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The academic year 2013/14 has been hugely 
busy for staff and students alike. Staff put the 
finishing touches to the Research Excellence 
Framework submitted in November and began 
to discuss the directions which research and 
teaching will take in the Department over the 
next seven years. We are excited to announce 
the awards of 2 new ERC consolidator grants 
for Rebecca Empson and Martin Holbraad 
and congratulate them for their achievement. 
Their five year grants will bring a number of 
new research staff to the department over the 
coming years, in addition to two teaching staff, 
Dr Kimberly Chong and Dr Galina Oustinova-
Stjepanovic, who will join us for a period of 3 
years. We have also been successful in being 
awarded a Leverhulme three year Early Career 
Fellowship, to be held by Dr Christopher (Kit) 
Opie. Kit will be joining Dr Alice Elliot who was 
awarded the Leverhulme Early Career Fellowship 
last year, in 2013. 

This academic year has seen a consolidation of 
all of our activities in the Department, with a now 
fully-staffed office. We have received acclaim 
from students and staff alike for the new 2nd 
year compulsory module Being Human taught 
in an Oxbridge-style tutorial system, enabling 
our students to discuss readings with staff in 
small groups. This innovation in teaching has 
been praised as a model to be followed by other 
departments within the Faculty. 

Given the success of our first year field-camp 
at the EarthSpirit centre in Somerset held 
annually in February, we have introduced a 2nd 
year Active Insight field trip. Coinciding with 
reading week in February, we have taken the 
whole year group out of London, away from 
their studies to discover themselves in a new 
light through interactive exercises and group 
reflection facilitated by professional personal 
development coaches. The trip was a huge 
success and is now firmly on our yearly calendar. 
Our third year students have not been left out 
as we have organised a special leavers party. 
This has taken the form of a wonderful forest 
camp in a beautiful private estate, with feasting 
on locally hunted, gathered food, and partying 
among the trees. 

Fun, intellectual rigour and collective aspiration 
are the trademarks of our department and it 
was lovely to see students and staff turn out 
in full to support Rebecca Empson who was 
chosen as this year’s Malinowski Memorial 
Lecturer at the LSE, speaking on The Economy 
of Temporary Possession.

I wish you all a very happy and productive 
summer.

Welcome

Professor Susanne Kuechler  

Head of Department
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STREETCORNER

Christopher Pinney
Professor of Anthropology and Visual Culture 

In India, patronage is deeply entwined with history. 
The first time I ever went to Nagda Jn. in Madhya 
Pradesh in October 1982 (I have since spent about 
six or seven years in a village very near there) the 
first person I saw was Kanniram, a coolie (porter), 
standing on the station platform in his red shirt. He 
carried my luggage to a nearby lodging house where 
I would spend three months before moving to 
Bhatisuda village. I still see Kanniram several times 
a year. Whenever I’m in town he comes for some 
dan, a gift which as someone who has prospered 
from his labour it is my privilege to bestow. He 
always comes to the station whenever I depart 
from Nagda and I press neatly folded notes into his 
cupped hands. But I see even more of Bheru, his son, 
who now does the portering at Nagda Jn. I phone 
him before I arrive from Delhi or Mumbai and he 
is always there waiting on the platform right where 
my carriage will glide to a halt. My relationship with 
the father has been inherited by the son and I now 
happily support his children’s education and mentor 
them (they hope to work for the Indian Police).

The other person who I met on that first day in 
1982 and am still entwined with is Pannalal who 
sits on a street corner at the junction of Jawahar 
Marg and M.G. Marg. When I’m in town I get my 
shoes cleaned every week by Pannalal. You  come 
out of the station, via the foot overbridge heading 
due north towards the bazaar and there on the 
right is Pannalal. He repairs shoes and also polishes 
them. It so happens that when I took this series 
of photographs in September of last year Pannalal 
was at his sasural  (in laws: patrilocal residence and 
geographic exogamy means they usually live at some 
distance). So his brother polished my shoes but I 
told him to split the money with Pannalal when he 
got back. 

Pannalal was away but the whole rest of the 
infrastructure of that streetcorner was still in place. 
A backdrop of film posters (on the right of one of 

the photographs you can see a poster advertising 
John Abrahams’ controversial film, Madras Café, 
about the assassination of Rajiv Gandhi). To the left 
of where Pannalal would normally sit there is his 
brother and then, on his left, the brother’s son. In the 
opposite direction, on the right is Jamila who sells 
butte, charcoaled corn cobs and roasted peanuts 
in their shells (mungphali). Opposite them on the 
other side of the road is an ever-changing number 
of villagers selling their field produce. On this day 
there were three women selling cucumbers. In the 
middle is the ever pulsating life of the town’s main 
drag thronged with  autos, cars, and pedestrians and 
also two eccentrics who like to spend their days 
squatting in the road and watching people having 
their shoes repaired or polished.

When I get my shoes cleaned I take them off and 
then wear a pair of the old sandals that lie at the 
front of the stall (they are always much too small). 
Then I go and sit on a pile of rubbish under one of 
the film posters while Pannalal (or, as it happened, on 
this day, his brother) spends about twenty minutes 
cleaning the shoes with a brush, then applying some 
mysterious white ungent, then colouring them 
with a liquid dye before starting the first of three 
sequences of vigorous brushings and polishing with 
a mixture of bristles and cloths. In twenty minutes 
he transforms a pair of battered village-shit-soaked 
boots (I value the ankle protection because of the 
local snake problem) which would not be worthy 
even of a van Gogh painting or a Heideggerean elegy 
into magical objects with the burnished patina of 
occult African artefacts. What I previously hesitated 
even to touch I now eagerly grasp, and find myself 
compelled to marvel at the undulating modernist 
surface sheen. Pannalal is a magician, conjuring 
transcendence out of filth.

But during this process I’m stuck squatting on 
an uncomfortable pile of rubbish (offcuts from 
shoes and other mysterious detritus) which is the 
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Streetcorner - Christopher Pinney

ideal vantage point for the anthropologist. I see a 
persistent goat dragging corn off the neighbouring 
stall and Jamila struggling with the animal before 
then neatly rearranging the salvaged cobs for sale. 
I try to avoid the acrid smoke from the burning 
rubber shoes which continually fuel the fire that 
keeps Pannalal’s repair tools red hot. I observe the 
perverse beauty in the midst of this subsistence 
existence: the (Kurt) Schwitters-like  (or is it Hans 
Arp?) assemblage of offcuts from coloured plastic 
shoes, the decorative beauty of the bird on the tins 
of Robin shoe polish and the ingenuity in piercing 

the lid of one to provide a dispenser for some 
alchemical patina-creating powder, the luminous 
beauty of the goddess on a tin of re-purposed 
Lakshmi Special Choora which puts almost all 
Dutch still lifes to shame. I perch on my small and 
uncomfortable mountain of old shoes and feel 
privileged to be once again in the company true 
artists and old friends. 
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I proceeded with the fieldwork with great hopes 
and expectations in mind but with few established 
contacts. It was June 2012 as the train departed from 
my hometown, in south-west Romania towards 
the seaside town of Constanta; there I anticipated 
encountering some of my potential informants. My 
aim was to find some of the former dwellers of Ada 
Kaleh Island, who are still alive. I was nevertheless 
aware that from the time of displacement from 
their native island in 1968 and 1969, a long time had 
passed that allowed for many contingencies. More 
unpredictability stemmed from the peripatetic 
approach – the “follow the people” (Marcus, 1995) 
ethnographic approach – as a result of people being 
displaced in several sites. Still my confidence was 

high in the belief that one year and three months 
would be an adequate time span to approach my 
informants and spend time as a participant observer. 

Upon my arrival in the city, I looked through a 
list of nine names that I had compiled by dint of 
a thorough search on the Internet for names, 
telephone numbers and addresses. The plan didn’t 
go very well initially: some telephone numbers were 
no longer available; one informant was in hospital, 
one excused herself due to being busy, and so forth. 
With no confirmed meeting in hand, I turned to 
visiting the Turkish ethnic organisation – it had a 
good collection of books about the island but not 
one single contact of an informant. In the next two 

LEARNING THROUGH TRIAL AND ERROR: 
COPING WITH REFUSALS DURING 
FIELDWORK

Maria Iancu
PhD Candidate in Social Anthropology

Ada Kaleh Island PHOTO:  WIKIPEDIA
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days I found myself haphazardly wandering the 
streets of Constanta and asking random people if 
they knew anyone from Ada Kaleh.  Eventually, I met 
two informants who agreed open-heartedly to aid 
me in this research project. As I asked for details 
about other islanders, I realised that the projected 
“snowball technique” posed risks and challenges in 
real-life situations. Some of the potential participants 
refused to speak to me  because I had obtained 
their phone numbers from people with whom they 
had developed animosities. 

When working with a very fragmented group of 
people, sheer luck partially overcame the reticence 
of the first informants. Of great aid was my mother, 
who diligently asked most of her acquaintances if 
they happened to know anyone from Ada Kaleh. We 
eventually discovered a 72-year old fisherman who 
was born at Ada Kaleh. The man was a neighbour 
of the parents of one of my mother’s workmates 
and he lived in a remote, poor village set on the 
Danube’s bank. I devoted nearly two months to 
spending time with this man, following him when 
he was fishing or visiting neighbours. He had lost 
cont+act with the people from the island, except 
for a few close family members. One personal 
achievement of the research lay in rekindling his 
connections to other informants. 

Refusals continued. Some of these refusals came 
with reasonable pretexts such as visits from 
relatives or engaging in other personal issues. Later 
on I understood that these rejections demarcated 
a personal and communal territory of encoded 
silence. Within this territory there was a shared 
secrecy of histories to which most outsiders did 
not have access.  Safeguarding their  common 
patrimony, local people would rarely share their 
recipes or narratives of hidden pathways from 
the submerged island. Their speechlessness was 
not only a refusal of enter into dialogue with a 
researcher but with anyone not belonging to Ada 
Kaleh, in general. It was a joint acknowledgement of 
maintaining inside the group the (lost) patrimony, in 
the hope of a future recovery.  Interestingly enough, 
this was not an explicit tactic, as noone seemed 
to have openly concurred not to divulge on the 
individual or collective past. It was a personal effort, 
which would have required the cooperation of all 
of the former dwellers of the territory, with the 
structuring effects of an experiential commonality.    

Since lack of trust might have been a primordial 
reason for maintaining uncommunicativeness, I 
came to find out about certain aspects of their 
social and historical life through persistence and by 
adopting the same ethic of concealment.

I completed my fieldwork research in September 
2013, collecting a good amount of data in hand, 
accumulated from my continuous presence within 
the group and friendship with key informants.  As I 
gained more insight into the community, some of 
the initial refusals were offset by recommendations 
I received from other participants. There were, all 
the same, some ten people who blatantly still did 
not want to participate, but I grappled with their 
reasons. Although not initially planned, I dedicated 
a substantial part of one chapter to silence 
within the extended group and to the refusal to 
participate in my research. Through these rather 
disappointing moments, I fundamentally acquired 
more methodological attentiveness, attunement 
towards the desiderata of the participants and 
acumen to grasp a hidden hermeneutical space. In a 
very practical way, the words of Ulf Hannerz were 
substantiated: ethnography is an art of the possible. 

Learning through Trial and Error - Maria Iancu
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As noted in a recent article in The Economist it seems 
that every new cultural development is assumed by 
both journalists and academics to be a sign of our 
growing superficiality and especially our narcissism. 
A primary use of Anthropology has been to bolster 
the idea that it is ‘other’ societies that represent 
authenticity and depth. I have lived in tribal and 
peasant societies and I do not accept that my fellow 
Londoners are either more superficial, or more 
narcissistic, or even that they are more concerned 
with the public appearance of the person, than 
would the case for most other societies studied 
by anthropologists. It is no surprise that the most 
recent ‘proof’ of this narcissism is held to be the 
Selfie, presumed to be a key moment in our growing 
infatuation with our own appearance. But once 
again I think it is the interpretation of the Selfie, 
not the Selfie itself, that should be condemned as 
merely superficial. 

To equate the Selfie with narcissism is to imply 
that it is an idealised version of the self, directed 
at the self. This is surely mistaken. The Selfie is 
clearly aimed at others, placed on social media as 
a form of communication. What is a Selfie without 
its ‘likes’? As a school pupil put it: ‘But it’s sort of 
while you are having a conversation, you just send 
a picture of yourself.’ It is literally a ‘snap-chat’. 
More importantly the Selfie is subject to polymedia 
and cultural variation. With respect to polymedia 
i.e. the diversity of media, the ‘classic’ young, 
female, pouting, dressed to party, pose has become 
strongly associated with Instagram. But there is a 
whole other genre that is found on the much larger 
platforms of Snapchat and WhatsApp. For young 
people in England by far the most common form 
of Selfie is an image designed to make oneself look 
as ugly as possible. One common pose is with the 
camera taking the face from below the chin, right 
up the nostrils. It is predominantly the same young 
people who create the Selfie that create this ‘Uglie’. 

Many more Uglies are posted that Selfies, but most 
discussions entirely ignore the more prevalent 
image. Adults often create a similar dualism, 
but vicariously. Look at the endless postings of 
their babies, either highly idealised, or looking as 
ridiculous as possible.

These are not individualistic, rather today they have 
become highly normative forms. The Uglie relates 
to English humour and self-deprecation rather 
than being a universal form and thereby reflect 
cultural specificity. The single term Selfie also fails 
to differentiate adult Selfies from teenage usage, 
the increasingly common group Selfie from the 
individual. It also ignores the difference between 
all of these and what might be termed the `meta-
Selfie’ where the image is of a person taking a Selfie 
through the mirror. These are often taken simply 
because they are a more effective way of showing 
the whole outfit that an individual is wearing. But at 
least in the English context they can also become a 
visual comment, ironic or otherwise, on the taking 
of the Selfie. Finally of considerable important in 
the UK has been the ‘no-make up’ Selfie. Most of 
my older female informants made this their first 
ever Selfie to be posted on Facebook. I suggest 
that apart from the charitable connotations they 
would like to find a mode of Selfie posting that 
seems mature and cleansed from the connotations 
of youth and narcissism that is found in journalistic 
coverage.

There are even more reasons for taking Selfies 
than there are genres, and of course, a Selfie can 
be superficial. I don’t especially admit a tradition 
in cultural studies that enjoys taking something 
denigrated as superficial and then making some 
pretentious claim for its deep significance. But a 
recent encounter with a Selfie helped me appreciate 
that the Selfie certainly has that capacity for depth 
and profundity. This Selfie is the cover photo for the 

KNOW THY SELFIE 

Daniel Miller
Professor of Material Culture
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Facebook profile of someone I interviewed as part 
of my hospice research. One of the main reasons 
that people dying of cancer retreat into isolation is 
that they don’t want others to see the devastation 
to their own appearance that often comes with 
chemotherapy, if not from the cancer itself. The 
physical disfigurement is itself debilitating. This 
forty-two year old even kept his girlfriend away 
during chemotherapy which had been particularly 
gruelling and destructive in his case.

After the chemotherapy ended he began to put 
back on some weight. He once again started to 
look like himself. After six weeks he decided to 
take precisely that kind of Selfie that is posed in 
front of the mirror. The stance and facial expression 
are clearly assertive. As he makes clear he first 
had to acknowledge to himself that he could once 
again become a decent human being and only then 
could he communicate this to others. The distance 
between knowing something as an external fact 
and internalising it as an acknowledged truth 
is circumvented because this particular kind of 
Selfie can operate on both of these modalities 
simultaneously. Prior to the existence of this 
form of Selfie it is unlikely that there is anything 
he could have done that could so succinctly have 

communicated to others that he had acknowledged 
the change in himself to himself. 

In this instance I found myself drawn back to the 
writings of Sartre whose work on existentialism 
directly equated issues of self-expression to the 
freedom to choose the nature and manner of 
our death. More generally the Selfie seems to 
fit arguments made by the sociologist Anthony 
Giddens about self-identity. It is not that we 
are more obsessed by our public appearance. 
Compared to say the characters in the world’s first 
novel from the 11th century, The Tale of the Genji, set 
in Japan, we are almost relaxed. As argued in my 
and Jolynna Sinanan’s recent book Webcam, what 
has perhaps changed is our self-consciousness 
about this concern with appearance, and therefore 
the need to not only cultivate our looks, but 
to simultaneously comment upon that act of 
cultivation, that suggests we know what we are 
doing. In England this is ideally done with irony and 
the Selfie only makes sense when we also include 
the Uglie in our analysis. But the Selfie can be also 
a serious and evidently in some cases literally a life-
affirming use of a new visual genre that exploits it’s 
very specific form of self-revelation.

Know thy Selfie - Daniel Miller
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... and some Departmental Selfies!
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A DIVERSITY OF MARRIAGE SYSTEMS IN 
SOUTHWESTERN CHINA

Ruth Mace
Professor of Evolutionary Anthropology

The Mosuo (or Na) are best known for their unusual 
‘duolocal’ residence patterns, which does not really 
include marriage in the form that it is generally 
understood, as in husband and wife living together 
and jointly providing for their children. Both males 
and females can stay in their natal household for life, 
in large group households of close relatives.  This of 
course means that your spouse lives outside the 
household, leading to ‘walking marriages’, where 
men walk over to their wife or girlfriends house in 
the evening and return in the morning.   Ruth Mace 
and collaborators have been examining how this 
communal family living results in males not investing 
much in their offspring.  Ruth Mace and JiaJia Wu 
(postdoc at UCL Anthropology) are working on the 
evolutionary ecology of the Mosuo in collaboration 
with the Theoretical Ecology Group at the Chinese 
Academy of Sciences in Beijing, for the last three 
years.  We have shown that you are not as related 
to your sisters offspring as you are to your own, 
but you are not related at all to your wife’s sisters 
offspring, so if deciding whether to invest in a large 
group household (rather than a nuclear family) your 
natal household is probably a better bet, in terms of 
relatedness, and hence in maximising your inclusive 
fitness.  This unusual marriage system seems to be 
declining in the face of tourism and other economic 
changes in the area that are associated with a rise 
in nuclear households.   Ruth is also now starting 
to investigate the evolutionary ecology of other 
social systems in the area (the Mosuo may not 
be as unique as is usually argued).  A new study is 
starting on Tibetan herders in Gansu Province, with 
Du Juan (PhD student at UCL Anthropology) and in 
collaboration with Lanzhuo University (see photo, 
a snap taken on Ruth’s iphone in Gansu Province 
that made the cover of the journal Human Nature, 
where some of our work was published).   Here 
marriage systems are also quite flexible (we noted 
two sisters married to one man, and one man 
married to three sisters in our pilot study village).  

We are particularly interested in understanding 
the origins of the diversity in social organisation 
found in the region, using a range of approaches 
from cultural evolution and behavioural ecology.  
Evolutionary anthropology and human behavioural 
ecology are very rarely studied in China.  With 
funding from an ERC to Ruth Mace and also an 
International Partnership Grant from the British 
Academy with Ting Ji at CAS, we are helping to 
develop this relatively new discipline in China. Ruth 
currently holds a visiting Professorship at CAS 
Beijing.
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In November last year, I was invited, as an 
anthropologist, to join a debate about whether 
monogamy was natural for humans at ‘La Ciudad 
de las Ideas’ in Puebla, Mexico. We know from 
extensive ethnographic study that currently about 
85% of cultures worldwide allow and practice 
polygyny, although the majority of people practice 
some form of monogamy, as far as marriage 
patterns are concerned. From comparative studies 
of the ape genitalia it is suggested that the ancestral 
human mating system would have been somewhere 
between the life-long monogamous mating of 
gibbons and the polygynous mating of the other 
great apes. Looking further back, some new work 
on fossil hominin finger bones suggests that while 
human foetal exposure to testosterone is at levels 
expected for a mating system midway between 
monogamy and polygyny, the only human ancestor 
to share this level of testosterone exposure was 
Australopithicus afarensis  (3.5 million years ago 
(mya)), all the others tested were compatible with 
strong polygyny.

 
Comparison of great ape genitalia

However, primates are unusual for mammals 
with 30% of species having monogamous mating 
compared to only 5% of all mammal species. Three 
hypotheses have been proposed for the evolution 
of monogamy in primates: paternal care, mate 
guarding and infanticide risk. 

A male marmoset does all the infant carrying

First, monogamy may arise where offspring are high 
cost, particularly where a female must rely on others 
for carrying infants such as in the monogamous 
New World monkeys (callitrichids and Aotus), who 
typically give birth to twins and cannot cope with 
infant-carrying without the help of a male. Secondly, 
monogamy may arise when females are spread out 
in the environment, making it difficult for males 
to hang on to more than one female at a time, 
and instead males choose to form a pair. Thirdly, 
monogamy might arise where the risks of infanticide 
are high and resident males can provide protection 
against infanticidal males. Where breast-feeding is 
longer than pregnancy, a female is expected to avoid 
suckling two infants of different ages simultaneously 
by delaying her return to reproduction. Where this 
happens it means that any new mate she encounters 
will have to wait until she stops breast-feeding to 
father offspring with her. In this case it can pay a 
male, who is not the father, to kill the un-weaned 
infant so that the female becomes available for 
mating sooner. There has been no agreement over 
which of these hypotheses best explains monogamy 
in primates. 

 

IS MONOGAMY NATURAL FOR HUMANS?

Kit Opie
Leverhulme Early Career fellow
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A monogamous titi monkey pair (image courtesy of Anita Yantz)

At the debate I wanted to explain my recent 
research on primate monogamy (1). I had collected 
data on 230 primate species and simulated evolution 
millions of times across a primate family tree. The 
results suggested that each of the traits (paternal 
care, female ranging patterns and infanticide) 
showed strong correlated evolution with mating 
systems in primates, as was suspected. However, 
when I looked at the timing of trait evolution it 
was only infanticide that evolved before monogamy, 
the other two traits evolved after monogamy and 
therefore could not be causal factors. This result 
makes sense: primates are very social, and this 
sociality has driven the evolution of large brains. 
Growing a large brain means that an infant is 
helpless for a long period and weans very late, and is 
therefore vulnerable to infanticide from out-group 
males. There are a number of counter-strategies 

used by primates against infanticide and monogamy 
is one of those.

But how does this help in a debate about human 
monogamy? As far as the primate analyses were 
concerned, humans were included, and likely fitted 
the general primate pattern. Furthermore, the great 
apes, with exceptionally large brains, have very 
long lactation periods of up to eight years, making 
their offspring extremely vulnerable to infanticide 
for extended periods. Chimpanzees and bonobos 
use paternity confusion, with females mating with 
multiple males, to protect their infants. Gorillas 
have polygynous mating and suffer very high rates of 
infanticide. It seems likely that during our evolution 
hyper-social and large-brained humans would have 
faced an overwhelming infanticide threat. It maybe 
that they used monogamy to lower infanticide rates 
and then, once monogamy was established, males 
could be encouraged to help with the provisioning 
of their infants. This was the argument I used at 
‘La Ciudad de las Ideas’. You can watch the debate 
here to see which side of the argument you are on: 
http://bit.ly/CDIdebate (full version - mostly English 
with Spanish subtitles), or http://bit.ly/OpieBuss 
(shorter version).

Bibliography
1. Opie C, Atkinson QD, Dunbar RIM, & Shultz S 
(2013) Male infanticide leads to social monogamy 
in primates. Proceedings of the National Academy of 
Sciences 110(33):13328-13332.

Is Monogamy Natural for Humans? - Kit Opie
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How did you become an 
anthropologist? Tell us a bit 
about your career so far?

Growing up in Chicago, I was 
surrounded by American 
Indian words, names, and 
artefacts (Chicago means 
‘smelly onion’). As a child, 
I visited many Native 
American archeological and 

cultural sites, and these were part of my social 
landscape. When I was about twelve Louis Leaky 
and Margaret Mead each came to give public talks; 
they inspired me to think about archeology and 
anthropology. However, throughout high school 
I became interested in and engaged in creative 
writing, photography, dance and political action as 
much if not more than purely academic subjects.  
As an undergraduate in college, I once again 
discovered anthropology via archaeology. I spent a 
summer on a New World excavation (the Koster 
site:  a famous 26-layered site of nearly continuous 
occupation from 7500 BCE, that boasted some of 
the earliest North American burials and evidence 
of animal domestication) in a small town in Illinois 
on a flood plain. The town had been depopulated, 
and Northwestern University had bought up 
the abandoned houses and converted them into 
laboratories.  I dug dirt in 110 degree heat by day, 
and worked in a mollusc lab by night. However, I 
increasingly became intrigued by the relationship 
between the ‘townies’ and the ‘archies’ and spent 
some time interviewing the locals; by the end of the 
summer, I had produced an amateur photo-essay 
about the town, its floods and the socioeconomic 
changes wrought by the archeological invasion. 
Back at college the next year, I took some cultural 
anthropology courses, and realised my interests 
were more oriented toward living people and 
cultures; moreover, my interests in writing seemed 

a natural fit with ethnography. I spent my third 
undergraduate year abroad, half in Italy, half in Greece, 
where I carried out rather jejune ethnographic 
research on a couple of themes. I became hooked.   
From my small liberal arts college, I moved to the 
University of Chicago for my doctoral work, and 
through a long series of peregrinations (via then-
socialist Kosovo and Albania!) ultimately carried 
out research on Greek and Turkish migrants in 
Berlin, and return migration back to the home 
countries. I initially began with questions about 
identity, ethnicity and social change, and ended 
up adding more research about ‘heterodox’ Islam, 
Sufis, Kurds, and, indeed, Germans and German 
society. In the US post-graduate system, the time 
pressure one feels today in the UK did not exist - 
particularly at the University of Chicago, where the 
average PhD in anthropology was accomplished in 
10 years. Thus, I had the luxury of learning Greek, 
Turkish and German (and studying but not learning 
Kurdish), and doing multi-sited research in a period 
when it barely existed.   

Rather early in my career I came to UCL, with no 
notion how long I would be here (it’s more than 
20 years and counting!). At the time it seemed like 
an tempting  alternative to jobs in the US, closer 
to my field sites of Berlin and Istanbul, and the 
opportunity to work in an interesting department 
in a city I’d always wanted to know better. It has 
since become home to me and my family. London 
has been my base, but in the decades I’ve been at 
UCL I’ve had research grants that have taken me to 
Kazakhstan for several years, back to Berlin, and to 
Washington DC. Most recently I was based in Paris 
for a few years and commuted weekly to London 
thanks to the almost always efficient Eurostar.  

What have you done, and are you currently doing 
research-wise? 

AN INTERVIEW WITH RUTH MANDEL

Reader in Social Anthropology, Ruth Mandel’s research has taken her to Greece, 

Turkey, Germany and Kazakhstan. Her research and writing address issues such as 

migration, ethnicity, international development and media.



Page 17 Anthropolitan Summer 2014

My PhD research ultimately became my book, 
Cosmopolitan Anxieties: Turkish Challenges to Citizenship 
and Belonging in Germany.  The book was a long time 
in coming, since with the collapse of the Berlin 
Wall and German unification, history overtook the 
ethnography; thus, I was compelled to spend more 
time carrying out research in Berlin about the 
effects of these changes on the Turkish population. 

Overlapping with completing this research and 
producing the book, I began new research, this 
time in Kazakhstan. Post-Soviet Kazakhstan offered 
the opportunity to pursue research related to 
my earlier work on migration and Germany, but 
also research on a new topic for me. Part of my 
time there I spent exploring the ethnic German 
and Jewish communities who were attempting to 
immigrate to Germany. Far more of my energy was 
spent learning about the postsocialist context of 
international development and media. Specifically, 
I engaged in an ethnographic study of a Tv soap 
opera that had as its subtext information about the 
transition to a market economy and democracy.   

The UK government sponsored this programme, 
and sent 25 soap opera experts to teach 200 
Kazakhstanis the ways and means to produce and 
deliver a high quality product to the local population. 
Currently I am finishing writing the book about 
that research, which involves analysing hundreds of 
hours of video tape.  

What is next?

My next project is in its early stages.  It brings 
together the themes of memory, genocide, 
memorialisation, and denial, along with a material 
culture dimension. I will be looking at the history 
and practices of the Stolpersteine project begun in 
Germany, but now widespread throughout Europe.  
Begun by a German artist a couple decades ago, he 
researched the places where Jews (and others) who 
were victims of Nazi genocide, had last lived before 
deportation to death camps. In front of these houses 
and apartment buildings he installs cobblestone-
sized brass stones inscribed with information 
about the victims. Now, more than 40,000 of these 
cobblestones mark the memories of Nazi victims 
throughout Europe. It has been both controversial 
and popular, and I aim to document and analyse 
the controversies and practices that have emerged 

from this grass-roots memory art. Hopefully, my 
project will include a documentary film, a website 
and research into both the places where these 
Stolpersteine are, and equally importantly, where 
they ‘should’ be but are not. Thus, questions of 
visibility and invisibility of memory and forgetting 
come to the fore. Several other projects, including 
a medical anthropology project, are on the back-
burner.

What current projects are your students working on?

In the Anthropology Department, I have enjoyed 
teaching undergraduate, masters and PhD 
students. My PhD students’ projects range 
between ethnographic sites in Turkey and the 
Turkish European diaspora; postsocialist countries; 
European migration sites; and most recently Israel 
and Australia.  Another  recent PhD student studied  
Indonesian migrants to Japan. I have taught the PhD 
writing-up seminar for many years and thoroughly 
enjoy getting to know our postgraduate students, 
and engaging directly with their research. I have 
been teaching a first year ethnography course 
recently, in which students read my book;  I require 
them to send me guided questions about the 
weekly chapters, and structure my lectures around 
them. Another course I have taught concerns the 
anthropology of ethnicity, race, and nationalism. In 
this course I try to convey the integral relationship 
between anthropological theories and ways of 
seeing, to actual on-the-ground issues, politics and 
problems.   

Are you only an anthropologist?

Apart from anthropology I enjoy Tai Chi, dance, 
Pilates, reading novels, and spending time with my 
family. Recently I took a watercolour painting class 
at the Tate and found it inspiring and humbling. 
The Tate gave an exhibition room to my class, 
and we hung our work in a group show - an 
exciting conclusion to the course, but not, I hope, 
to my artistic endeavours. I love living in London 
and never cease to be amazed at its offerings, 
particularly museums, film, art and theatre. When 
time permits, I explore parks, markets and obscure 
neighbourhoods.  

Staff Profile - Ruth Mandel
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GOVERNANCE VACUUMS AND LOCAL 
RESPONSES IN PAJOK, SOUTH SUDAN: THE 
PAJOK COMMUNITY PEOPLE’S COMMITTEE

Ryan Joseph O’Byrne
PhD Candidate in Social Anthropology

Ryan O’Byrne is studying aspects of Acholi cosmology, 
Christianity and the affects of war in the state of Equatoria 
in the Republic of South Sudan.  He contributes to a long 
and illustrious history of ethnographic  research into 
the peoples, cultures and societies of pre-independence 
southern Sudan, particularly Nuer, Dinka, Shilluk and 
Azande ethnic groups. This piece is a shortened version 
of an article published by the Justice and Security 
Research Programme at the LSE, which can be accessed 
at the following link: http://tinyurl.com/o85x9s8

Although the personal and political conflicts 
currently eviscerating the SPLA/M (Sudan Peoples 
Liberation Army/Movement) continue to play out 
largely in terms of increasingly extreme ethno-
communal violence in the northeast part of the 
world’s newest nation, the most obvious and violent 
effects of this dispute are yet to reach many of the 
communities living in the country’s south and west. 
Pajok Payam is one such place, where the fires that 
have burnt continuously here throughout the late 
November to early March dry period were not 
started by warfare but rather as part of the annual 

cultivation cycle, the dominant focus of life in this 
remote area of Eastern Equatoria State.

Pajok still remains deeply insecure in many 
other ways, however. There is little in the way of 
educational facilities or support, basically no health 
service, a substandard market and road, and nothing 
else to provide the economic security needed when 
subsistence agriculture fails. A weak and autocratic 
local and national system of governance oversees an 
undermanned and under-funded police service, and 
a slow and possibly corrupt judicial system which 
seems to adjudicate in the interests of overall social 
harmony over individual justice or security.

Perhaps due to this perception of a lack of any 
governmental interest in their region’s development, 
discourses regarding the social, cultural, political, 
economic, and geographical marginalisation of 
Pajok are extensively used idioms in community 
interactions. Pajok residents feel deeply 
marginalised in relation to other peoples and places 
in South Sudan, especially Magwi (as the County 

Below:  A man addresses the Rwot Kwaro (chief) and Kal Kwaro (Rwot’s advisors) elders) at a community land meeting in Pajok in 
February 2014 PHOTO: MARIE CANNY
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Governance Vacuums and Local Responses In Pajok - Ryan Joseph O’Byrne

capital) and the Dinka (as an ethno-political elite). 
As is widely recognised, Pajok is a long way from 
anywhere, difficult and expensive to get to, not 
currently on any major trade routes, of little to no 
political or strategic concern, and populated by an 
ethnic minority, widely perceived as an important 
consideration in what is seen as an increasingly 
‘tribalised’ environment).

An extremely interesting development in Pajok’s 
response to this apparent lack of governmental 
interest or representation is “The Pajok Community 
People’s Committee”. The People’s Committee is 
the specific local manifestation of Pajok peoples’ 
disappointment in their perceived everyday 
and structural marginalisation. In this sense, the 
People’s Committee is a localised response to 
community-wide feelings of insecurity and a lack 
of protection and development across the entire 
Payam, which they trace to corruption, nepotism, 
and poor governance at all levels of power. It is 
also an attempt to take control and ownership of 
the region’s development. In this way, the People’s 
Committee is an almost archetypal manifestation of 
a Hybrid Political Order. 

Although as an independent non-customary body 
the People’s Committee is not specifically part of 
Pajok’s traditional clan system, central committee 
members are elected by each of the 23 sub-
clans, tying the customary and the contemporary 
together in an effort to best represent the Pajok 
community at home and abroad. As well as this 
central committee, there are also committees 
representing Pajok community members now living 

in the towns of Juba, Magwi, Nimule, and Torit.

Heading the People’s Committee is a 15 person 
Executive Council elected for a term of two years, 
who are supposed to act in a broadly democratic 
manner.  The Council sits outside formal structures 
of governance but ideally acts as an important 
community-led balance upon the non-democratic 
application of local governmental authority. Indeed, 
it seems that one prime function is to fill the 
everyday, developmental, and governance vacuum 
left by the lack of any real, formal governmental 
presence within Pajok.

The idea for the People’s Committee grew out of 
the Pajok community itself, rather than representing 
the wishes of any other outside body, such as 
foreign NGOs or the South Sudanese government. 
It seems to be the only structure of its kind within 
Magwi County and may even be unique at the 
state and national levels. Practically, the Committee 
works through the small-scale, low-level everyday 
interactions of the committee members. Rather 
than having regular large meetings, much of the 
Committee’s work is done on the basis of ongoing 
day-to-day relationships which committee members 
maintain, while larger meetings are held on those 
occasions when it is felt the full consensus of the 
community is required.

One such example is the construction of Agola 
Secondary School.  This is the first and only secondary 
school in Pajok and was entirely organised, funded, 
and built through the work done by the Pajok 
branch of People’s Committee, their national and 
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international affiliate committees, and the generous 
support of the Pajok diaspora in throughout the 
world. Through bringing together community needs 
with the resources and experience of individual 
community members throughout the diaspora, 
just this year, the People’s Committee was able to 
successfully complete construction of their very 
own secondary school facility, allowing the school 
to move from its temporary buildings behind the 
government funded primary school. No longer do 
young people need to migrate to Juba or Uganda 
to further their education. This facility not only 
enhances the educational and economic security 
of Pajok but, by keeping secondary school students 
at home in Pajok Payam, it also enhances Pajok’s 
social security: many secondary school students 
here are already married with children by the time 
they finish their education. Keeping them within 
Pajok works to keep families together, especially 
crucial in regards to the highly gendered division of 
labour relating to customary subsistence cultivation 
practices.

Given the extent of South Sudan’s widespread 
corruption and well-publicised democratic, security, 
and fiscal crises, it seems unlikely that the national 
or state governments will be able to provide 
Pajok with real change any time soon. Further, 
Pajok’s chronic underdevelopment, widespread 
subsistence farming, and an over-reliance on 

monetary remittances means that projects on the 
scale of the Agola Secondary School venture will 
be difficult to repeat. Despite this, it seems that 
without an institution like the People’s Committee, 
much of Pajok’s current  insecurities would be set 
to continue for much of the foreseeable future.

Rather than the ethno-political violence currently 
prevalent elsewhere in South Sudan, it is the 
contemporary nature and real world consequences 
of Pajok Payam’s ongoing marginalisation which are 
the most current, pressing, and pervasive security 
needs within Pajok at this time. Although the 
country’s widespread structural violence does not 
currently dominate local headlines, they are no 
less real than the current political violence, and, 
over the long term, potentially no less destructive. 
To focus solely on the proximate causes of 
physical violence is to neglect a long history of 
marginalisation that formed the basis of not only the 
current but also the previous two conflicts in this 
country. Fortunately for Pajok Payam, however, the 
community themselves have developed what seems 
to be a very real and very effective response to the 
otherwise pervasive deficiencies of South Sudan’s 
failed state. It remains to be seen how effective this 
will be in maintaining local security and stability in 
this time of uncertainty.

Below: A Pajok dance troop entertain the crowd at a community event in January, 2014 PHOTO: MARIE CANNY
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Abel was born with one eye larger than the other. 
The difference wasn’t striking, but it caught the 
attention of the doctor who delivered him, and 
Abel’s father Getahun sought advice on what might 
have caused it. 

“There’s nothing wrong with the baby,” doctors 
told him. 

Many parents would have given up at this point, but 
Getahun persisted. He tracked down experts on 
eye diseases, and asked their opinions.

Eventually, at 3 months old, Abel was diagnosed with 
retinoblastoma, a cancer of the eyes that occurs 
almost exclusively in children. 

The lucky ones

In Britain, 40 or 50 children are diagnosed with 
this condition each year, of whom one may die. 
In Ethiopia, it’s the other way around: Perhaps a 
hundred children are born with it, and only one or 
two may survive.

Abel is one of the lucky ones. The doctor who 
diagnosed him connected the family to colleagues 
in Nairobi, Kenya, where the affected eye was 
removed before the cancer had a chance to spread. 

My family has straddled this epidemiological divide. 
When my son was diagnosed with retinoblastoma 
in 2012, we were living in Ethiopia. The diagnosis 
sent us hurrying back to the UK. Now 3 years old, 
Isaac has received many rounds of treatment; the 
journey hasn’t been easy for us. But he’s retained 
some useful vision, and he’s flourishing in spite of 
the disease. 

Each time I go back to Ethiopia I think about how 
much greater the challenges would have been if the 
door to the UK hadn’t been open for us. 

A new path

This Spring, I brought together a diverse group of 
people to talk about eye cancer in Ethiopia’s capital, 
Addis Ababa. The participants included doctors, 
representatives from the Ministry of Health, and 
members of charities working on cancer in Ethiopia 
and Kenya. Families affected by retinoblastoma 
took part as well. The stories they shared - and the 
presence of their children, who variously sat with 
us and played around the sides of the meeting - 
helped bring home the reality of the subject matter. 
One of those children was Abel, now an energetic 
6-year-old.

The goal of the meeting was to identify a way forward: 
What were the most important priorities? If £10k 
or £100k were available to improve retinoblastoma 
care in Ethiopia, where should it be invested?

The consensus of the meeting was that Ethiopia 
needs an organization devoted to eye cancer. An 
organization with active participation from parents 
in defining its mission and overseeing its work. 
Getahun is on board, and so are several other 
families. veteran campaigners are providing advice, 
and the Ministry of Health has given its blessings. 

Ethiopia’s not out of the woods yet as far as this 
disease is concerned, but hopefully this may be the 
right path.

Jed is taking part in a ‘bush trek’ in September 2014 
to raise funds for eye cancer in Ethiopia. For more 
information, or to donate:

https://africanbushtrek2014.everydayhero.com/uk/life-
and-sight-for-ethiopia

www.asachenhoy.blogspot.co.uk/

FIGHTING FOR LIFE AND SIGHT IN ETHIOPIA

Jed Stevenson 
Post Doctoral Fellow
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SHRINE OSMOSIS: PHOTO PERSPECTIVES ON 
SACRED SPACE IN URBAN JAPAN

Jesse Bia
PhD Candidate in Medical Anthropology

Sacred spaces in urban areas are common, and 
certainly the norm throughout east and south 
Asia. My ethnographic research on medicine and 
purity in Japan consistently leads me to various 
Shinto shrines and Buddhist temples. A large 
proportion of these are located right in the middle 
of modern mega-metropolises like Tokyo, Osaka, 
and Kobe. What always makes these sacred sites 
intriguing to me, especially in such dominant 
urban environments, is the ever distinct boundary 
between “outside” and “inside” – more specifically, 
the barrier between pure and impure spaces. The 
dichotomy is rigid. No middle ground.  This purity-
pollution opposition extends well beyond Shinto, 
where it originates, and permeates countless 
aspects of Japanese society. Social scientists have 
been documenting this specific dualism since time 
immemorial: interpreting and accounting for it is a 
necessary part of any ethnographic project in Japan 
to varying degrees. 

A main purpose of urban shrines and temples is to 
clearly separate and remove the individual from the 
surrounding environment. Particularly inside Shinto 
shrines, there are often sacred spaces contained 
within sacred spaces (and further multiplications 
therein), diverse types of sacred space for different 
purposes, prayers, and rituals. The experience all 
depends on which stone or earthen pathway one 
walks down, literally and metaphorically. 

Much of this spatial ideology isn’t necessarily unique 
to Japan. But what does make Japan distinct is the 
physical porousness of the sacred boundary itself; 
in general, the smaller the shrine, the more porous 
the boundary. Shrine grounds are outdoors, open 

to the sensory elements of the surrounding city: 
lights, sirens, smells. Altars and ceremonial halls are 
covered, but that’s about it. Stylised gates, gardens, 
streams, bamboo, and columns of ema delineate 
margins. When encountering a wall, it’s never one 
you can’t see over or through. An assemblage of 
personal rituals in relation to physical location 
further defines the space: bowing before passing 
under torii gates, washing the hands and mouth at 
a chouzubachi, ringing the suzu bell. From a physical 
delineation standpoint, it’s proactive open-plan 
spirituality.

Yet, in no way does this porousness diminish the the 
authority of sacred boundaries themselves. Though 
there is very little physical separation between the 
city and the shrine – if any – functionally they are 
worlds apart. Regardless of whether you are an 
active worshipper or not, urban shrines and temples 
have the power to bestow a profound feeling of 
being completely removed from the city – a city 
which one can still see only a few metres away. It’s 
wonderfully difficult to describe. 

These photos from my latest preliminary fieldwork 
in March 2014 were not taken to expressly highlight 
the above concept; it occurred naturally.  If you alter 
your perspective just a little bit, in this case with 
a camera, you can catch the inimitable Japanese 
amalgamation of sacred space and the urban: 
completely separate yet symbiotic, the blurring of 
the boundary through a slight shift in viewpoint.  
It is a juxtaposition which features heavily in both 
my ongoing research and untiring fascination with 
Japan itself. 
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YEAR I - UNDERGRADUATE 
ANTHROPOLOGY FIELD TRIP
FEBRUARY 2014

Rhiana Mills & Eleni Andreadi-Marinakou
First Year BSc Anthropology

We boarded a coach to Somerset, having been 
fed only rumours of animalistic moans and nude 
sweaty rituals. The coach arrived at night, giving us 
no insight into our surroundings. Padding inside on 
bare feet, we were ushered into a room christened 
‘The Dragon Room’. This is where we first met Jem, 
a man of a million sunsets. He taught us how to 
open our vision, our hearing and perception. In the 
days that followed we attempted to delve into our 
spiritual souls, the essence of our being and the 
wisdom of our ancestors. 

Rising early on Monday morning we became the Ba 
and the Li, two tribes inhabiting different areas of 
the complex. Passing through customs we travelled 
to the lands of the Ba and the Li, and implemented 
our anthropological talents. Later that afternoon, 
whilst sipping on herbal concoctions, we exercised 
our vocal chords with repetitive chants; the type 
of chants you would imagine to lull you in to a 
trancelike state. The day ended with a visit from our 
ancestors. Eline, the dance instructor, led us from 
our self-conscious state to space where movement 
transcended thought, until finally we joined in 
dance with our predecessors, which, when truly 
accepted, elicited an emotional response. At first it 
was difficult to accept these experiences as reality, 
but we found that the outcomes could be more 
enriching than first imagined. 

In the morning we arose for a walk; ‘walk mindfully’, 
Jem reminded us. Striding in silence we eventually 
came to a sacred spring where Jem introduced us 
to the four directions integral to his beliefs. Every 
individual identified with the symbolism of one 
of the directions: North, East, South and West - 
which can also be known as Earth, Water, Fire and 

Air respectively. This was all in preparation for the 
evening’s activities, the main event, the Sweat Lodge.  

That afternoon construction of the sweat lodge 
began. Members of the North gathered rocks to 
be heated on the fire. South gathered wood for the 
fire. The people of the West fabricated the stick 
skeleton of the hut. East collected the blankets for 
the shell of the lodge and arranged the four sacred 
alters. Holistically, we created the sweat lodge. The 
next few hours were spent in quiet suspense. The 
fire began to rage as night fell, roasting the rocks; we 
waited for the fire to reveal when the time was right. 
Finally, stripped to the bare necessities we encircled 
the fire adjacent to the sweat lodge. Cleansed with 
sage smoke, we crossed the threshold of the lodge, 
and moving in a moonwise direction, sat down in 
the cold mud. 

As the glowing rocks were brought in we chorused 
‘welcome grandfather, welcome grandmother’ and 
sprinkled the rocks with pungent herbs and resin 
as further welcome. Each of the four rounds was 
hotter than the last, even with the relief of the 
icy plunge pool. In the utter darkness freedom of 
expression took over, as individuality died and a 
sense of community was born. We emerged from 
the womb of the Sweat Lodge initiated both as 
spiritual beings and anthropologists. As we encircled 
the fire for the last time a strengthened feeling of 
mutuality was present. It’s quite difficult to truly do 
justice to the understanding of the Sweat Lodge 
due to its inherent subjectivity. What is learnt from 
the Sweat Lodge is often not found within it, but 
in the build-up and then the aftermath, where one 
realises themselves to be truthfully reborn and 
their full human potential appreciated.
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Undergraduate Anthropology Field Trip - Rhiana Mills and Eleni Andreadi-Marinakou
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PEOPLE AND THE SEA

Caroline Garaway
Lecturer in Anthropology

This year from 2nd June – 13th June, the 
Anthropology department hosted the UCL Global 
Citizenship ‘People and the Sea’ summer school, 
piloted for the first time last year. This course, 
designed for first year undergraduate students from 
across the University, is designed to get students 
learning more about the importance of the oceans 
to different peoples across the globe in a creative 
and thought-provoking way. Through seminars, 
workshops and group work, it both celebrates 
the relationship between people and the sea and 
increases awareness  of the impact we are having 
on what is considered to be the world’s most 
threatened ecosystem. 

Having had a long standing interest in all things 
fishy, designing this course was something I was 
excited about. What I didn’t know, and what has 
been truly remarkable, has been discovering the 
wealth of scholarship on the ‘people and the sea’ 
theme that exists within all sub-sections of the 
department. After sending out a rather panicked 
email for contributions to the course after my 
‘back of an envelope’ proposal for a summer 
school was rather unexpectedly chosen, the 
Anthropology Department didn’t disappoint and 
rallied round. The result was a fascinating mix of 
seminars. Susanne Kuechler in her talk ‘The Ocean 
In Us’ described the opening of the Oceania Centre 
for Arts and Culture (University of the South 
Pacific, Fiji) an artistic expression of  a regionalist 
vision of Oceania, in which the ocean serves as a 
material metaphor for reconceptualising Islander 
identity. Along the way we heard about  a ‘world of 
friction’, strings, knots and currents, the ontological 
significance of textured surface, created through 
binding, lashing and knotting and their use in the 

creation of lavalavas (traditional Polynesian dress) 
and patchwork quilts. Sara Randall took us along 
the coasts of West Africa where the movement of 
people from place to place and country to country 
to exploit the fisheries resources is so extensive 
as to has been described as ‘Brownian motion’ 
– though as we found out, it was anything but 
random. Motivations were extremely varied from 
the lure of resources and the search for ‘blue-gold 
to  being forced  into fishing after fleeing from war 
torn countries  to simply a love for the mobile 
way of life. Stefana Broadbent talked about the 
role of technology in enabling sailors to find their 
way and also how ships are spaces which embed 
centuries of techniques, processes and practices.  
We also learnt about the crews of these ships and 
in particular about the sea-based migrant Filipino 
workers who are the primary source of seamen 
in the global shipping and transport market. Allen 
Abramson delighted all with his talk “Of big fish, 
Human Beings and the Enchanted Connotations of 
the Ocean”. He talked about ‘sea as a benevolent 
life force’, ‘sea as a chaotic and deathly expanse’ and 
‘sea as a cosmic presence’ before hitting us with the 
final scenes from the film of the enigmatic white 
whale, Moby Dick. 

Alongside my discussions of the oceans’ ecosystems 
services and benefits, and the importance of the 
global fishery, this all amounted to a wonderfully 
rich and varied programme. There is no doubt 
that the students had a ‘whale’ of  a time but the 
hidden benefits of running this school has been 
the realisation that there is significant scope for 
further cross departmental work on this theme – a 
workshop, a book …watch this space….
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People and the Sea - Caroline Garaway

PHOTO:  WIKIPEDIA



Page 28
Anthropolitan Summer 2014

Having my office right alongside the two Brazilian 
members of staff in the department, Andrea 
Migliano and Lucio vincius, means that I fortunately 
often hear the lilt of Brazilian Portuguese along the 
corridor and occasionally get to brush up on my 
dormant language skills with my office neighbours.  
But in recent years its notable that the Anthropology 
Department as whole has become  more connected 
to Brazil as staff and students pursue new and 
ongoing research and collaborations in the region 
and with the increasing presence of visiting Brazilian 
graduate students. 

Over the last five years I’ve also been personally 
fortunate to have had the opportunity and the 
pleasure to be immersed in a period of intensive 
research in the southern region of Brazil and be 
part of an exciting and diverse collaboration with 
some leading anthropologists in the region, as well 
as with medical, bioethical and scientific colleagues 
and friends

The main focus of my research in Brazil has been 
to examine the social and cultural contexts of 
developments in cancer genetics, specifically to 
examine how different understandings of human 
genetic variation  linked to cancer incidence in 
Brazil are informing narratives and social/cultural 
practices of identity, risk and difference. This 
research builds on longstanding interests exploring 
how expanding fields of research such as cancer 
genetics are being translated and put to work in 
transnational contexts, including the UK, Cuba and 
Brazil, at the interface with diverse institutions of 
public health. The work in Brazil, funded by the 
Wellcome Trust, has been based on ethnographic 
research in three urban regions in the south of 
the country working with and alongside medical 
practitioners, research scientists, patients and their 
families. The work has been fascinating if often 
bureaucratically and logistically challenging but has 

and continues to generate important findings. One 
recent publication explored the cultural meanings 
of ‘potentiality’ that are folded in and generative 
of cancer genetics in Brazil as part of a special 
collection on the theme of ‘potential in the life 
sciences’ in Current Anthropology. This year I am 
completing a book manuscript looking at the wider 
context of these developments entitled Making 
Biological Difference, Cancer Genetics, Local Biologies 
and the Politics of Prevention in Southern Brazil.

One of the most rewarding and exciting  aspects 
about this period of research is the opportunity it has 
provided for exploring what is an incredibly diverse 
and rich field of Brazilian anthropology and for  
making connections and generating collaborations 
with colleagues and universities across the region. 
Two recent conferences one in London and the 
other in Belem in the north east notions of Brazil 
looking at questions of genetic admixture and 
race brought together leading anthropologists and 
geneticists from Brazil, UK, US and Europe and led 
to the publication of two ground breaking co-edited 
collections, Racial Identities, Genetic Ancestry and 
Health in South America published by Palgrave and 
Identidades Emergentes, Genetica e Saude published 
by Editoria Fiocruz. I have also helped organize 
conferences looking at bioethics in developing 
country contexts with the department of bioethics 
in  hospital de Clinicas in Porto Alegre with a 
forthcoming event linked to this collaboration 
happening at Cardiff University this May. One of the 
exciting opportunities that will be in development 
this year is a planned special edition of the leading 
online Brazilian journal vibrant aimed at making 
Brazilian Anthropology available to an international 
audience. Co-edited with Carlos Guilherme do 
valle from the University of Natal and Ricardo 
ventura Santos from the Museuo Nacional in Rio 
this special edition will showcase the work of some 
20 Brazilian anthropologists examining Health, 

BRAZILIAN CONNECTIONS

Sahra Gibbon
Lecturer in Medical Anthropology
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Illness, and Biosocialities. 

One collaboration which comes to fruition 
this summer and which will hopefully see the 
involvement of a number of graduate and post 
graduate students from the department travel 
to Brazil is the Sao Paulo Summer school on 
Biosocialities and the Governance of the Life 
Sciences. This five day summer school that will take 
place just outside of Sao Paulo at the University of 
Campinas andgenerously funded by the Sao Paulo 
State funding agency FAPESP will bring together 
20 international professors from Anthropology, 
Science and Technology Studies and Sociology along 
with 50 international and 50 Brazilian students. It 
will be a provide the opportunity to explore some 
of the pressing issues around developments in the 

life sciences related to new forms of sociality and 
identity, governance, public health and genomics 
as well as issues of innovation and international 
collaboration in diverse fields of science and 
technology

Brazil is about to enter a new phase of intense 
worldwide interest and scrutiny this year and 
beyond with the forthcoming  world cup and the 
Olympics. With interest in Brazil at an all time high 
it’s the perfect moment for the department to 
continue to foster and develop ongoing connections 
and to make the most of the rich new opportunities 
that UCL-Brazil anthropological collaborations are 
generating. 

Brazilian Connections - Sahra Gibbon
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Trained in economics, sociology 
and anthropology, Kimberly 
is an expert on emerging 
economic formations in 
contemporary China, and 
processes of financialisation 
and financial decision-making. 
She is currently writing her 
first book, provisionally titled, 
Managing Uncertainty in post-
Mao China: An Anthropology of 
Financialisation, funded by the 
Institute for New Economic 
Thinking. She has a broad range 
of research interests, including: 
the anthropology of markets, 
consumption, contemporary 
Chinese subjectivities, modes of 
reasoning and calculation, and 
science studies. 

Kimberly completed her 
PhD in the Department of 
Anthropology at the London 
School of Economics, funded 
by the Economic and Social 
Research Council. She has been 
a visiting scholar to New York 
University and is a member of 
the research group, ‘Cultures 
of Finance’ at the Institute for 
Public Knowledge, New York. She 
has held post-doctoral positions 
in the Psychoanalysis Unit, UCL 
and is currently teaching in the 
School of Oriental and African 
Studies.

Hannah Knox is a Social 
Anthropologist and her research 
is concerned with understanding 
processes of social and political 
transformation through the 
ethnographic study of technical 
relations and expert practices. 
Over the years her work has 
moved from a focus on struggles 
over knowledge and expertise to 
incorporate the role that materials 
of different kinds play in shaping 
techno-political relations. She has 
conducted research with new 
media entrepreneurs and economic 
development practitioners in 
the UK, IT managers and digital 
modellers in global corporations, 
and road construction and design 
engineers in Peru. Most recently 
she has been studying the politics 
of energy and climate change in 
a project that has been following 
the pursuit of carbon reduction 
strategies by a network of scientists, 
activists and local authority officers 
in Manchester, 
   
Hannah gained her PhD from 
the University of Manchester in 
2003 and joins UCL from the 
ESRC Centre for Socio-Cultural 
Change (CRESC) at the University 
of Manchester where she has 
worked since 2004. She is the co-
editor of ‘Objects and Materials: A 
Routledge Companion’ (2013), and 
a monograph resulting from her 
work on road construction in Peru 
is due to be published with Cornell 
University Press in 2015.

DR KIMBERLY CHONG
Teaching Fellow in Social 
Anthropology

DR HANNAH KNOX 
Lecturer in 
Digital Anthropology 
and Material Culture

New Appointments

Galina has expertise in 
anthropology of religion, 
especially Islam. She has conducted 
fieldwork in a Macedonian Sufi 
order and explored a troubled 
pietistic reform among Roma/
Gypsy Muslims. Her work 
illuminates the limits of positive 
agency by drawing attention to 
the problem of self-overcoming 
and performative failure. Galina 
is also interested in processes of 
cutting religious networks and 
experiential realities of atheism 
and godlessness. Recently, she has 
started working on the issue of 
territorial, religious, political and 
linguistic autonomy in the Soviet 
Union and Russia with reference 
to anti-Zionist activities and 
resettlement of Soviet Jews to 
the Russian Far East.

Previously, Galina was a Chrystal 
Macmillan postdoctoral research 
fellow at the University of 
Edinburgh. 

DR GALINA 
OUSTINOVA-
STJEPANOVIC
Teaching Fellow in Social 
Anthropology



Page 31 Anthropolitan Summer 2014

DR KIT OPIE
Leverhulme Early Career 
Fellow

Group living represents the 
fundamental survival strategy of our 
species; sociality makes us what we 
are. Indeed, a number of academic 
disciplines, including anthropology, 
are entirely devoted to studying 
aspects of our social lives in order 
to investigate what it means to be 
human. However, despite all this 
effort, it is not clear why we evolved 
such complex social lives in the first 
place.

Kit Opie has been awarded a three-
year Leverhulme Early Career 
Fellowship from September 2014, 
to investigate the origins of primate 
sociality. This project will build on his 
earlier research, which revealed that 
52 million years ago, the ancestor 
of monkeys and apes first evolved 
group living, and that this change 
coincided with a switch to daylight 
living. The Leverhulme-funded 
project will investigate the causes 
of the switch to daylight living and 
whether this triggered the evolution 
of sociality in primates, including us. 
We are fascinated about where we 
came from as a species; this research 
will help us understand the earliest 
roots of the way we live.

Kit is currently a postdoctoral 
research fellow at UCL investigating 
the evolution of kinship among 
the Bantu-speaking people of Sub-
Saharan Africa.

Alice Elliot joined the department 
in March 2014 having been awarded 
a three-year Leverhulme Trust 
Early Career Fellowship. She has 
conducted extensive fieldwork in 
Morocco and Italy on the intimate 
workings of transnational migration, 
and wrote her PhD (Reckoning 
with the Outside: Emigration and the 
Imagination of Life in Central Morocco, 
UCL 2012) on the all-pervading 
effects of mass emigration in a 
rural area of Morocco where the 
spectre of migration has come to 
permeate the principles, imaginings 
and practices of local life. Beyond 
migration, she researches and 
lectures on the anthropology of 
Islam and the Middle East, gender 
and sexuality, ethnographic theories 
of movement, conceptions of 
personhood, anthropological 
theory and method, and alternative 
economies. 

Her current project focuses on 
post-revolutionary Tunisia and 
explores how the conjuncture 
of economic crisis in Europe and 
political turmoil in North Africa is 
generating novel ways of imagining 
theological, political, and intimate 
futures in a country characterised 
by decades-long emigration towards 
Europe. Before joining UCL, Alice 
was a Pegasus Marie Curie Fellows 
at the Interculturalism, Migration 
and Minorities Research Centre of 
the University of Leuven, Belgium.

DR ALICE ELLIOT
Leverhulme Early Career 
Fellow
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What kinds of self does it take to make a revolution? 
And how does revolutionary politics, understood 
as a project of personal as much as political 
transformation, articulate with other processes of 
self-making, such as religious ones? Based on close 
ethnographic studies in selected countries of the 
Middle East and Latin America, this 5-year project 
brings an anthropological study of the relationship 
between revolutionary and religious practices 
to bear on existing conceptions of revolution, 
statecraft, and subjectivity in political theory. Its 
ambition is to launch the comparative study of 
revolutionary politics as a major new departure for 
anthropological research.

The core team consist of:

Martin Holbraad (PI)
Nico Tassi (Postdoc)
Alice Elliot (Postdoc, Leverhulme Early Career 
Fellow)
Charlotte Loris-Rodionoff (PhD student)
Myriam Lamrani (PhD student)
And one further PhD student and a postdoc to be 
recruited in due course. 

Emerging Subjects of the New Economy is a five-
year ERC funded project, starting this September 
in the Department. It is lead by Rebecca Empson 
with three post-doctoral researchers, Dr Baasanjav 
Terbish, Dr Rebekah Plueckhahn, and Dr Lauren 
Bonilla, and one PhD student, Hedwig Waters. 
The project is partnered with researchers at the 
National University of Mongolia’s Anthropology 
Department, lead by Dr Bumochir Dulam. 

Focusing on the mineral rich country of Mongolia, 
the project asks why some resource-rich countries 
become wealthy, while others seem to become 
the engines of growth for elsewhere? In order to 
understand this we focus, not so much on GDP 

figures and economic predictions, but on different 
local engagements to see how the economy unfurls 
from the ground up. This includes five ethnographic 
studies of: new loan and credit systems, gendered 
dynamics in the work place, environmental and 
nationalist economies, changing property regimes, 
and the mining industry itself. Alongside these 
studies, a number of other outcomes are planned, 
including a workshop in Mongolia, a conference at 
UCL, and a travelling photography exhibition. We are 
also involved in disseminating our findings through 
our partnership with the Mongolian economist and 
journalist Jargalsaikhan Dambadarjaa (known as 
Jargal Defacto).

EMERGING SUBJECTS OF THE NEW ECONOMY: 
TRACING ECONOMIC GROWTH IN MONGOLIA - €1,658,374

Dr Rebecca Empson
Lecturer in Social Anthropology

MAKING SELVES, MAKING REVOLUTIONS: 
COMPARATIVE ANTHROPOLOGIES OF REVOLUTIONARY 
POLITICS (OR CARP, FOR SHORT) - €1,854,472

Dr Martin Holbraad
Reader in Social Anthropology

New ERC Grants
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MARY DOUGLAS 
MEMORIAL LECTURE 2014

The first Mary Douglas Memorial Lecture will be 
held at UCL on Thursday 23 October 2014 at 
18:00.

The annual lecture, in memory of Dame Mary 
Douglas (1921-2007), is jointly organised by 
Oxford University’s School of Anthropology and 
Museum Ethnography and UCL Anthropology. 

Professor Paul Richards, from Njala University, 
Sierra Leone, will give the lecture on:

IRRECONCILABLE CONFLICTS?
Civil Wars From The Perspective Of An 
Institutional Theory Of Culture

For any queries about the lecture, please contact 
Martin Holbraad (m.holbraad@ucl.ac.uk).

Meixuan Chen - ‘Eating Huaqiao’ and the left 
behind: the moral and socio-economic consequences of 
the return of overseas Chinese to a South China village

Dimitra Kofti - ‘Everything is new’ but ‘everything 
is the same’: transformations of labour in a factory in 
Bulgaria

Manuela Pellegrino - ‘Dying’ language or ‘living 
monument’? Language ideologies, practices and 
policies in the case of Griko

Aaron Parkhurst - Genes and Djinni: identity and 
anxiety in Southeast Arabia

Julia Frajtag Sauma - The deep and the 
Erepecuru: tracing transgressions in an Amazonian 
Quilombola territory

Helen Cross - The importance of small-scale fishing 
to rural coastal livelihoods: a comparative case-study in 
the Bijagós Archipelago Guinea Bissau

Matan Shapiro - Invisibility as ethics: affect, play 
and intimicy in Maranhão, Northeast Brazil

Erica Farmer - Delicious enigmas: legal 
geographical indication regimes in Bordeaux and the 
United Kingdom

Vita Peacock - We, the Max Planck Society: a study 
of hierarchy in Germany

Katayoun Medhat - A confederation of defences: a 
postcolonial study of intercultural projection

RECENTLY AWARDED 
PHDS 

DATES IN THE DIARY 

Joint Departmental Seminars 
Wednesdays 11:00-13:00 on 
29 October 2014
12 November 2014
19 November 2014
26 November 2014

Daryll Forde Memorial Lecture                              
12 February 2015
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Open City Docs Fest is back for its 4th edition, 
17-22 June 2014.

Open City Docs Fest showcases some of the world’s 
best documentaries, along with live events, training 
programmes and projects throughout the year that 
support the next generation of filmmakers.

Based in the Anthropology Department at UCL and 
working with partners across London, the UK and 
internationally, we aim to challenge, explore and 
expand ideas of what documentary can be and do.

Open City Docs Fest screenings and events take 
place in various venues across London, with our 
festival hub in Bloomsbury’s Torrington Square. Here 
you can find the Open City Village and Cinema Tent, 
which will have a pop-up cinema space especially 
made for doc-lovers.

Programme Highlights:

SHADO’MAn
UK Premiere
Wednesday 18 June 2014 - 20:30
ICA
Boris Gerrets / 2013 / France/Netherlands / 87 
mins

Filmed entirely at night, this is a starkly cinematic 
journey into the nocturnal world of Sierra Leone’s 
‘Freetown Streetboys’. The films sees the group find 
strength and resilience in their friendship despite 
lives of poverty and discrimination.

OPEN CITY DOCS FEST



Page 35 Anthropolitan Summer 2014

HOAx_CAnuLAr
Thursday 19 June 2014 - 20:30
ICA
Dominic Gagnon / 2013 / Canada / 95 mins

‘Hoax Canular’ are teens who manufacture scares 
online, unleashing rumours of apocalypse through 
their webcams. Dominic Gagnon continues his 
amateur online video work with a film that 
encapsulates the emerging media-stoked angst of 
a generation.

CAirO DriVE
UK Premiere
Thursday 19 June 2014 - 20:30
Hackney Picturehouse
Sherief Elkatsha / 2013 / Egypt / 77 mins

Shot between 2009-2012, Cairo Drive spans the 
entirety of the recent Egyptian revolution. Filmmaker 
Sherief Elkatsha rides through congested streets 
alongside a diverse cast of characters, exploring 
Egypt’s collective identity in light of historic changes.

CASSE
Saturday 21 June 2014 - 16:00
Birkbeck Cinema
Nadege Trebal / 2013 / France / 87 mins

Every day, in a sprawling self-service scrapyard on 
the outskirts of Paris, hundreds of men search the 
wreckage for salvageable parts. As the men share 
stories of their difficult journeys to Europe, Nadège 
Trebal explores the community emerging out of the 
metal maze.

MAnAKAMAnA
Saturday 21 June 2014 - 20:30
ICA
Stephanie Spray/Pacho velez / 2013 / Nepal/United 
States / 118mins

Harvard Sensory Ethnography Lab’s latest work is 
a one-of-a-kind documentary experience. Filmed 
inside the confines of a cable-car, we meet the 
villagers travelling up to an ancient mountaintop 
temple in Nepal. Through their anecdotes and 
observations, a detailed picture of their lives 
emerges.
Screening in association with Edinburgh International 
Film Festival.

STrEAM OF LOVE
UK Premiere
Saturday 21 June 2014 - 20:30
Birkbeck Cinema
Ágnes Sós / 2013 / Hungary / 70 mins

In Ágnes Sós’s film, a group of octogenarian 
Transylvanian villagers tell us how they believe sex 
was invented in the 1960s. Her straight-talking 
characters open their hearts to us, reminding us 
that in some ways we’ll never grow old. “I’ve been 
mad for love and kissing all my life’, says one elderly 
dame, ‘I still am.”
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