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Slide
Researchers facedlemma Bassagor di arstats : BaBiyc dRfii mad it p Ic
researcngt he unknown, you do not know what you v

Prosaically, many discoveriegem fromaccidents. Archimederealizzd howto calculate

volume while having a baticcording toanearlyscientific myth,he therran naked trough

At hens <Ewekadt i d 6d6 e f ound identified Viaghaby chaneenad Wo o d
famously did Fleming penicillin (Another myth: Fleming took months taealize the

i mportance of hethddstunbledoupdrBg contrastnormal €ience(discussed

below) works by following procedures within set parameters. Research consists effectively in
addingdetail within established frameworks of knowledge. Possibilitiesetaignizd by the

modelare largely ignoredSo, whashouldaspiring researchers do?

By way of answer | briefly reviewmy ownresearchincludingtherole thatchanceplays.
Thenl turnto the vexing questionof whatwe meanby knowledge theoryandmethodfor the
studyof SouthEastAsia. Whatlessonsmightwe learnfrom this? And, finally, aretheremore
generaissuesat stake?

You may be askingyourselvesthough:6 D lbneedto botherwith suchquestions2Vhy
c a n fustgetonwithmyp r o j Brevioudgenerationghoughtthe samei andtheywere
almostalwayswrong. You are not usuallytold this, but universitylibraries are stackedwith
monuments$o pastmistakesNot to questiorwhatyouaredoingis to skateonthinice. (Video)

| read Social Anthropology with reference to South East Asia at Cambridge nfddle
class Brit in the late 1960s, | had experience dfhe societies anthropologisisially studied.
So, | applied to, and taught at, the University of Singapore for anwesnel hadto lecture on
Clifford Geertd s  w ron Balli, wigich vereas elegant atheyseemed unlikely. Sdor my
PhDI wentto SOAS where the last great Dutch scholar of,Bztiristiaan Hooykaasyorked.
You probablyimagineBali as a tourist destination, but its renown stemmed from being one of
the most complex cultusein the world Margaret Meadsad it was so intricatehat the only
way to study it was to be parachuted in cluelestudled Indonesian and Balineder two
years which included background research_giden. | waghendeemedit for fieldwork.

Classicakthnography Britiststyleis unusualHistorically, it consisedlargdy of lining up
the natives and asking them questioftsen aPolish research student at the LSE, Bronislaw
Malinowski, went tothe Trobriand Islands in Melanasshortly beforethe First World War
broke out. As a harmless enemy alien, he twlakto stay put for a few months until hostilities
ceased. Four years later he staggered out, having accidentally invented intensive ethnography
by participartobservationlt enable an unparalleled knowledge of social institutions, not as
ideals, but in practic€slide). It underwitesa critical distance born of alienation, which Lévi
Strauss hailed as the cultural equivalent of psychoanalsis ethnography straddlefe
great European epistemological divide between knowledge through explanation and
understanding through interpretation. It instantiates an irreducible double discursivity between
Western academic and indigenous ways of thinking. And it became the stamethat for
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British anthropologistsWhile the results areewarding, the fulblown version is arduous,
lonely, frustrating and painful, unless yarea masochist bred by English public schdols.

The first question ihhow you selectyour field site After much discussion with local
Balinese | chose a remote hill village where | was probably the thirdndmmesian to set foot.
Here chance stepped in. Twertge (one in five) men had been shot or tortured to death as so
called communists four years beforAnd their families lived cheek by jowl with the killers.
People feared | was a government spy and shunne8peeializd in symbolic anthropology,
| found everyone had other preoccupations. Coping with acute poverty and settling scores for
the massaceewere more interesting than chatting with a potentially dangerous forefgner.
happens, gadually people started to accept rbat | had to study what they were interested in.
| learned more about politics thhimagined posdile. After two years, | hagretty exhaustive
details on the seven hundred inhabitants of the village. These included changes in land holdings
since records began; yields of rice harvests, other crops and sources of income; membership of
work groups, details of kinship, marriagestsg politicalfactions temple and voluntary group
affiliation and changes. Witeuch materialsstatisticswere effectively superfluous. could
trace the shifting relationships of any person since the Dutch arrived irmh@i@Bew details
of their intimate liveslike who was sleeping with whonof which even their partneraere
unawareEmergng with excessivempirical detail about one Balinese villagyed aPhD thesis
of “amillionwordsor5kg | exempl i f iseéetinitidhdfva apedhlisilas domesne 6
who knows everything about nothing.

So far, so goodStarting bydiscoveringwhat | was trained taunfortunately | bund out
too much. Anthropologists relied for their object of study on relative constants: sogngthin
can get hold of and preferaldpunt ormeasure. These were social structure (defined as jural
rules), collective representations (beliefs, values, worldviews) and social organization (defined
as standardized modes ofactivity). Balinese had these superabundance but, if you looked
carefully at what they actually did and said, everything ligdifi | i ke Sal vador De
(Slide). Quite simply Balinese seemedntinuallyto reworktheir laws,corporate groupand
social arrangements the light of circumstances. They were not confused by junss$i.

The admirable precept of grasping O6the na
scholaré and native@worldviews are of different kinds. We have science: they have magic
and belief. We haveeason: they have rationalization. We have history: they have myth. We
have explanations: they have interpretations. Our accounts are true: theirs are folk tales. These
distinctions are constitutive of academic knowledge. Without them the entire scientifi
rationale of studying other peopleollapses. Sitting day after day listening to Balinese talking,
their explanations or interpretations wegeite as coherent as mingé they just used
incommensur@ presuppositions. On what grounds was | to dismisssth@&nthropologists
have in varying degree wrestled with this problem but almost all swim, as it were, with one
foot on the solid bottom of Western epistemology.

1 Purists argue that anything short of a year (ideally two years) of intensive fieldwork by parafipantation

is not ethnography proper. However, even shoptistiods of indepth involvement in the lived worlds of our
subjects of study enriches maossearch. At the least, it serves as an effective antidote to taetiordated work

of previous scholars and official accounts. Most research tends to be based on the versions of an élite or an
unrepresentative selection of people. So, experiencingghsigle range of people actually live, argue and act in

daily life is an invaluable corrective. It is particularly salutary to offset the findings of questionnaires and surveys,
because the questions asked are formulated within a discourse quite differetitdse of our subjects.
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If anthropological theoryas provingso wobbly, how secure were the foundations of
Westerrknowledge in universal reasoi?as understandingsteadrelative to a given way of
life I n Wittgensteinds terms? Where did exp
begin? Crucially, what were the implications if different peoples worked witterdiit
presuppositions? Grapplingith these questions has led me on a fgegr intellectual
peregrination

If research is about finding evidence that fits your frame of reference, you can always find
some.(Slide) What if themodels areso fundamentally wrong that they misgich of what
happens? Concepts like structure and systenaacenatic topostAristotelian explanation
which aims to establish what is necessary, fixed and determining behind everyday appearances.
Other consideratioriseverything that is contingentshould be omitted as irrelevant. But what
if people presupposthat everything is in flux: all matter, all animate forms, all idess
continually transforrmg? Then anticipating and mastering change requires radigH#yeht
strategies from trying to nail down flux through structure. A world of transformability fits
observable practice and squares with how Balinese understand and act upon the world. The
Greek thinker Heraclitugof whom Aristotleunsurprisinglydisappoved s ai d you canot
into the same river twice. My Balinese friends retorted this was simplistic: the same person
cannot step into the same river twice.

The questiorarose ofwhat to do for mynext fieldtrip. Intellectual curiosity suggested
researchng Balinesandigenous philosophyBut the topic wasuside thescope of recognized
knowledgeand like jumping off a cliff at night To mitigate the risks, | proposed sending
religioustexts from the research villagews my mentor, Hooykaas, while | wouldvestigate
cultural presuppositiondwo weeks before the trip, Hooykaas diea traffic accidentlt was
over the cliffi without a parachute plunged intaaskingBalinesehow they thoughabout and
guestiordthe world they lived in. What were thédeas abouspace, time, causatigagency,
meaning, the human subjesntd so onHow did theyreason, expia and interprethe world
about therf?

What followed was,ifuratively, like living downstream when a dabursts.Not onlydid
ordinary villagershavecategories, terminology and procedures for more or less everything we
do. In somerespectsthey were significantly more sophisticated. For example, thdynime
terms for what wetopw mnpadrt,cexegeaid, pointdporpoaensubstgtiaee,
intended referencenaterial and immaterial outcomesskingdVh at i s t hneBalimeani n
is meaninglessAnotherexample Hooykaashad complained that Balinese did not know the
meanings of theomplexofferings they madgSlide) While researching words for knowing
| discovered there were two termith quite different truth conditionsJning involved being
able to furnish empirical ev@hce whereasnurah implied to guessto think is the caseo
know but be unable to proy¢o have heard saysking if they couldnurah about offerings
ideas and suggestionametumbling out. Translaing uncriticallyfrom European languagés
Balinesecommitiedan elementargategory mistake.

Like Father CharleBouillevauxwh o was credited with o0di sc:
bumped iIinto a world that Balinese, ILikek e t he
most young scholars,was trained in one discipline aahew little of othes. Blundering
around in the dark, kept making discoveries witHittle idea what they were or their
implications On my returngdesperate tanderstand what | had foundearnedhat ahandful
of Western philosophers had begarking on similar issuesBalinesefolk accountsalso had
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| discoveredantecedentint hree | ndian phil evsadfSka ¢knyd Us c h o o
and Buddhism.Establishing there wereelevant parallelshowever, merely raised new
guestionsAs a friend wickedly suggestedbviously peasantslid notwander around with

logical primers intieir handsThe philosophical argumentshether European or Indiangre

highly abstractand were articulated using a Western intellectual genealdgy contrast,

Balinese werargung as part of daily practice, not reflectively: it was philosophy ot

How successfully could | expound Balinedeas in writing So doing requireavorking
between Athropology Philology, Area Studies and Philosophy. As a means of introducing
new problems to a broader readership, | think it worked. However, it facgedjorhurdle |
was elucidating Balinese categories using fitrenidable explanatory poweiof academic
paradigmsit is easy to ovesystematize the subtleties of Balingsactice.We tend not to
notice our epistemological imperialisrhecause the qualitof research is judged by, and
academic esteem conferred for, skill in deploying the hegemonic discohiséas led me in
searcha radical account of practice, including presuppositions in practice, that did net over
interpret what Balinese were doing.

How dowe copewith what, for conveniencel shalllabel&@oublediscursivityd? Thereare
different strategies dependingon o n edissipline and the materialsavailable. The most
commonis to take culturalsourcesandinterpretthemusing Westernacademiaategories A
widely-cited exampleis G e e r @analygisof person,time and conductin Bali (1966). He
suggestethatBalineselackeda coherensenseof self, lived in atimelessworld, in which fear
of stagefright andtherisk of climaxdominatedoubliclife. (This lastargumenhetook straight
from BatesorandMead1942) Theargumenshookseveralvorld-famousanthropologisteind
philosopherssufficiently to askme in personwhetherG e e r dlamdévaswell founded.If it
were, it would fundamentallychangeour thinking aboutaboutmind, consciousnesseven
humanity itself. Geertzwas quite wrong for interestingreasonsHe had applied European
categoriesand criteria to interpret Balinese,not their own. By collapsingtheir discourse
uncritically into a Westernacademimne,he madenonsensef them.

Faced with this problem, what are young researchers toTtlefe are three olbwus
strategic options: what is acceptghdatis marketableandwhatscholarly. Research students
are wise to ensure you are acceptable to your examiners. As acadeneaulatepusiness,
the marketableends to rulghese days(Scholarship takessitrevenge though. Geertz is no
longer taken seriously by anyone who knows the topics he wrote on.) Granted that double
discursivityremairs the elephant in the rootmpw comeaet is rarely addressed head q&Ade)

As this talk is aboutdoctoralresearch] shall be brief aboutmy later work. My next
extendedieldwork setout to examinehow Balineseusedradically different presuppositions
in daily life. How did they reproduceandreflect on their socialinstitutionsandthemselves?
Why not askthem?Their answersveresurprisingclear. Theymadethemselvedully formed
humars andwrestledto copewith the world throughelaboratecycles of rites (paficayanyg).
Theyreflectedon public mattersthroughmeetings;and on the nonmanifestusingmediums
On who they wereand how to actthey drew on theatrewhich in Bali wasa popular,not an
élite activity. After a coupleof months,the villagerswhom | hadasked cameto me andsaid
thingswerechangingl shouldnotignoretelevision,which hadbecomewidely watchedby the

2 A worrying example is the widespread use of questionnaires and surveys, which are almost always articulated
uncritically using the categories, criteria and presuppositions of Western academic disciplines, as if this were
normaland unproblematic, instead of an exercise in hegemony.
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late 1980s.l hadlittle interestin televisionbut, if villagerswerewatching,soshouldl. A year
later, | returnedto Londona rarity: someonewho had conductedntensiveethnographynot
only of televisionaudiencesbut nonWesternones.| had hundred=of hoursof recordingsof
Balinesecommentingon television,theatreandtheir ideasaboutviewing. By accidenti or,
morepreciselyby listeningto thelocalsi | stumbledntowhatcameto becalledAnthropology
of Media.

Over the next decade | spen32nonths each year watching and working with village
television audiencegSlide) Viewing is a highly social and participatory activifyhe shocking
revelation though was how differénipeople engaged with televisioh revealedsomething
neither IT nor most media scholar¢et alone television producefscould have imagined
possiblelt was a world ofntricatepractices from stylesf@aommentingto complex modes of
engagng, to how viewers later used what they extrapolated. Media Studies is only possible by
ignoringT or caricaturing v i e we r s 0 Stytesohictdrpreting and arguing weseibtle
and originalScholarsb andi ed about the word Opracticed,
Moreover, sec al | e d 6ordinary peopl ebd habitually
sophisticatiorfew had recognized, let alone researched.

Threepoints ae worth noting First, aidience researalsingquantitative surveys or focus
groupslooked likean exercise in corporate fantasyned at hiding whatwas going onThat,
of course,was the point. Second, was hardto study South East Asian societies with
appreciang how comprehensivelyp e op | e 6 s I nfor mati on, knowl e
articulatedby broadcast and more recentlyi social mediaAlmost everything we think we
know is, in fact, thoroughly mediatedstonishingly, political scietists were still writing
books about contemporary Indonesian politics, including the rise of political Islam, ignoring
newspapers let alortbe hundreds of hours of daily broadcast covergéged, if ethnographic
researchinto media highlighted new domains of viewi practices, what about media
production, which had been treated as relatively unproblematid@donesian proverb runs:
Katak di bawah tempurund\ frog living under a coconut shell thiglit knows all about the
world until someone kicks over the shdlhere are lots of frogs and coconut shells around.

Pursuing the theme of media practices took me into Media and Cultural Stuttiesito
researchng media production practicés Bali and Central Javd he work was enriched by a
generation of my research students who were researching mainstreamproedietion as
practice inter alia in Indonesia,Singapore,China, India, Kenya, Zimbabwe, Sudan and
Lebanon.The next step wat take practice as constitutivewith no ifs or buts. Irplaceof
society, youtreatthe social agn infinite play of differencewhich isceaseledyg articulated
and disarticulated through argument, disagreement and solfbitHed toa projecthatl have
just finishedcalledHow Indonesians ArguaNow | amembarking oran account of Bailwvhich
replaesEuropean academic categories and modes of reasoning with Balinese.

What would have happened if | had followed the advice you may have been iginere?
theory: it is not important. Focus on methods and skills: just accept society, culture, history,
texts, language, interpretation and meaning as tippea to bel would rever have
contributed tanainstream debates in Social, Cultural &mlosophicalAnthropology,never
set up EIDOS (&uropean networkritical of development)neverbeenone of thefoundes
of Media AnthropologyandEthnography oMedia, no shifted toCulturaland MediaStudies,

3 Available at:http://www.criticalia.org/sympostapanels/howindonesiansargue.html
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nor questiored systemic Eurocentrisietalonetaken practice serioushyife would have been
comfortable instead afiorrying fifty years latetwhat on earth | am trying to do.

What 6s it all about then?

Enough about me. How about knowledgdt®ere is a story about a London taxi driver
talking amuthisf amous customers from politicians to
philosopher in my cab, Bertrand Russell. So | adked AWhat 6s it alll abol

Do you know? The Dbl oke coul dndét teldissuee. 6 Le
of knowledge, theory, method and writing.

Knowledge

Students are told that their research is supposed to make a contribution to knowledge. But
what is knowledge? Universities like to present it as something cumulative. We now have much
morethan we did beforeThis presupposes knowledge to be a substénalsobuys into the
capitalist metaphor of accumulation, so creating a vicious circlen8utknowledge often
renders what went before obsoleteplain wrong The adage goe§hose who daot learn
from history are doomed to repeat it. So what did history saj@¢ Ignoring this advice,
many academics tell their students to be empimcabragmatic which they confuse with
Realism §lide). Empiricismbroadly presupposes that human sesgoerience is the sufficient
basis of all knowledgeAmong the obvious problems is that it cannot account for such simple
concepts as relationships. | speak here with sbawskgroundas | was educated at Trinity
College, Cambridge, where Francis Bacamurfded European scientific empiricism four
hundred years agdevidently precioudew scholars havéothered to read what he wrote,

because they repeatedly commit fundamental ethatbelabelledtheé f our i dol s of t
(Slide).

Skipping to the tweteth-century, there wasa battle over the nature of scientific
knowledget (SlidegKa r | Popperds conservative stance wa
through a process of conjecture and refutatibrh o ma s  €torhimThes structure of
scientific revolutiongame as a slap in the fatdwuhnar gued t hat oO6nos mal S C

what most of you are doing, inevitably faces the inadequacy of its axamghich point
revolution threatens. If anothexplanatory framework o rparadign®di explains the evidence
better, it may become the new normal. Revolutions have social aspietsit is awkward

4 A more fundamental andevastating challenge to ideas of knowledge, whether in the natural or human sciences,
was propounded by th@ragmatist philosopher QuineHe argued on logical groundsthat theory is
underdetermined by evidence. Facts are not strong enough to deternmgkeacarrect theory: logically and
empirically there are always several alternatives
The totality of our secalled knowledge or beliefdrom the mostcasualmatters of geography and histay the
profoundest laws of atomic physios even ofpure mathematicandlogic, is a manmade fabric which impinges on
experience only along the edgesé But the total field is
thatthereismuch lattd e of choice as to what statements to reevaluat
If this view is right, it is misleading to speak of the empirical content of an individual stateraspécially if it is a
statement at all remote from theperiential periphery of the field (Quid®©5342-3).
The possibility undermines the grounds for believing that the knower (the researcher) is superior to the known
(the o6objewhsdeas PBPoppg)ds and Kuhnods mawurglsamecast s st ri
Quinedbs argument works across all forms of explanatic
(i.e. between two nenognate languages) asanexamleei nedés opponents admit that
a satisfactoryebuttal.
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effectively disarticulated and so silenc@uir accounts usually rely heavily on the greatod
or verbally fluent We need toavoid confusingparticularrepreserdtiors with fact and so
collude in hegemonizing our subjects of stédy.

Dotheseconcerns apply to quantitative, as against qualitative, reseavaiently they do.
The problem of \mat constitutefacts stillapplies. However, f you are studying large samples,
you have to make working assumptions that ignore individual differences and dortdeder
to establish broader trenttdt all depends on the purposes of the research.

Some lessons Eieldwork
What lessons did | learn from fieldwonhkter alia?

1. How to engage Thinking in Bali, as many places, is a social activity. @mene
interviewsare an alien Western cultural practice, usedBali mostly by police and
military intelligence when interrogating suspe@s.l worked by interpolating myself
into groups of people who regularly socialized. | rarely asked questions; discussions
lasted hours and meandered all over the place, while | took notes arnedamed
with their agreement. It is inefficient for getting answers tefpreulated questions
but excellent for immersion into Balinese discourse.

2. Who is in charge®ne dayearly on in the researchwas talking to people including
the village head, who interrupted me in Balinese to explzat asbackwardhill-
billies, they did not speak Indonesian. Six months latérle | was struggling to say
something particularly complex Balinese he patted my knee and said in perfect
Bahasa | ndonesi a:Evetydnehadidecided ¢hatl couldmaettmme a n 6 .
one of them until | spoke and thought in Balines& like to imaginewe are agents
and the locals the subjects of inquiry. | had just received a léssla reverse. Also,
in @ community with so many skeletons to hidkterally i domesticating @ was a
matter of urgency.

3. How relevant is academic knowledgkf”the compound where | lived, the bathroom
was adjacent to the kitchdfvery daywhile shaving | could ndtelpheaing the family
talking. To my horror | realized thab matter whereonvesation ranged, effectively
eluded conventionalacademic knowledge. Scholarly models occupied a different,

2 In many societies, being a member of the diten entailsthat you are expected to articulate a coherent (if
highly ideological) account of your society, just as
arrogant if they try. The implications should be obvious. There is also alaaggrous trapri relying heavily on
whatHarrisc a | the wellifformed informand (1968: 51468). This personis often a local intellectual, who

has thought through a societyds practices toctwroduce
Turnerdés reliance fonthe Ndembliromafie infoimant, Muctiooa lona healer and

brilliant synthesizerwho washoweverso detested by other Ndembu that he was forced to live well outside the
village boundaries.

A surprisirg amount of anthropological (and | suspect other disciplinary) knowledge rests upon the use of such
singularly gifted informants. The drawback is that these accounts are typical only of thefhselegen unique

to the occasion. Once | was interviewedpast of a British ESRC project on supervision of research students.

When we had finished, the interviewer thanked me, as | was the first person who had given a systematic account

of the different aspects of PhD supervision, which she asked if she ceuldrdser write up. | warned her that

my thinking about the topic was pretty muddled and incomplete. The requirements of being coherent in the
interview had somehow led me to create systarthe spotLater that day | tried to write down the model | had

outlined, but could no longer recall it. So much for system.

B There is helpful summary of the differences between quantitative and qualitative approaches in Mahoney &
Goertz 2006. For a defence of individual case studies against naturalist argumenty/steaudtic hypothesis

testing, see Flyvbjerg 2001: 1292.
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