethnographies of encounters

foreground
relationality. Everything becomes ‘inter-’.
Worlds are never made alone; opposition
and clashes, too, are relational; nonhumans
participate; landscapes connect and separate.
Difterent groups of people may envision
creating secure, autonomous worlds, yet their
world-makings depend on and are impacted by
what and whom they meet.

Starting stories from the very basic notion
of ‘encounter’ can help ethnographers postpone
judgments beyond a few of social-cultural
anthropology’s deepest original assumptions.
Namely, groups of people live their worlds
differently. When they meet each other, they
always cross mutual difference. Such meetings
unfold in countless ways.
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A Beach Multiple: An ethnography of environmentalism

on the Lebanese Coastline

18 May 2024

Honoured Custos, Honoured Opponent,
members of the audience,

ccording to a well-known old slogan

from the French new left, ‘under the
cobblestones, there lies a beach’ (Wark 2011:
149-150). The implications of this slogan for the
political imagination are simple, but effective:
if you dig up the cobblestones and throw them
at the authorities, you will encounter a leisurely
beach under them.

What if we start, not from the cobblestones,
but the beach? The beach, which is an over-
fantasised and reified place in capitalist
modernity (Taussig 2000)? Can we still find
Ones that,

as in this old slogan, refer both to societal

some proverbial cobblestones?

infrastructure and antagonistic politics? Can a
place of leisure provide the key to understanding
urban and environmental politics?

My dissertation describes the ways in
which a coastline was definitively political.
On the white sands of Beirut’s only public
beach, Ramlet al-Bayda, many objects, ideas,
and structures were indeed mixed. They were
burrowed into the subterranean and glittered
superficially on the surface. Perhaps not
literal cobblestones, the processes, desires, and
conflicts I documented on the sands of Ramlet
al-Bayda certainly opened a view to political,
social, and environmental changes in Lebanon.

These developments, in turn, speak to wider

global dynamics of environmental ruination in
late capitalism and to anthropological questions
of space and environment.

It was the late summer of 2019, on the
of the
below the peak of Mount Lebanon in the

eastern banks Mediterranean Sea
shadow of the city’s skyscrapers on a public
beach between urban expansion and the waves.
While leisurely crowds enjoyed their Saturday
morning in the blazing sun, a bulldozer rolled
down the sands. It crushed, dismantled, and
demolished makeshift buildings used by the
environmental group that managed the beach.
That bulldozer was commissioned by the Beirut
municipality. Agitated, environmental activists
shuffled around and argued with the municipal
police. There was an air of chaos, with the
environmentalists wearing mixed expressions of
resignation and indignation on their faces.

What was going on? At least two difterent
versions of the events existed. According to the
municipality, the environmental group did not
have the appropriate permits for their activity,
and their work had to be stopped and cleared out.
According to the environmentalists, however,
the municipality was acting on behalf of private
capital interests, punishing them and ignoring
the permits they actually did possess. This was
because the group opposed the privatisation of
the coast, a century-long process with renewed
speed since the 1990s.
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These events were unfolding on Ramlet
al-Bayda—or the ‘White Sands’ in English.
As the only public beach left on the coastline
of Beirut, it marks one of the few locations on
the city’s coastline where one can enter and
relax without paying fees. Now, this access was
threatened by bulldozers. That morning with
the bulldozers was one of the more dramatic
moments of my fieldwork. It encapsulated
how the coastline is more than simply a place
for leisure and recreation—it is also a place
of crucial change in politics and the political
economy.

My dissertation seeks to disentangle
political contestations over the meaning, value,
and use of the Lebanese coastline. I wanted
to understand the interplay between political,
social, historical, economic, legal, and discursive
elements in disputes over meaning and control
over the coast. To this end, I relied on participant
observation with a number of environmental
groups working on the coastline for one year
in 2018 and 2019. In doing so, I documented
the lead up to a societal and economic collapse
and popular uprising in late 2019. Later, these
were added to, resulting from the catastrophic
explosion of Beirut’s port in August 2020,
which ravaged entire neighbourhoods.

I got to know many volunteers, workers,
and activists among the environmentalists. Rana,
for instance, was from a well-known Beiruti
family. She had a background in engineering
and two decades of experience as a civil
society figure. Dina, on the other hand, was a
marine ecologist in her 30s. She headed a new
nongovernmental organisation (NGO) that
worked on marine pedagogy. Mahmoud was a
law student in his late 20s and volunteered in
oppositional electoral campaigns and coastal
cleanups. Their names, like those of all my other

interlocutors, are pseudonymous.

Rana, Dina, and Mahmoud were all
committed participants in environmental work
on the coastline. They organised cleanups,
opposed the privatisation of public beaches,
educated others about coastal nature, and
campaigned against invasive fish species, to
name just a few of their activities.

I consider ethnographic fieldwork a peda-
gogical process rather than a ‘method’ for
gathering ‘data’. Ethnography is a long-term
process of the ethnographer’s co-presence in the
lives of their interlocutors (Chua 2015). This
means not simply analysing the actions of my
interlocutors, but thinking alongside them.

I followed the multiple contestations,
configurations, and characteristics that defined
the Ramlet al-Bayda beach, which served as
a good place to document the transformations
the Lebanese coastline was experiencing. The
resulting fieldnotes, interviews, and observations
formed the basis for my description of the
Lebanese coastline and the beach as multiply
located through its many relations. Building
upon this fieldwork, my dissertation presents
an ethnography of environmentalist work
on the Lebanese coastline and contributes
to the anthropological scholarship on space,
environment, and grassroots politics.

Traditionally, ethnographers are rather
lonesome creatures, who do much of their
thinking by themselves. Instead, since the
beginning of my PhD project, I had the
opportunity to be a part of a collaborative
research project, called the ‘Crosslocations’,
headed by Professor Sarah Green. Together
with a group of anthropologists, we developed
concepts allowing us to rethink issues of spatial
relationality—most importantly to my own
work, the concept of relative location (see Green

et al. 2024).
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Relative location refers to how places,
as well as people and objects, are positioned
relative to each other. This includes not just
how far or close they are situated based on
geographic distance, but all the other kinds of
connections and disconnections between them,
and the forces that calibrate these relations.

This concept of relative location was
central to my analysis of the actions and ideas
of environmentalists, and the processes they
encountered. Given its importance, I offer
a simple example: whether a beach is public
or private means that it is open to different
kinds of users. Through this, different beaches
are connected to different lifeworlds or spaces
situated much further away.

A public beach might have regular visitors
from working class neighbourhoods, whereas
a private luxury resort might draw in rich
tourists from abroad. This quite obvious point is,
however, conceptually meaningful. Any location
has multiple connections or disconnections to
other places. Therefore, a single beach, or any
other place, in fact, has many locations at once.
'This means that, where it is, relatively speaking,
can be known in many different ways.

The idea that any place has multiple,
overlapping locations, as developed in our
research collective, was foundational to my
analysis of environmentalism on the public
beach in Beirut. Ramlet al-Bayda was a place
located in many different ways. It was multiple
in the ways in which it was known. Hence, “The
Beach Multiple’ as the title of my dissertation.

But what of the cobblestones I suggested
we can find in the public beach of Beirut? In this
case, I mean cobblestones as the bits and pieces
that help understand the changes occurring
on the Lebanese coastline as exemplary of late
neoliberal processes. And, as bits and pieces that
help unpack spatial multiplicity through relative
location.

When the civil war ended in 1990,
Lebanon entered a period of heightened
Clientelist

networks played a central role, former warlords

neoliberal economic expansion.
were propelled to important positions, and
political leaders and business elites were
entangled. The country’s economy relied on the
banking industry, the construction sector, and
tourism. In a country where the landscape is
dominated by the mountains and the sea, beach
resorts were a key element of neoliberal spatial
expansion.

Historically, these processes were not
completely new. They stretched to the early
twentieth century and intensified and took
various new forms since the 1990s in the context
of the post-war political economy. Scholars such
as Hannes Baumann (2017: 4) have called the
Lebanese system actually existing neoliberalism,
with ‘liberal talk and [an] illiberal walk’. In
essence, Lebanese neoliberalism is a mix of
hefty liberal ideals with a rather illiberal reality.
Rima Majed (2022) describes it as a system
of sectarian neoliberalism, where neoliberal
doctrine fuses with power-sharing between
political heads of Lebanon’s many religious
communities.

In this context, lands considered public
continued and are still continuing to be
privatised and enclosed by the mixed forces of
political power and private capital. I witnessed
this process at Ramlet al-Bayda, where a new
hotel project enclosed a large chunk of the beach.
It did this by stretching the limits of zoning
laws and defying opposition from protestors.
My interlocutor Rana suspected that it was
the hotel that was the ultimate force beyond
the destructive bulldozer that so dramatically
challenged their guardianship. In other words,
the hotel, and, ultimately, the bulldozer were
symbols of neoliberal enclosure.
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Sectarian neoliberalism was also a key
cause of intensifying environmental degradation.
In the late 2010s, for instance, a crisis of waste
infrastructure emerged. This was also visible on
Beirut’s beach, where combined storm sewage
outlets flowed on the sands and waves washed in
solid waste from overflowing coastal dump sites.
At the same time, environmental consciousness
grew among Lebanon’s middle classes, and the
environmental movement expanded (Kingston
2001; Makdisi 2012).

My interlocutors were environmentalists,
and, thus, part of civil society. Civil society,
in its local form, was a central way in which
many organised to oppose the current situation.
This was the case even as many criticised the
depoliticising effect of the spread of NGOs.

This process is familiar across the globe.
Famously, James Ferguson’s (1994) argument
on development as an antipolitics machine has
been applied to describe the NGO sector (Fisher
1997). NGOisation refers to a move away from
politics into the supposedly nonpolitical form of
civil society (Salloukh et al. 2015: Ch. 3). This
was one crucial context for my research.

To consider this wider context of coastal
neoliberalism, NGOQisation, and environmental
consciousness together with the concept of
relative location, I applied the idea of the
poetics of space. Developed by anthropologist
Rupert Stasch (2013), the poetics of space refers
to how spaces become reflexive repositories of
larger cultural or societal fields.

'This stands for the ways in which people
think through wider issues of social importance
through relational space. As a simple example,
consider if living in the city centre or a distant
suburb makes a difference beyond a geographic
difference. The relation between these two
spaces is rich with meaning, including, for
example, about class or urban politics.

I developed this concept to the poetics of
relative location in order to describe how my
interlocutors understood the different relative
locations of coastal places in Lebanon. Each of
these locations carried larger cultural, societal or
political meaning. As an example, the enclosure
of a public beach would be understood as
representative of neoliberal sectarianism in
Lebanon or, in technical terms, as a metonym
of it.

The six ethnographic chapters in my
dissertation each unpack the poetics of relative
location from distinct perspectives, thereby
uncovering the cobblestones of the politics
of the Lebanese coastline. In the language of
relative location, the chapters describe the layers
in the multiple locations the beach took and the
logics that calibrated them.

In Chapter 2. The Beach, I provide an
ethnographic and historical overview of the
Ramlet al-Bayda public beach. I suggest that, in
the late 2010s, the beach was a precarious space,
since its continued existence was threatened by
privatisation. It was also a place for prefigurative
(e.g., Graeber 2015:2). For my
interlocutors, whatever happened at the beach

politics

foreshadowed how change across the coastline
might unfold.

Chapter 3. The Land Registry follows
activists hunting for a lost cadastral map from
historical survey work to prove that what was
rightly public had been illegally privatised. A
land registry reform carried out by the French
in the 1920s during their colonial rule still
haunted Beirut’s urban politics in the late 2010s.
I show how this was a matter of bureaucratic
knowledge and a spatial logic embedded in the
colonial mapping of the land registry.

Chapter 4. The Sand centres the substance
forming the beach and asks: What is the rela-
tionship between materiality and knowledge?
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I describe how the beach sand became a trou-
blesome mixed matter. The sand grounded the
politics of the coastline by infusing environ-
mentalist and bureaucratic knowledge systems,
human emotions, and other materials.

In Chapter 5. Waste, I examine garbage
and sewage on the coastline. For volunteers
removing garbage from the coast, this seemingly
nonpolitical work was not just a matter of
cleaning up waste. Instead, it hinted at a desire
for wider cleanups in the political system. The
circulation of waste worked as a metonymy for
the political order in Lebanon, so that working
against waste was working for social change.

Chapter 6. The Public Space describes
how the term ‘public space’ circulated in
various articulations: as a nostalgic idea, as a
critical social scientific concept, and as a liberal
property logic. This underscores the role played
by the conceptual imagination on the coastline.
In particular, public space as a term in Beirut
was contested and multiple in its meanings.

Finally, Chapter 7. The Ocean follows
marine environmental advocacy. This chapter
examines how one group sought to educate the
Lebanese of their marine and coastal nature.
'The pedagogical work of teaching the Lebanese
to know their sea was one key way in which
environmentalists sought to safeguard the
country’s coastline, which was, as the chapters
cumulatively show, multiply located.

From these chapters, three broad themes
emerge: late neoliberalism, NGOisation, and
environmentalism. I develop these themes
throughout my dissertation as crucial contexts
for understanding the multiple locations of the
beach.

Firstly,
grassroots realities of Lebanon’s ailing sectarian

neoliberalism refers to the
neoliberal political economy as it actualises in
coastal privatisation, the breakdown of waste
infrastructures, and coastal real estate businesses.

Neoliberalism is also connected to a late liberal
oppositional subjectivity as it emerged in
the form of civil society and NGOs aimed at
protecting coastal spatial and environmental
commons.

Secondly, NGOisation is opened up to the
ethnographic examination of the political and
nonpolitical. My interlocutors negotiated the
limits of these terms. As such, they saw their
work as nonpolitical, because they thought
politics was a corrupt and sectarian matter.
This nonpolitical frame provided both a safe
haven and a limitation for environmental and
progressive ideas.

Finally, I offer a description of grassroots
environmentalism in Lebanon as a part of the
wider rise of environmental movements and
issues both in the Arab-speaking region and
conceptually in anthropological scholarship.

So, in the end, what proverbial ‘cobble-
stones’ did I uncover from the old sands of the
Ramlet al-Bayda beach? And what did I learn of
the, to use the words of Munira Khayyat, ‘well-
intentioned, if doomed, environmental action
ongoing in a place of neoliberal ruination?’"

Approaching the Lebanese coastline
through the
I argue that, where the Ramlet al-Bayda beach

poetics of relative location,
stood is not reducible to a single perspective
or master narrative. Instead, it is a multiplicity
of tangential, overlapping, conflicting or
co-existing processes.

Thus, relative location allowed me to
unearth and sieve from the sands those key
processes that affected Lebanon in the years
before the 2019 uprising and collapse.

I show that the coastline was a multiply
located political line, a threshold for ongoing
changes in the country’s neoliberal twilight.

Overall, this dissertation uncovers new
ways to think of the relationality of space

and grassroots political work on issues of
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environment and urban space. It is my wish
that this work has also valued the political
imagination and the possibility for change,
additional cobblestones buried in the beach in
our troubled planetary era.

I now call upon you, Professor Ghassan
Hage, as the Opponent appointed by the
Faculty of Social Sciences, to present your

critical comments on my dissertation.

SAMULI LAHTEENAHO
RESEARCHER

FINNISH INSTITUTE IN THE MIDDLE
EAST

samuli.lahteenaho@helsinki.fi

NOTES

1 Personal communication.
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Sanna Vellava

LECTIO PRACURSORIA

On the Trail with a Disease Detection Dog:
Collaborations at the Edges of Medical Research

23 February 2024, University of Helsinki

Honoured Custos, honoured Opponent,
members of the audience,

l-\ {l any of you here today likely have a dog or

you have had a dog at some point in your
life. Or, if you have not had your own dog, you
probably know a friend who does. Many of you
with a dog in your life might have encountered
an intriguing phenomenon. For example, you
have a knee ache or a sore toe or a wound on
your skin. For some reason, your dog begins to
show a peculiar interest in that specific area of
your body, smelling it, perhaps trying to lick it
insistently despite you trying to stop them from
doing so.

In 1989, two British doctors (Williams
and Pembroke 1989) wrote to the prestigious
medical journal 7he Lancet about their patient.
She arrived at the clinic describing how her pet
dog had shown a recurrent interest in a lesion
on her leg, repeatedly licking it. The lesion on
the owner’s leg turned out to be skin cancer
(Williams and Pembroke 1989). This, and
similar anecdotes since then, gave rise to an
emerging research field that explores the use
of dogs in detecting different types of diseases,
such as cancers, bacterial infections, and, most
recently, COVID-19. In more recent times, a
growing number of research articles has, thus,
suggested that dogs can detect diseases through
their olfactory sense—that is, through their
sense of smell. This led to considerations about

the potential of using disease detection dogs as
part of medical scientific research, diagnostics,
and clinical health care.

The thesis that I defend here today, titled
‘On the Trail with a Disease Detection Dog:

at the Edges of Medical
Researcly, explores the use of scent detection

Collaborations

dogs in medical research and diagnostics. In
my thesis, I ask the following: How are dogs
made into medical devices? How is medical
knowledge produced about, through, and with
disease detection dogs? And, what kinds of
networks are created around and through dogs
to introduce them to the context of medical
research? To answer these questions, I followed
one particular research project here in Helsinki
which focused on training dogs to smell
different types of cancer and, later, COVID-
19. Some of you might remember the ‘corona
dogs’ at the Helsinki-Vantaa Airport at the
beginning of the pandemic. These dogs smelled
COVID-19 infections in passengers arriving to
Finland as a part of the health security measures.
I return to this experimental diagnostic service
later in this lectio.

Throughout my thesis, I bring forth
the argument that harnessing the olfactory
skills of dogs for use in medical research and
diagnostics is a complex process that requires
bringing together many different kinds of
actors, entities, and practices. Rather than
concentrating on the dog as a particular kind
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of organism, I emphasise the importance of
analysing the surroundings and structures
through which medical knowledge about
and with disease detection dogs becomes
possible and is produced. In this process, it is
important to establish collaborations and work
differences—whether

across epistemological,

methodological, institutional, personal or
between species. Despite the popular narratives
of dogs as ‘naturally’ suitable for scent work,
making dogs into medical devices requires
infrastructural support, development, and
maintenance across institutional divides.

Let me go back for a moment and recount
the first steps in my research process.

It was summer 2018, and I was at a
party, casually conversing with someone who
mentioned a research project in which they
were training dogs to smell cancer. This instantly
piqued my curiosity and I asked more about the
project to which he was referring. The initial
moment of my surprise indicated that there
might be something interesting going on here,
although it was difficult to pinpoint exactly
what it was.

Quite soon after, I found myself standing
in a parking lot in front of a commercial office
space, waiting to meet the project leaders,
ready to hear more about the phenomenon. As
I stood there, a white van pulled up next to
me. A woman in her late 40s jumped from the
driver’s seat and let a mixed-breed greyhound
out from the passenger side door. The woman
came towards me, shook my hand, and
introduced herself as Leena. Then, she said,
gesturing towards the dog, ‘don’t mind that
one’ (dld valiti tuosta), as the dog squirrelled
around the parking lot. The two of them went
for a short walk to the nearby trees; when they
returned, Leena explained how her dog, Késsi,
needed to ‘scan’ people first before he became

acquainted with them. Soon, K6ssi approached

me, coming close and pressing himself against
my legs. I had read about him in the news
and knew that he had already been trained as
a cancer detection dog as a part of the research
project Leena was coordinating. I wondered
what he might smell or sense from me. I had
just had a benign tumour surgically removed
a week earlier, and I thought he might not be
able to smell it. Regardless, it seemed that we
had already become friends.

Meeting Kossi in that parking lot that
summer was the first time I encountered
a disease detection dog. Before that meeting,
I had browsed through the website of Pro-
Sniff, the association that was doing research
with disease detection dogs and of which
Kossi was a part as well. The website presented
stylish photos of dogs sniffing laboratory test
tubes with colourful liquids against a white
background, conveying the idea that the dogs
were already working in the medical setting,
although they were, obviously, dogs, and,
thus, lacked the characteristics of a typical
medical instrument. These photos defied the
obvious boundaries or analytical categories,
such as nature versus culture or biology versus
technology, raising questions about how this
kind of research might be possible considering
the strict methodological and technological
standards seemingly characterising the world of
medicine.

'The owner of Kossi and the scientific leader
of the dog research project generously welcomed
me to start my PhD journey with them and, as
Bruno Latour (1987) would say, ‘follow them
in action—that is, following how the research
around disease detection dogs was conducted at
the grass-roots level. I began taking part in the
everyday life of the dog training facility, where
Késsi and many other dogs were being trained.
I learnt the intricate details of disease detection

with dogs, its requirements and methods, and
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the joys of succeeding as well as frustrations
when things did not always go as planned.

Késsi became the primary dog protagonist
in my thesis as I followed him in the laboratory,
in media representations, and, finally, at the
Helsinki-Vantaa Airport during the pandemic.
However, my thesis is more than a love story
between me and Koéssi. As Donna Haraway
(2012) argues, encounters between individual
members of species can work as a starting point
for tracing associations across scales and kinds,
across time and geographic sites. That is, Kossi
worked as an entry point to understand the
wider circumstances enabling disease detection
dog work and research. I was interested, not
just in the dogs themselves, but the project
around them. My premise was that research
or technological development, as theorised in
the anthropology of science and in science and
technology studies, involves bringing together a
variety of actors and entities, not all of which are
‘scientific’. Rather, research happens in a variety
of locations, not just inside a lab, but extending
beyond it, thereby blurring the boundary
between science and society.

'Thus, rather than focusing on understanding
the intimate relationship between individual
dogs and humans, I was interested in how the
emerging research field surrounding disease
detection dogs is constructed, what it requires,
and what possible challenges might emerge
along the way.

During my research process, I have often
been asked if dogs can really smell diseases or
whether they should be used in diagnostics.
I have not aimed to make such judgments.
Rather, I have looked at the processes and
practices that were assembled around the
dogs, the social and material dimensions, and
structures that formed a web of connections and,
at times, were also kept apart.

As you know, dogs have previously been

used in many scent detection jobs, such as
bomb or drug detection to mention just a few
examples. We are already accustomed to the idea
that dogs work alongside humans in different
settings and perform important societal work.
Against this background, disease detection in
medical research does not seem that different. It
has, however, its own particularities.

Let me briefly explain more about the
material and technical dimensions entailed.

Contrary to what my first intuitive reaction
to Kossi would suggest, the disease detection
dogs I am talking about here today are not
trained to smell tumours or other diseases
directly in people. Instead, they are trained
using biological samples, such as urine or sweat.
Healthy and diseased samples are presented
to the dog and, when sniffing the diseased
samples, the dog is rewarded. When this is done
repeatedly, the dog is supposed to learn the
odour of the disease and discriminate between
healthy and diseased samples. The goal is that
the dog generalises the odour of the disease
from the samples with which they are presented.
In order to be successful, training dogs requires
collecting a lot of samples from many different
individuals. Otherwise, instead of learning the
disease odour, the dog might learn the smell of
specific individuals.

Unlike drugs, for example, the smell of
a disease is not known to humans. Thus, in
order to avoid accidentally teaching the dog the
‘wrong thing’, a variety of measures is needed.
As I mentioned, one central issue is collecting
a large number of training samples. Another is
that samples should be handled in such a way
so as to avoid systemic bias. If diseased and
healthy samples have some kind of systemic
difference between them, the dog might learn
that difference. For example, if diseased samples
are collected from a hospital setting and healthy
samples from elsewhere, the dog might pick
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up the odour of the hospital. Such a systemic
bias could lead to the illusion that the dog has
learnt the odour of the disease, when, in fact,
they have learnt some other characteristic from
the samples. Therefore, much care and planning
go into building the necessary olfactory infra-
structure for training disease detection with dogs.
Therefore, even if in theory it might be easy
and fast to use dogs to detect diseases once they
are trained, building a research project around
them is a slow process. Moreover, disease
detection dog research seems to challenge the
idea of who contributes to medical research
and how. For instance, the role of nonacademic
actors is central to this area of research, and
this was the case also in the project I followed.
Although led by a veterinary scientist, the daily
life of the laboratory was largely managed by
the association that had been founded by lay
dog handlers. However, it was important to find
medical doctors with whom to collaborate so
that research on human biological samples could
be conducted officially and the results could be
published in academic journals. Connections to
established medical institutions could also offer
access to biological samples, crucial to training
dogs. Finding such connections was not always
straight forward, thereby resulting in visible
challenges to establishing new lines of research
within mainstream research infrastructures.
When I first started my own research
project, dogs had hardly been used in large-scale,
real-life experiments. It was more like a future
imaginary. Instead, dogs were imagined as
working best alongside medical scientists in the
labs, since it seemed unlikely that dogs would be
welcomed in clinical settings anytime soon.
However, in spring 2020, the COVID-19
pandemic started. Just as the urgency of the
pandemic accelerated medical research to find
new diagnostic methods to curtail the spread

of the virus, it also provided new opportunities

for disease detection dog research projects,
including the one I had been following. Suddenly,
Késsi appeared in the news, which reported that
he had learnt to smell COVID-19. Soon after, a
new experimental pilot study with COVID-19
detection dogs was planned. Only a few months
later, in September 2020, a pilot programme was
launched at the Helsinki-Vantaa Airport, where
dogs were employed to snift passengers arriving
to Finland. A special metal booth was built in
the airport and passengers could volunteer to
take a dog test. You would walk into a small
booth, wipe your neck and wrists with a tissue,
and, then, through a small window, hand it over
to the dog and their handler. About 30 seconds
later, you would receive a paper with your test
result. I took the test, and I received a paper
back, saying, “The dog thinks you do not have
COVID-19.” Although this was not an official
diagnostic test, I must say this information was
relieving.

The dog service proved to be a success,
attracting media attention globally. Although
research with disease detection dogs had been
conducted by different groups in many countries
already, the pilot programme at the airport was
one of the first to employ dogs as screening
devices to curtail the COVID-19 pandemic.
Four dogs working at the airport received the
annual ‘hero dogs’ of the year award from The
Finnish Kennel Club. On social media, the
pilot programme was hyped as well as debated.
Some were critical of how fast the dogs were
operationalised and doubted the reliability of
dogs in screening situations, whereas others
argued that dogs should be included in the
updated law on infectious diseases.

One of the first imageries evoked by the
concept of ‘disease detection dog’, for me as
well as for many others I talked with in the
course of writing this thesis, was that, as one

strolls down the street, sniffer dogs might begin
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spontaneously alerting strangers that they have
cancer. This uncanny vision evokes feelings of
intuitive amusement as well as an uneasiness, a
sense of ambivalence, and challenging norms of
privacy and personal boundaries. One source
of this ambivalence might be the fact that
the device is an animate being with partial
autonomy resisting human control. Through
the dog, dog owners might learn about intimate
aspects of their fellow humans without them
even knowing. Once a dog is trained to smell
a disease, how would that ability be contained?
A dog as a medical device thus feeds our
imagination in many ways. However, the wildest
scenarios of dogs alerting us to diseases in
random people on the street may prove to be
more of a canine version of a techno-dystopian/
utopian science fiction future rather than
actually becoming reality any time soon.

To conclude, making dogs part of medical
research is not a question that remained isolated
within the lab or what is called the ‘world of
science’. Instead, various groups and experts,
including scientists from different research
areas, medical companies, stakeholder groups
such as patient organisations and professional
dog trainers, and funding agencies all took part
in the collaborative network that made research
with dogs possible and shaped it in different
ways. In attempting to attract resources and
partnerships for the project, Kossi often played
the role of the charismatic star dog, evoking
both criticism and admiration. Indeed, his
figure was at times also controversial, but I have
refrained from making definitive judgments
about the ‘true’ Kossi, his feelings or abilities.
Instead, controversies and uncertainties around
Késsi and his abilities resonate with the more
general dynamics in any emerging research
area in which questions of what counts as ‘true’
knowledge or appropriate methods are still
debated and have yet to be stabilised. Given this
dynamic, it is not uncommon that the status

of the research field itself is uncertain, and
it remains to be seen, how the research field
continues to develop. Here in Finland as well
as elsewhere, research with disease detection
dogs continues, although Késsi has since retired
from detection work, while new dogs and their
handlers continue the work.

I have, thus, shed light on the more-than-
canine issues shaping working relations and
processes of medical knowledge production
with, through, and about disease detection
dogs, arguing that making disease detection
dogs ‘work’ requires attention to conditions and
structures in which such work becomes possible.
This thesis itself might be considered a kind
of counternarrative to the popular narratives
and assumptions about dogs as ‘natural noses’,
arguing instead that dogs are ‘made’into devices
rather than born as such. In a way, celebratory
narratives surrounding disease detection dogs
are like a double-edged sword. On the one hand,
they offer justification for doing and investing
in dog research so that it might solve challenges
in diagnostics and public health care, struggling
with rising costs as well as causing suffering for
individual patients, either due to misdiagnosis
or the invasiveness of a diagnostic procedure.
On the other hand, the narrative about dogs
as easy, fast, and cheap might undermine the
justification for continuous investments in new
kinds of infrastructures that are nonetheless
crucial for dog training and research. This might
be a kind of paradox. Or just business as usual.

Honoured Opponent, I now call upon
you to present your critical comments on my

dissertation.
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hen I was a young girl growing up in

the US Midwest, my father worked for
a large corporation. He worked in an exciting
department where they used computers, which
at the time were strange and foreign things.
Working as an engineer since the 1950s, he
thought it would be great for me to learn
how to use a computer and signed me up for
a class specifically designed for the children of
employees at that large corporation. I was so
excited! When I got there, I was the only girl in
a group of about 20 kids. The teacher noted this;
everyone noted this. The teacher then told me
I could go sit in the back of the room, while he
and the boys worked on coding in BASIC. For a
tew lessons, I sat in the back, struggling to hear,
but following along. Then, at the third or fourth
lesson, I started to look around the huge, hall-
like space we were in—full of desks and chairs
and huge computers—all lined up. I remember
wondering, not about BASIC, but about what
they did there, these people. I wondered how
they worked, what they worked on—were they
talkative, were they friends outside of work? I
turned on the computer sitting on the desk
where 1 sat, and tapped away, pretending to
work. After some avid tapping, the green letters
on the screen told me the computer had locked
up. I moved on to the next desk and did the
same thing. And, again ... and again. This was
my first real encounter with engineering, and I

remember thinking to myself how much cooler

it would have been if my father had been an
anthropologist or a pilot.

Many years later, I was working in an
engineering department, still not an engineer,
but working within and leading projects. But,
something had changed: I did not take the time
to wonder, as I had when I was a young girl;
I just worked and went home. This changed
with my PhD studies, because then, the wonder
returned. I looked around my workplace and at
my co-workers, all engaged in work or not—and
wondered to myself what was going on under
the blanket of work. It was this wonder, this
question, which directed my research and data
analysis (Mantere and Ketokivi 2013; McAuliffe
2015). You may ask: Researching daily life, how
is that done? Can it be relevant? The answer is,
yes, it is relevant, even interesting, and theory-
rich, and it can be accomplished using a practice
theoretical approach (e.g., Schatzki et al. 2001;
Orlikowski 2010; Engestrom 2000; Feldman
and Orlikowski 2011).

To look at everyday life as it unfolds, as
things happen over and over again in ways
both expected and unexpected during the
interwoven lifeworlds of people is the subject of
interest for practice researchers (e.g., Schatzki
et al. 2001; Nicolini 2017; Orlikowski 2000;
Schatzki 2017; Blunden 2010; Bourdieu 1977,
de Certeau 1984 [1980]; Feldman and Worline
2016). Philosopher Theodore Schatzki (2002:
87) defined practice as ‘a temporally evolving,
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open-ended set of doings and saying linked by
practical understandings, rules, teleo-affective
structure (meaning the doings and sayings)—
the meanings and motivations, and general
understandings’ at a site (see also Loscher et
al. 2019). Practices are further described as
embodied interactions and interspaces between
subjects and their mental, emotional, and
physical states (Kiipers 2013). Shared practices
are lived experiences, involving learned or
acquired knowledge (Barnes 2000) and the
creation of a collection of accomplishments.
Social practices are comprised of both activities
and participants. As such, stories from and
of working life increase understanding, even
subjective understandings, of visible and
invisible organizational realities, assumptions,
and tensions (e.g., Orlikowski and Scott 2008,;
Orlikowski 2010; Tsoukas and Chia 2011: 1-21;
Risinen and Trux 2012; Buch and Andersen
2013, 2015; Clegg et al. 2018). Practices,
therefore, can be examined at the level of what
is said and done, as investigations of routines
or through the establishment of what occurs
at some level of life as it happens in daily life
(Miettinen et al. 2009; Loscher et al. 2019).
Since pre-Aristotelian times, people have
looked at exactly these things. These happenings
in and of life can be as simple as the personal
phenomenology of eating an apple—the texture
and taste, the feel of the apple, the freshness,
the tart juices hitting your tongue (van Manen
2007)—to the almost dancelike movements
construction workers make as they lower their
heads to avoid a passing beam announced only
by another crewman’s whistle (Gherardi and
Nicolini 2002). In the early 2000s, academics
came together and called for a turn to practice
(Schatzki et al. 2001). This turn was more of a
formal call to examine the what and the why
of the world. The call to examine practices was

embraced by scholars, and this official turn to

practice served as a goal post for practice theory
formalisation. Yet, both before and indeed
after this turn, no one practice theory or one
set of methodologies, vocabularies or analyses
emerged for those examining practices using a
practice theory lens. However, there are mature
as well as developing practice theories, and all
practice researchers look at the social in their
examinations, not just actions, because if one
looks only at the actions, the social—the root
of practice theory—is lost. Historic pluralities
offer a richness for the study of practices, in part
to be defined by the researcher.

'Thus, while practice theory and practice
researchers are ‘new’ in the grand timeline
of things, practices have been embraced by
academics interested in why and how of social—
the intertwined tornado of events occurring
at all times—represent the nexus of practices
(Schatzki 2005). There are more scripted and
defined ways to study practices. For instance,
Engestrom’s (2000) activity theory is complete
with guiding schematics. In addition, practice
theorists such as Wanda Orlikowski (e.g., 2007,
2008), who graciously follows practitioners in
the field, pays attention not only to her subjects
and data, but also to herself as a researcher
without ever naming herself as a practice
theorist per se.

One thing all practice researchers agree
upon is that to examine reality as it happens the
researcher must ‘be there’ in the moment. That
is, the researcher must be where events unfold.
Ethnography (Bate 1997; Fetterman 2009;
Barron 2013; Davies 2002; van Maanen 2011)
is a common method for researching practices,
accompanied by the need for long-term
engagement with and in the field. This requires
time (Ricoeur 1976; Schatzki 2012: 13-26).
As a method, ethnography also has drawbacks
(e.g., Fine 1993), because the researcher is

present in an environment from which they are
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usually absent—that is, a foreign arena, such
as the construction sites Silvia Gherardi and
Davide Nicolini (2002) studied. Not only was
Gherardi not a construction worker, but she
had to learn the basics from the ground up,
remaining an outsider. I have often thought of
this: if a researcher came to our house to watch
our family, I would always be aware of their
presence. I would have the same awareness of a
researcher observing me at my workplace.

My research interest was closer to me
than a construction site. I turned to study the
practices of my own workplace (Doloriert and
Sambrook 2012; Fine et al. 2011; Kemmis 2009;
Risinen and Trux 2012; Aarnikoivu 2016). Can
this be done? Yes, it can, and it is a research area
of interest: researching your own profession.
Academics, especially academics in the Nordics,
have examined their own workplaces, the
hallowed halls of academia during moments
of change, during the personal development of
becoming academics, and during the day-to-day
life of work in a higher institution of learning
(e.g., Jarventie-Thesleff et al. 2016; Risinen
2009). I worked in a research and development
(R&D) unit within a company for years in
various departments and in various projects—
not as an engineer, but as a specialist and as
a team leader (see Blomquist et al. 2010 and
Buch and Andersen 2015 for similar examples).
During my PhD studies, I learned about
practice theory, ethnography, and embeddedness
as a researcher, and to study from within, to be a
native studying the familiar as an insider, while
reaching for the level of outsider as well. This
nativeness has its challenges (van Maanen 2011,
Anteby 2013; Davies 2002; Cunlifte 2016): but,
through reflection and reflexiveness (Yanow
and Tsoukas 2009; Alvesson and Skéldberg
2009; Alvesson 2009), the road becomes
clearer. As an insider researcher, ethnography

becomes what some call at-home ethnography

(Jarventie-Thesleff et al. 2016)—you are in the
familiar and you have tacit knowledge, enjoy
the advantages of pre-knowledge, and spend
less time familiarising yourself with the site,
your familiar ‘home’ (Jirventie-Thesleff et al.
2016). However, the researcher must then also
review these elements, and constantly ‘check
oneself against these considerations throughout
all steps of the research project (Anteby 2013;
Zahavi 2007, 2019 [2018]). Engineers and
engineering work is fraught with external
assumptions and, given the closed nature of
a corporate-centred R&D (e.g., Buch and
Andersen 2013, 2015; Buch 2016; Cicmil et
al. 2006; ¢f- Vojak et al. 2006), access for most
would be difficult. I was granted permission by
the company to conduct my research so long as
I did not share any company technology secrets.
No one really understood qualitative research—
that is, research without numbers, variables,
variances, and repeatability. However, it turned
out that my coworkers were quite interested to
talk with me and discuss their work and work
life. So, there I was, a PhD student at work and
researching my own workplace: R&D. We were
a newly formed team tasked with creating a
wireless patient monitor for hospital use. The
team was cross-functional, mostly comprised of
men and mostly engineers or mathematicians
and physicists.

My study took place not only in the office
spaces, but also in the clinical setting in the
hospital, where engineers from the team would
go to learn about clinical work hoping to add
further understanding to their engineering work.
The engineer makes and the clinician uses; but,
how do these two vastly different professions
work together to create something? I was able to
visit the hospital during concept discussions, to
shadow staff and to ask questions. As I stepped
into my researcher shoes, I was filled with

questions—I did not focus on managerial issues
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or thoughts, but solely on the workers (Résinen
and Trux 2012). I took time to look, to listen;
I took pictures (Quattrone et al. 2021), I walked
around and listened some more. Eventually,
I became increasingly interested in how the
team would focus on customers, or try to focus
on customers, and sometimes even wonder who
those customers were—assumptions regarding
understandings dominated many facets of
the work (e.g., Savolainen and Hyysalo 2021;
Sjogren et al. 2018; Smith et al. 2019). After
some time, I began interviewing, observing
more, and interacting, all the while keeping
very detailed diaries. I had one diary I called,
‘My Diary of Unusual Things’, things which
struck me as an insider as unusual. These things
eventually became additional points of interest
for me. I identified with what Swedish professor
Mats Alvesson (2009) had said, that, through
insider ethnography, you are like a radar and
always on. Even while performed the work tasks
I was responsible for within the company, I had
a notebook or post-its with me to record events.
I was always scanning, always ready, document-
ing life as it unfolded in the workplace (Revsbak
and Tanggaard 2015).

After mapping out a story of the everyday,
I turned to my coworkers and talked with
them in relation to learning, their work, and
their understandings of their work and our
work life. We discussed co-creation, innovation,
blocks to their work, how they work, and how
they understand the product they are creating
amongst many other things. I went on visits with
the team as a part of the team to discuss with
clinicians what they want in patient monitoring,
how they use monitors, describing any stumbling
blocks they may know of, and the needs they
could identify. We also repeatedly went to the
hospital to visit closed spaces otherwise only
available to staff, such as operating theatres
and intensive care units. All the while, I kept

my notebook close, took pictures when I could,
drew sketches when I could not take pictures,
and found myself iteratively examining the sites
and myself. I reminded myself to remain in the
moment, to exist in the moment, and to engage
with the moment as a researcher and as a worker.
I continued to collect stories of work and what
happens during it in addition to completing my
assigned work.

I created an ethnography (Leppild 2022)
of this little-known arena and of the time of
innovation within a corporation and during
co-creation sessions. From this ethnography,
I identified three large organizational themes
which are, you could say, ruling or dominating
the site. These three large organizational themes
are knowledge, time, and dissonance, under
which the site practices fall—think of them as
an umbrella. I then returned to the data and
examined the stories, particularly focusing on
things which were surprising or not directly
work-related—things did not unfold as expected.
Now, it was time for a deeper dive, a reflexive
and reflective journey into why or how things
happened, as well as the forces controlling them
(Cunliffe 2016). I thought of the philosopher de
Certeau (1984) [1980], who wrote of practices
and examining them through metaphor. He
described the examination of practices as
looking down from a high skyscraper at the
world below—Ilooking at the mass of activity—
then swooping down and being in the activity,
in the world, and then swooping up to the top
of the skyscraper. This same type of positioning
and repositioning is what Nicolini (2009, 2012)
describes as zooming in and out. Near. Far.
Together. Apart.

I regarded the research data through the
framework of practice theory, whereby I had to
simultaneously step back and remain immersed.
Where do the practices come from in general

in these creative and knowledgeable people?
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Figure 1. Relationship of large organizational themes and practice orientations (Leppild 2022).

I thought of the three large organizational
themes—the umbrella—which gave way to
a skyscraper view, a zoomed-out view. I then
zoomed in, to get close. I examined the data
from quite nearby—at the street level, so to
speak—through four philosophical lenses, or
nuances which are innate stances in all humans—
in you and in me. We all have moral, tactical,
subject (identity), and political stances (Rdsinen
and Trux 2012; Risinen 2015). All four of these
stances, these practice orientations, are within all
of us simultaneously. Normally, one dominates,
rarely in equilibrium with one another (Risinen
2015). Scholars have examined one stance or
practice orientation, such as political stances,
as power within organizations (e.g., Salovaara
and Bathurst 2018; Fleming and Spicer 2014,
Gottwald et al. 2018). I retained all four and
combined them with the three umbrellaed
stances—the large organizational themes—so
as to consider an expansion of the nexus of
activities from Schatzki’s (2001, 2017) practice
theory. This allowed me to also create a nexus of
practices at the large organizational theme level
and at the personal practice orientation level.

In doing so, I established a movement between

these macro- and micro-level phenomena, a
negotiation which is ongoing, which we all used
to validate ourselves as actors in the site (Figure
1). I combined these three large organizational
themes—knowledge, time, and dissonance—
with four innate practice orientations into a
matrixed combination to examine the details.

I interconnected the themes, finding 12
combinations of ways to regard each event
about which I wrote (Table 1). Ultimately,
I created a map of phenomena, with each large
organizational theme of knowledge, time, and
dissonance individually connected to the four
practice orientations—those we all have—of
moral, tactical, subject, and political stances
(Risinen 2015; Risinen and Trux 2012).
I created a three-by-four combination map to
connect the dots, to view it from above. By doing
this, I could then separate the phenomena, see
which combinations dominated, and identify
the changes from the initial position of ‘working
as expected’ through the sayings and doings
that occurred. I found that there was a lot more
to work, work as expected by managers and
assumptions regarding what happened during
work.
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My study revealed that co-creation did
not occur as theory suggests, that patient area
applications of innovation were not always
embraced. As work unfolded, so did drama,
tensions, and dramatic episodes, all contained
at the work level of employees. Through the
combinations of the large organizational themes
and practice orientations, through the practice
lens, through the immersion, and following
the staff at two sites, the reflexive journey as
an insider and outsider, an understanding
emerged regarding the why behind the events
which did not unfold as expected. I found
that practitioners navigated and enacted social
practices at work as acts of trade—they traded,
they exchanged their own personal practice
orientations and the large organizational
themes when tensions arose to challenge their
knowledge-worker identity. All these things
made them turn their attention away from work
tasks, initiating navigation through the field
of large organizational themes and practice
orientations. Through the mapping, I was able
to track and follow movement within the nexus,
and analyse the steps taken to enactment by a
worker to achieve an equilibrium. Equilibrium
was achieved through acts of social practice
trade, a term I created for my dissertation.

'This form of ethnography, being an insider
‘at home’ in my natural work environment

represented a rather deep commitment, a

I also worked on my own tasks as an employee.
It was, however, an excellent deep dive for me to
see what was really going on—to open my mind,
not as a blank canvas, but as a canvas upon
which I was aware of presumptions and biases,
the ‘T know’ mentality. It was an organizational
ethnography (e.g., Voyer and Trondman 2017,
Watson 2012), during which 1 was engaged,
deeply reflexive, and with my eyes and ears
open. This involved zooming not only in and
out, but also moving from side-to-side and into
myself as a worker, a person, and a human. My
dissertation includes short essays from my diary
entries, offering my own thoughts and attempts
at coming to terms with surprising things such
as my own mortality while visiting the hospital
as an engineering team member. The very last
words in my dissertation are from my interview
prompts for myself, ending with, ‘Be quiet and
listen’. The sensitivity required to zoom in, out,
and sideways comes from listening to what you
hear, but also from those quiet moments in your
head. These were rather immersive dives into
the data, theory, and self.

Traditional ethnography is normally a
story by a non-native about a strange and
distant culture (van Maanen 2011 [1988]):
writing and analysing yourself and about your
own—if possible—can bring deep insights
and understandings (van Maanen 2011). This
research, with its practice theory approach,

highly personal commitment, and a surprisingly =~ examined the practices and phenomena
difficult commitment. During my research, of an engineering cross-functional team
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from the inside during early medical device
innovation. Through the novel combination of
the large organizational themes and practice
orientations, and their mapping of even closer-
knit combinations, I was able to see how the
organizational actors navigated through these
phenomena and enacted new or adapted
practices—as acts of social practice change. The
things which puzzled me in the data became
clear through this framing, through a practice
lens, and through the assessment based on
large organizational themes and innate practice
orientations. Qualitative research (Eriksson and
Kovalainen 2016) focuses on developing what
might be, and that is the case with this research.
These findings are advances in practice theory,
in ethnography, and in understanding early
medical device innovation within a corporate
innovation programme. Yet, I extended the
concept of a nexus of practices through the
intertwining of large organizational themes
and real-world personal practice orientations,
and by combining these two dimensions into
a tool for the assessment and examination
of ethnographic material, making visible the
unseen nexus of within, to shine a light on
it, then noting how people navigate through
themes and orientations. This resulted in a
personal journey, enacting social practice trades
as they attempted to find an equilibrium during
social practices in work and work life.

This journey was longer than the years
it took me to complete the actual research,
most likely starting with that computer
class I enrolled in long ago which started my
wondering. Through this research, I learned
what happens at the worker level within
R&D at this site, what co-creation during
early medical device was like at this site, what
the day-to-day work and work life was at this
site, and also how the worker existed in that

lifeworld. I learned how they understood what
they were making and how they understood or
not the clinical field for which they were making
the devices. I found stories that interwove and
made the area much richer than just that within
which we all simply worked on assigned tasks
(Weick 2007). Although, at one site, practice
research then allows for comparisons to other
sites, even to other practices. The research tells
us about daily work and work life and offers
us an understanding of how workers at all
levels understand themselves better, work to
understand social practices and social practice
trades, and how they navigate and enact social
practices at work and in work life during early-

stage medical device innovation in a corporate

R&D unit.
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LECTIO PRAECURSORIA.

Creolising Nordic Migration Research:
Entangled Knowledges, Migratisations, and Reflexivities

5 April 2024, Tampere University

Honoured Custos, honoured Opponent, dear
audience members,

recent media article in Helsingin Sanomat

(2024) lamented the lack of English
subtitles to popular Finnish television series like
‘Siskonpeti’. Given that these series exude Finnish
customs, values, and traditions, they would help
migrants integrate into society if only they were
able to follow the shows. The article referred to
Finnish values as white values which one should
adopt, while erasing the diversity of Finland’s
population, such as the Sami Indigenous people,
the Roma national minority or migrants and
their descendants, many of whom are Finnish
citizens. The article, however, did not lament the
scarcity of television shows by and for minorities,
migrants, and Indigenous people.

The discourse of integration seems to
dominate migration policies, practices, and
discussions in the Nordic context. The assump-
tion that migrants must adapt to the norms of
the dominant society in order to be included is
often taken for granted. Recent critical research,
however, such as the 2024 PhD study by Ameera
Masoud, titled Constructing the Integrateable
Refugee and Immigrant through Integration
Policies and Practices in Finland, challenges
this assumption. Such studies reveal hidden
realities behind official integration policies. That
is, policies focus on ‘fixing’ individuals instead

of addressing structural barriers that restrict

migrants’ access to most economic, social,
cultural, educational, and political spheres.

While Nordic integration policies are built
upon the discourse of equal opportunities and
inclusiveness, equality is out of reach for many
migrants and their descendants, especially those
racialised as ‘other’. It becomes important to
envision alternative and more just practices
of and beyond integration. According to the
2023 book Rethinking Integration: Challenging
Oppressive Practices and Pointing to Ways Forward,
co-edited by Zeinab Karimi and colleagues, a
first step would be flipping the script by turning
the gaze around. Instead of focusing on a
particular group as the ‘other’ who needs ‘fixing’
in order to fit in, we should turn our gaze to the
rigid societal structures and their reproduction
of multiple inequalities at the intersection of
race, class, citizenship, and gender amongst
others.

Rethinking integration by turning the
gaze around shifts the terms of the conversation
regarding what integration is or should be. This
can open up ways forward towards creating and
sustaining more just ways of living together. Yet,
this is only the first step. The next step relies on
imagining what those alternative ways of living
together could look like. How can we imagine
those possible convivial worlds? And, how can
we address ongoing inequalities that cannot be
erased? Addressing these questions requires not
only changing the terms of the conversation,
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but having altogether different conversations.
Such conversations have already started taking
place at the margins, between people unequally
positioned by migration systems and discourses.

Beyond debates about integration, such
conversations focus on rethinking what it
means to live together in the context of growing
diversity and rising inequalities. My doctoral
dissertation contributes to ongoing debates on
rethinking co-existence from the margins, while
also addressing power relations and inequalities.
I focus on the contact zones between multiple
unequal experiences of migration, and on what
such interrelations may produce in terms of
imagining alternative just worlds. There are
multiple types of migration experiences at the
intersection of citizenship, ethnicity, race, class,
and the visa or residence permit regime one
is subjected to amongst other issues. These
various experiences come into contact with one
another in creative and unexpected ways. Rather
than focusing on relations or ‘incompatibilities’
between migrants and locals, which reproduce
the foreigner versus native binary, I focus instead
on relations and tensions between differently
positioned migrants. Drawing from the 2018
study by Alyosxa Tudor, titled Cross-fadings of
Racialisation and Migratisation: The Postcolonial
Turn in Western European Gender and Migration
Studies, 1 take into account that someone who
crossed borders may be constructed as ‘at home’,
while a citizen may be constructed as a migrant
depending on distances from or proximities to
Nordic whiteness. Alternatively, some migrants
experience racism, whereas others do not.
Moreover, someone may be constructed as a
privileged migrant with access to social mobility,
whereas someone else may be subjected to strict
immigration controls or denied access to certain
residence permits.

Through autoethnographic research in
Finland, I followed three entry points that

led me to contact zones between multiple
unequal migrations: a migrant integration
training programme in an adult education
centre, which I attended during 2015-2016
as an unemployed jobseeker and Romanian
migrant; a reception centre for asylum seekers,
where I completed my job practice in 2016
as part of my integration training; and an
emergency accommodation centre for Roma
migrants, where I worked in 2021 as a non-
Roma mediator between Roma women working
as cleaners and their Finnish clients. I explored
how the interrelations between the differently
positioned migrants in those locations may
contribute to imagining alternative ways of
living together which go beyond the limitations
imposed by those institutions. Yet, there may
be obstacles in creating convivial worlds, such
as ongoing inequalities that cannot be erased.
There are tensions. But that is where the key lies
in terms of how to create something new from
those tensions. I apply the concept of entangled
migrations, coined by Encarnacién Gutiérrez
Rodriguez in her 2021 paper Entangled
Migrations.  The of  Migration
and  Creolizing Conviviality, to highlight

conflictual moments between the potential of

Coloniality

living together across inequalities, of creating
possible alternative worlds, and the blocking
of that potential through the structural forces
of domination. By entangling more or less
privileged experiences of migration, I analyse
the intersubjective processes where unequal
power relations are constantly renegotiated in
unexpected ways.

The reception centre for asylum seekers
and the emergency accommodation centre
for Roma migrants revealed intersecting
entanglements. In the reception centre, asylum
seekers racialised as ‘other’ lived and cleaned;
people employed as mediators, who share socio-

cultural and linguistic characteristics with the

SUOMEN ANTROPOLOGI | VOLUME 438, ISSUE 3, 2024

127



loana Tistea

asylum seekers, taught, translated, and offered
social assistance; and I did my job practice as
part of an ‘integration’ plan drafted with the
unemployment office. In the accommodation
centre, Roma migrants lived and Roma workers
cleaned; in addition, non-Roma Romanian and
Bulgarian workers, myself included, supervised,

and offered

social assistance. In the reception centre, the

mediated, translated, trained,
roles of the more privileged subjects depended
upon the presence of people constructed as
asylum seekers. Many of the managers, social
workers, and teachers working in the centre
had been unemployed before reception centres
throughout the country were reopened in
2015 following the arrival of individuals
seeking asylum. Similarly, the existence of
the accommodation centre depended on the
housing discrimination experienced by Roma
migrants. The more privileged jobs of the non-
Roma workers depended on the hard labour of
the Roma workers, which the former supervised.
Yet, both the asylum seeckers and the Roma
migrants creatively navigated those oppressive
settings and influenced important outcomes
and decisions. They do so through transgressive
means possibly misunderstood or invisible
from a hegemonic perspective. They tactically
employed various strategies for addressing
various subjugations. They creatively defied
norms that subdued them by asserting multiple
creative ways of being and living together,
which cannot be classified or managed through
dominant meanings.

Overall,

migrations

entangling multiple unequal

turns seeming paradoxes into
relational solidarities. Importantly, they also
shared

between the differently positioned migrants,

constitute  entangled knowledges

which generate shifts and transformations into

each other’s perceptions and understandings.

I explored such entangled knowledges
through collaborative art-based methods with
participants—namely, theatre-based methods,
storytelling, and creative writing. Through art-
based methods I highlight everyday knowledges
which are usually not considered scientific
enough to be viewed as knowledge. In doing
so, I aimed to reinscribe previously ignored or
misunderstood knowledges and realities into
migration research. I did not theorise based on
those knowledges, but treated them as theories
in themselves. As a result, I bring them into
conversation with other existing theories and
blur the boundaries between academic and
nonacademic, researcher and participant, fact
and fiction, science and art.

Central to my aim of extending research
to plural knowers and knowledges is rethinking
research ethics. Ethics is central both as my topic
of research as well as a meta-methodological
approach. At the meta level, following
Encarnacién Gutiérrez Rodriguez, in my thesis,
I argue for an ethical premise to living together
and creating knowledge together on mutually
beneficial terms across highly unequal positions,
an ethics of interrelational transversality driven
by the unexpected toward possibilities of just
worlds. This counterbalances modern colonial
systems of social and epistemic reproduction.
As a research topic, my thesis reflects on the
dilemmas of current research ethics in relation
to people perceived as vulnerable. Here, I have
been inspired by a rather recently emerging
strand in Romani studies in which an academic
and a nonacademic write ethnography together,
while analysing the collaborative process itself.
This emerging approach has been strongly
guided by the pioneering work of Paloma Gay y
Blasco and Liria Herndndez, a Roma researcher
and a non-Roma co-researcher who wrote

about each other and analysed each other’s

SUOMEN ANTROPOLOGI | VOLUME 438, ISSUE 3, 2024

128



loana Tistea

lives, research relations, and friendship spanning
many years in their 2020 co-authored book,
Writing Friendship, A Reciprocal Ethnography.

In order for disadvantaged collaborators to
be considered epistemic partners, it is necessary
to disregard normative notions of ‘expertise’,
value alternative knowledges by people with
the least power in society, and make practical
adjustments to working methods recognising
the analytical contributions of interlocutors who
might not be formally educated. Interpersonal
beyond the

hierarchical research relationship, embracing

affinities and commonalities
uncertainty and failure, and becoming vulnerable
to each other have been helpful strategies in my
collaboration with co-researchers perceived as
vulnerable. Still, following Martin Fotta and
Paloma Gay y Blasco (2024), the legitimation
of alternative know-how as valid knowledge
relies on the privileged researcher’s channels,
resources, and mediations within established
institutional patterns, making clear the deep
inequalities upon which such projects are built.
This demonstrates the importance of what
Anna Tsing (2005: 264) calls ‘collaboration
with friction at its heart’, where co-researchers
do not necessarily share similarities, affinities,
understandings of research goals and problems,
hopes or agendas.

Friction and tensions are fruitful for
imagining and enacting new subjectivities and
research possibilities, yet also reinforce existing
hierarchies and inequalities or produce new
ones. To negotiate communicative friction with
the participants in my research, the strategy of
complex communication developed in 2006 by
Maria Lugones proved helpful. Through complex
communication, people who are differently
positioned through relations of power can
create new coalitional possibilities by learning
how to see each other beyond what they may

be within a given structure of power. They learn
how to decipher each other’s words and gestures
in new and unexpected ways. The strategy of
complex communication is particularly relevant
to the aim I mentioned at the beginning, of not
only shifting the terms of the conversation, but
in creating new conversations altogether, which
imagine alternative and more just practices that
go beyond integration. As these conversations
take place between people unequally positioned
by power relations, complex communication can
enable new relational ways of being and knowing
beyond structural, dominant meanings. In my
thesis, I reflect on more or less successful and
failed attempts of enacting such intersubjective
transformations beyond dominant meanings
with the participants.

These can be viewed as unconventional
academic research approaches. They do not
strive to come up with concrete conclusions
and measurable results; they are not fixed to the
speed of research and do not operate according
to the objectivity and verifiability attached to
the hard sciences, which have taken over all of
research. In this thesis, I introduce new criteria
for the ethics and the quality of migration
research. I argue for complex, nuanced, and
open-ended research aims and outcomes at the
intersection of migratism, racism, exclusion,
the dilemmas of whiteness, self-awareness,
subjectivation, worlding, and the difficulties of
transversal coalitions amongst various others.
Furthermore, in this thesis, I explore what the
realisation of these mechanisms and paths
does for potentially making the world a better
place and for relearning to hear each other and
think together for the sake of refuturing. These
gains are hard to measure and even harder to
articulate in a results-oriented way, and they are
highly important not just for academia, but for
society at large.
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I now ask you, honoured Professor Suvi
Keskinen, as the Opponent appointed by the
Faculty of Education and Culture, to present
your critical comments on my dissertation.

IOANA TISTEA, PHD

INDEPENDENT SCHOLAR

FACULTY OF EDUCATION AND CULTURE
TAMPERE UNIVERSITY

tistea.ioana@gmail.com
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