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I am pleased to announce the release of the latest issue of Student 
Anthropologist. Throughout this past year I have sought to broaden the 
scope of the journal by incorporating several new features while 
remaining committed to the traditions set forth by previous editors. We 
have expanded our Book Review section, which has been carefully 
assembled and edited by dedicated members of our Editorial Board who 
have worked with our Book Review Editor, Zhiying Ma. We will also 
continue to invite guest editorial teams to contribute to the journal 
through special issues. This invaluable opportunity enables students to 
gain first-hand experience of the editorial process through the direct 
oversight of a publication. Our third Special Issue, “Gendered 
Subjectivites: Pluralities of Being and Belonging”, will be published in 
2015. 
 My main priority as Editor this year has been to foster new 
opportunities for student professionalization by increasing student 
involvement in the journal’s publication process. To that end, we have 
introduced two new roles that allow students to contribute their skills 
and expertise to the journal: Design Editor and Social Media Editor. 
With the addition of these positions, we have refreshed the journal’s 
visual and online presence with the aim of reaching new audiences. We 
have also diversified the content of the journal by formalizing our Photo 
Essay section. Moving forward, we will continue to encourage authors 
to contribute mixed-media submissions that experiment and seek to 
invigorate anthropological praxis. Finally, I am thrilled to announce our 
new partnership with York University’s student journal, Contingent 
Horizons. The goal of the partnership is to facilitate the exchange of 
best practices among journal contributors and is a first step towards 
establishing a global network of resources for student anthropologists. 
 I had much to learn during my first year as Editor. I am especially 
grateful to Dr. Jessica Hardin, the former Editor of SA, for patiently 
guiding me through the journal’s editorial process that she worked hard 
to establish during her tenure. I would also like to give a warm thank 
you to Keahnan Washington, Peer Review Editor, Tara Mahfoud, Design 
Editor, Zhiying Ma, Book Review Editor, and Emley Kerry, Social Media 
Editor, for the countless hours they have dedicated to the journal. I am 
indebted to the many authors, peer reviewers, Editorial Board 
members, and other contributors who have worked diligently to ensure 
the excellence of the student scholarship presented here. Their 
collective efforts and insights have led to a refinement of editorial 
procedures and are a persistent reminder of the importance of 
collaboration in the writing process. 

Sara Smith
New Haven, CT

From the Editor
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Research Articles

Dangerous Waters: Security threats and their role in community formation 
among itinerant boat-dwellers on the waterways of southern England. 

Benjamin Bowles
Brunel University, London

Abstract

When living aboard a narrowboat on the waterways of southern England with the 
itinerant boat-dwellers who term themselves “Boaters,” one has to be cautious and 
vigilant in the face of a number of potential threats to the safety and security of one’s 
self and one’s vessel. Moorings in certain areas are attacked and burgled frequently and 
most Boaters have stories of unwarranted violent attacks or, at least, heated 
confrontations with locals residents. The following paper discusses how Boaters bind 
together and create a sense of being a vigilant community as a reaction to these threats 
and challenges. It argues that Boaters make their community against a boundary formed 
by personal security threats from the outside and that an examination of these threats 
can shed light upon processes of Boater’s identity formation and the emergence of 
intra-community tensions. 

Keywords: Security; boaters; community 

Introduction

The goal of this paper is to examine the role 
of security threats and the sense of a lack of 
personal safety in shaping the traveling 
community with whom I lived and 
conducted fieldwork between July 2012 and 
August 2013. The community in question, 
the itinerant boat-dwellers of England’s 
southern waterways, (generally known as 
‘Boaters’) move throughout the system of 
canals and rivers (the “inland waterways”) 
without taking a permanent mooring. Theirs 
is a life which is, to a great extent, marginal 
vis-a-vis the state and wider sedentary 
society as they are persons with no fixed 
abode who do not belong to any local 
administrative borough or authority. They 
are technically under the protection and 
control of Canal and River Trust [CaRT], a 
charitable trust, maritime police, some local 

councils, and, in certain areas, the 
government’s Environment Agency [EA]. 
They live and travel aboard a motley variety 
of vessels, including but not limited to steel-
hulled narrowboats, fibreglass river 
cruisers, and larger continental barges. 
 Security is traditionally dealt with in 
the anthropological literature as being 
related to the measures taken by nation-
states to keep their citizenry “safe” from 
threats originating from other nations and 
from global terrorism (Goldstein 2010). Such 
an understanding has its roots in the 
Hobbesian notion of the state as arising 
from the masses for the benefit and 
protection of the citizenry (Hobbes 2003 
[1651]). Moreover, the term is usually now 
associated with the “security moment,” 
meaning the proliferation of the discourse 
of security as an aid to the western 
neoliberal agenda in a post-9/11 world (487). 

RA
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Certain scholars (see Waever et al.,2003) 
are, however, attempting to widen the 
descriptions of security within anthropology 
in order to focus upon how any society, with 
or without the state, attempts to deal with 
threats, even if these threats are themselves 
enabled or initiated by the state. Goldstein 
writes of such a project (which he terms a 
“critical anthropology of security”) that a 
“critical, comparative ethnography of 
security can explore the multiple ways in 
which security is configured and deployed—
not only by states and authorized speakers 
but by communities, groups, and individuals
—in their engagements with other local 
actors and with arms of the state 
itself” (Goldstein 2010:492). 
 The following paper gives a detailed 
ethnographic introduction to the security 
threats faced by Boaters, before discussing 
the implication of these threats for the 
Boater’s creation of community feeling and 
sentiment. In this sense, this paper follows 
Goldstein’s blueprint for the rehabilitation 
of the term ‘security’ with localized practice 
and discourse below the level of the nation-
state. Personal security and protection from 
harm is a prime concern for states. This 
includes nomadic groups, such as the 
Boaters with whom I lived. It is contended 
here that such a focus upon security shapes 
various aspects of Boaters’ social relations, 
their sense of community, and their material 
culture. As has been argued since the ethnic 
formation theories of Barth (1988 [1969]), 
and in later texts by, for example, Cohen 
(1985), communities and bounded groups 
are produced in relation to an “other” that is 
often threatening or otherwise antagonistic. 
I contend that, in my fieldsite, the threat of 
attack and boat untetherings form such a 
boundary between the Boaters and land-
dwellers. In the light of this ethnography, I 
argue that it is time to take a nuanced 
“anthropology of security” more seriously, 
especially with regards to the struggles of 
mobile or otherwise marginal populations. 

Threats to Boaters’ Security: Burglaries 
and Attacks

I was given a piece of advice before moving 
on to the London canals, whilst I was still 

moving downstream on the Thames: “always 
moor where there’s other boats, for safety, 
and try to never be the first boat at either 
end of a mooring”. Boaters from the Reading 
area had warned me about the security 
threats of London since I first declared my 
intentions to move down river. I was told 
that I should chain my boat up where 
possible and keep all valuables hidden, I was 
told the threat of burglary was ever present. 
It was not, however, merely burglary which 
Boaters fear. As I shall describe at the 
conclusion of this section, Boaters faced the 
danger of their boats being untethered and 
set loose, a very specific type of attack from 
land-dwellers. Before this, however, I 
concentrate on other forms of threat; 
specifically attacks on Boaters at moorings, 
break-ins at boats, instances of graffiti and 
criminal damage, and missiles being thrown 
at Boaters as they travel. All of the 
proceeding threats occurred despite the 
fact that boating was often seen in wider 
discourse as quaint and acceptable, or even 
as idyllic and desirable. In much the same 
way as for other UK traveling groups, there 
was a mixture of romanticization and 
demonization in the public’s dealings with 
Boaters (cf. Okely 1983; Clark and 
Greenfields 2006; Fonsecca 1996). 
Thankfully for the Boaters, and in direct 
contrast to Gypsies’ experience, 
romanticization seemed to currently be 
tipping the balance and, in many areas, 
theirs is seen as a benign and attractive 
presence. However, as shall be seen, this did 
not negate the presence of serious security 
threats which emerged from the Boater’s 
marginal and vulnerable position within 
society in London.
 London did not turn out to be the 
consistently threatening danger-zone which 
some had suggested I may have found. I did, 
however, begin to hear rumors of areas 
where break-ins were occurring in spates. 
My first and most obvious exposure to this 
threat came when I traveled into the east-
end in January 2013 and found the normally 
busy Victoria Park moorings to be almost 
deserted due to a series of violent attacks 
and burglaries over a single week-end 
period between Christmas and New Year. 
The “towpath telegraph” (which is how 
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Boaters refer to the system of gossip and 
information exchange along the towpath 
and at locks, which serves to keep them in 
touch with others’ lives and movements) 
was awash with gossip concerning these 
events, with the numbers of boats that had 
been targeted changing depending on who 
was telling the story. The highest estimate 
stated that eighteen boats were broken into 
over the course of two days. Ultimately the 
final total of break-ins was hard to 
determine due to the fact that many of 
these Boaters did not share their stories 
online or fill in official police reports. 
Numbers tended to become inflated in the 
re-telling of such stories, and the line 
between gossip and reality was hard to 
draw. It is certain, however, based upon 
first-hand testimonies, that at least a dozen 
boats were broken into over the Christmas 
period. Most disconcertingly, it was not just 
empty boats which were targeted. Stories 
began to circulate of Boaters being 
confronted inside their boats by assailants 
with knives; it was reported that one Boater 
was marched at knife point to an ATM and 
instructed to make the maximum 
withdrawal from their bank accounts. 
 Such attacks are not an everyday 
occurrence, but do seem to occur in spates 
in different areas and at different times, 
leading to a general feeling of uncertainty 
and risk. The threat of burglary is common 
along the canals and throughout many of 
the housing residencies in the areas of 
London through which these waterways 
pass. However, as was shown in the 
preceding sections, these threats were 
particularly acute for Boaters due to their 
vulnerable positioning, and were dealt with 
in a fashion particular to Boaters; through 
the frame of “community” and participation. 
Autumn and Winter, with longer hours of 
darkness and relative isolation of the 
towpaths, were particularly dangerous 
times for Boaters in London. 
 After a meeting with London Boaters 
(a local Boater’s advocacy group) at which 
security issues were discussed, one Boater 
was moved to create an interactive online 
map in order represent danger areas. Such 
was the frequency of these break-ins over 
the winter of 2012-13 that a specialist police 

team known as “Project Kraken”, who were 
instructed to deal with suspicious marine 
activity, began to patrol certain areas of 
towpath and to investigate crimes 
committed on the waterways. Their contact 
details came to be posted upon lampposts 
and fences along most of the stretch of 
London’s central canal network, where they 
remain as a visible reminder of the current 
insecure situation. Most of these burglaries 
turned out to be the actions of an individual 
or a small group of perpetrators who 
realized that some boats were easy to 
access due to their being protected by 
padlocks and wooden doors rather than by 
complex systems of alarms and locks. Such 
occurrences seemed to be opportunistic in 
nature. However, when they occurred in 
combination with more specific and 
apparently purposeless acts of violence 
against Boaters, their effect contributed to a 
sense of being in an uncertain atmosphere 
containing many threatening elements. 
Further, it was common for Boaters to 
question the motivations behind these 
burglaries; a Boater who had been burgled 
asked me despairingly “why would they 
break in to my boat? It’s clear that I had 
nothing worth stealing! We live on boats, we 
don’t have expensive things.”
 During this time, the London Boaters 
mailing list became a source of important 
information, with Boaters quickly reporting 
burglaries and encouraging others to be 
vigilant. Such burglaries did not merely 
occur in the city center; when up the river 
Lee in Hertfordshire I met a Boater who had 
found their cratch cover2 slashed and their 
front deck ransacked. The center of London 
does, of course, have higher crime figures 
than other parts of the country (“The 
average number of burglaries per 1,000 
homes in England and Wales is 37. In 
London, the average is 79” (Lloyds Banking 
Group 2014), but the Boaters I met were 
more aware of their security being under 
immediate threat than nearby house-
dwellers. As already stated, this suggested 
an awareness that their boats were more 
vulnerable to an opportunist thief than a 
house or flat. Even Azzurra, who had been 
aboard only a month when I interviewed 
her, had a story of having come across a 
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break-in and of trying to deal with this 
shock in the “correct” manner: “I met a 
burglar!” she told me, “The week after I 
moved aboard I came across a burglar. I 
thought, I can stand in front of him and call 
the police or walk away and call the police. I 
stood in front of him and I stood there, 
watching him. They are saying through the 
mailing list that if this happens you should 
take the phone out and take a picture of 
him.”
 The areas where these break-ins 
occurred seemed to also become the focus 
for other crimes, for example a number of 
towpath muggings, and even towpath sexual 
assaults, leading to whole areas (such as 
Victoria Park that winter) being seen as 
dangerous. Boaters in the area blamed the 
council’s decision to remove street lighting 
from the mooring and to close the 
entrances to the park, which made towpath 
both darker and quieter at night. When 
Boaters discussed these burglaries, they 
were often, but certainly not always, 
explained away as being opportunistic and 
for financial gain and it was commonly 
assumed that they did not necessarily 
reflect a particular disrespect or hatred for 
the boating community. 
 Many of these break-ins occurred in 
deprived areas of London, such as parts of 
Hackney and Tower Hamlets, where Boaters 
may have represented an easy target and 
where newer and more affluent Boaters are 
known to have left expensive electronic 
items on show through their windows. More 
experienced Boaters spoke of newcomers as 
foolish for owning expensive consumer 
valuables and for leaving them on show 
through their windows, and hypothesized 
that this was a motivation for burglaries. Yet 
it is hard to discern the actual motivations 
of the intruders on a case-by-case basis. 
Other incidents, however, seemed to show a 
more explicit distain for Boaters. For 
example, several Boaters in Hackney woke 
up in March 2014 to find that their boats had 
been “graffitied” overnight with crudely 
drawn dog turds and swastikas. It is hard to 
explain such occurrences without accepting 
that it was a deliberate attack against the 
Boaters, although the motivation remains 
unknown. I heard about boats being 

assaulted and defaced in various parts of the 
country, and the most usual complaint was 
windows smashed in for purposes other 
than entry. 
 An occurrence that increased around 
the time of this research was attacks on 
Boaters around their homes for no obvious 
financial motivation. One of the most 
dramatic incidences occurred when two 
Boaters, Raj and Nicky, were badly beaten in 
Hackney in a seemingly random attack while 
mooring up their boat. Both Boaters and 
their dog were attacked but thankfully 
escaped serious injury. Many Boaters, not 
just those who traveled around London, had 
stories of having their boats attacked with 
missiles or of coming into violent 
confrontation with land-dwellers. For 
example, Helen, who cruised all over the 
inland waterways system, revealed that she 
“once had a problem, between Lower 
Heyford and Leamington when... [she] first 
had a boat. Someone put a boulder through 
the window. They didn’t break in, they were 
just hooligans who had crashed a garden 
center.” Helen then told me that she had 
also had a brick “chucked” at her on the BCN 
[Birmingham Canal Navigations]. Despite 
many Boaters having stories of local “gangs” 
and “kids” attacking their boats with hurled 
missiles in other parts of the country 
(usually “up north”, as Boaters are more 
common and therefore more accepted in 
the south), as well as the large number of 
reports in the published literature (see 
Pavitt 2007; Gogarty 2011; Haywood 2009), I 
have never had anything harder than a 
snowball thrown at me whilst travelling 
which, although painful on a cold day, did 
not do myself or my boat any lasting 
damage. The feeling of being targeted by 
those young people on the bridge was, 
however, unsettling, and akin to those 
unpleasant occasions when I had been 
called a “water gypsy” or the more offensive 
“aqua pikey” or “ditch gypsy” by outsiders. 
Steve, an experienced coal boat owner2 was 
convinced that the spate of break-ins 
around Victoria Park was going to result in 
violent conflict. He stated that the situation 
was “terrible, something’s going to go down 
down there. It’s not on, the police have 



Student Anthropologist  |  Volume 4  |  Issue 1  |  2014 10

actually gone down there and told us to 
protect ourselves, because they can’t do it.” 
 Such a sense of crisis and foreboding 
was common across the London waterways 
at the time, with people fearing a final 
violent confrontation occurring imminently. 
Steve was sure that something was soon to 
“kick off” around Hackney. His tone turned 
serious as he warned that “for all that with 
boating you get these bohemian and arty 
types, it’s probably one-for-one them and 
people who’ve been inside [prison]. Not that 
you’d know it or that they’d tell you!” and 
that these individuals would likely defend 
themselves more violently. Such an almost 
millenarian sense of being on the cusp of 
disaster emerges as a result of several 
different tensions. First, Boaters were aware 
that the situation whereby they were able to 
live and travel on the waterways was under 
threat from the state via an organization 
called Canal and River Trust [CaRT] who had 
legal responsibility for the majority of the 
waterways and who were believed to begin 
to force Boaters to move further and more 
frequently or to bring about a change in the 
law in order to stop the Boaters from living 
aboard and traveling. Such a sense that the 
“authority” was soon to come in force was 
widely and powerfully felt at least since the 
beginning of my engagement with the 
waterways in 2008, when the authority was 
a “quango” (quasi-governmental 
organization) named British Waterways 
[BW]. Second, Steve’s idea that the Boaters 
will find themselves forced to defend 
themselves en masse against large groups or 
gangs of outsiders was not uncommon and 
was spoken about more urgently at times 
when attacks on boats increased in 
frequency.
 Finally, there was a sense that the 
mass of new, more affluent, Boaters arriving 
in London without the skills or knowledge 
to participate within the community were 
creating an overcrowding problem that was 
exacerbating the aforementioned issues 
with outsiders. According to this view, 
conflict between Boaters of competing 
“generations” was inevitable (as seen later in 
this paper in the discussion of “Operation 
Whistle Blower”). This could be seen as a 
class-based critique of newcomers, 

although my experience of seeing middle-
class newcomers become central to the 
community and working-class individuals 
give up on “the lifestyle” encourages me to 
think about the relative integration of new 
Boaters as being related to their ability to 
learn the skills required to move towards 
the center of what Lave and Wenger call a 
community of practice (Lave & Wenger 1991; 
Wenger 1998). For Lave and Wenger, a 
community of practice is produced when a 
group are linked by the completion of 
related tasks. The community of practice is 
marked by Legitimate Periphery 
Participation (Lave & Wenger 1991) whereby 
newcomers are supported in their learning 
in order to move from the periphery of the 
task-completing group towards a center, 
where they are established and have 
achieved a degree of mastery. Such a model 
of learning and community formation is 
supported by Ingold’s (2000) understanding 
of identities being produced through 
enacting tasks (dwelling) within particular 
environments. Ingold introduces the 
concept of the “taskscape” (1993) in order to 
describe how persons completing related 
tasks within a landscape, in doing so actively 
produce their environments and social 
formations. Ingold’s “taskcape" and Lave & 
Wenger’s “communities of practice” both 
similarly describe how communities can 
come into being via processes of learning, as 
individuals attempt to master skills within a 
given environment. In this reading of the 
Boaters’ situation, those who have the 
“common-sense”, the practical skills, the 
knowledge and the correct priorities to 
become active participants in the social life 
of the waterways move from the periphery 
towards the community’s center. In this 
model, the problem faced by the boaters 
was that too many new ‘apprentices’ lacked 
‘masters’ to structure their engagement 
with their new marine environment. 
 Yet aggregating the above threats as 
being identical in their causes and effects 
would be incorrect. For example, thieves 
presumably had different motivations 
(financial gain in the case of the burglaries; 
boredom, disenfranchisement or a vendetta 
against Boaters as “travellers” or “water 
gypsies” were used to explain other attacks) 
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and their actions had wildly differing 
consequences. Attacks against Boaters are 
not a single simple set of phenomena; 
rather, they are diffuse and multiple. Where 
they are important is, I argue, where they 
allow us to see how Boaters respond to 
insecurity and threat, and further where 
they allow us to see how certain elements of 
the sedentary community viewed the 
Boaters. None of the threats detailed above 
were unique to the Boater’s experience; 
burglaries, attacks with rocks, and graffiti 
were experienced more often by the 
vulnerable Boaters but they also befell 
housed residents. Based on this evidence, it 
is difficult to conclude with absolute 
certainty that the Boaters were particularly 
targeted or victimized any more than the 
other residents of the sometimes 
impoverished neighborhoods through which 
the canals pass.
 One type of attack was, however, 
specific to the Boater’s experience. Namely, 
boat untetherings, where assailants, usually 
under the cover of night, pulled a boat free 
of its mooring by pulling out their mooring 
pins or untying their knots before setting 
the boat loose in the stream. Like burglaries, 
these events seemed to occur in spates and 
at different times and places. It was often 
hard to tell whether the pins came out due 
to boats causing a wake, excessive wind, 
sodden ground (the floods and storms of the 
winter of 2013/2014 led to many boats 
coming loose and many Boaters spending a 
great deal of time trying to peg them back 
in), or due to the deliberate malice of others. 
Certain areas, however, were known to be 
zones where boats were untied and where 
one needed to be vigilant. The dangers of 
this practice, particularly on rivers with a 
heavy flow where waterfalls called weirs 
regulated the current, are obvious. From 
personal experience (my boat has been 
untied three times, on three separate 
occasions) I can confirm that to wake up 
with and find that the view from the window 
is of flowing water rather than towpath is 
extremely frightening and unsettling.  That 
such violence is conducted for no obvious 
benefit baffles most Boaters when such 
events come to be discussed at locks or on 
the bank-side. Security is a concern for 

Boaters, but this is not the “security 
moment” of the nation-state protecting 
itself against global “terror networks;” it is, 
as Goldstein (2010) observed, a security 
which has traditionally been poorly served 
by anthropology, a security reckoned at the 
level of the individual and the small 
community group. 

Security and the Vigilant Community

It was only after my first initial interviews 
and my first months on the canals of 
London that I began to hear Boaters 
specifically articulate their concerns 
regarding security. In two of the semi-
structured interviews which I used to 
supplement my participant observation, 
interviews conducted with Tia and Azzurra, 
these security concerns came to the 
forefront and it became clear that the 
material safety of the boat was an important 
part of these Boater’s daily realities. When 
living aboard one learns to leave nothing 
outside on the roof, to pull all blinds and 
curtains, and to moor securely whilst adding 
elaborate and functionless extra coils to 
mooring knots in order to make the bind 
appear unattractively complicated to untie. 
Both Boaters were beginning to become 
aware of these necessities. Tia was 
particularly quick to mention security; when 
I asked her what she was looking for in a 
mooring, she answered “a strong, safe 
mooring…It’s mechanical safety more than 
personal safety, when I feel the boat’s safe.” 
Tia wished to make her boat mechanically 
sound before moving on, and was quick to 
point out that this form of security had 
more to do with the boat (its mechanical 
“health” and physical safety on the mooring) 
than with her own personal wellbeing. As 
such, the boat must be sound for the 
individual to feel sufficiently secure. 
 Security in my field-site is very often 
talked about in combination with the term 
“community.” Boaters considered having 
community and enacting community part of 
what makes their social organization special 
or notable; showing a concern for 
community is central to the practice of 
being a live-aboard Boater and thereby of 
gaining status and legitimacy within the 
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group. When Boaters were asked what was 
special about their lives, they often stated 
that it is how supportive and close the 
community of liveaboard Boaters can be. 
Examples from my field diaries included 
Boaters enthusing that boating is “like a 
village,” “like an old fashioned, proper, 
community,” and a social world where “you 
know everyone’s business and can help each 
other out.” Community (as enacted or 
performed) was, Boaters often argued, 
essential due to the threats to Boaters’ 
security arising from their marginal 
position. Azzurra summarized that “one of 
the main ways that the community binds 
together is security, looking at other’s 
boats... this is one of the communities who 
should, and who are organizing themselves”. 
The importance of having someone to “look 
out” for the boats was seen when Boaters 
talked of the need to moor near other boats 
“for safety”. For example, Stuart, in an 
interview, spoke of the intimidation which 
one should feel when walking into the midst 
of a community of travelers; one should, he 
stated, feel uncomfortable, intimidated and, 
above all, observed. One Boater who wished 
to explain how community on London’s 
canals had less to do with gift giving and 
sharing and more about security concerns 
endeavored to put me right by explaining 
that community is “when you’re moored 
with a group of Boaters [and] you feel like 
someone’s watching out, that someone’s 
going to notice is you’re being broken in to 
and maybe do something”. Community, for 
the Boaters, was spoken about as something 
experienced in certain times and in certain 
places, in a fashion which would be familiar 
to most familiar with the common English-
language usage of the term. Community is, 
however, also used as a verb, something 
which is done, always for the benefit of 
others. I asked a participant named Joe what 
community was and he replied simply “I’ve 
been doing it today, and I’ll be doing it 
tomorrow.” Here “Community” arose for Joe 
through (inter)action, it did not exist as 
some detached sentiment or sense of 
commonality. 
 Stefan also found the idea of security 
central to the Boaters’ creation of 
community and it was, he argued, important 

to emphasize such aspects of boating life if 
Boaters wished to challenge the actions of 
the waterways authorities together. “To take 
the fight to CaRT2” he explained “folk have 
to organize their own community. You need 
to take care of your area, keep your boats 
neat and tidy, make sure there’s enough 
space for visitors to moor, and make sure 
that there’s always someone on the boat 
watching, for security reasons, that’s 
important”. Gossip networks, it was said, 
could, alongside protection through 
surveillance, help to protect Boaters by 
furnishing them with important information 
concerning localized security threats. Helen, 
for example, described how “there’s a bit of 
towpath telegraph [the aforementioned 
gossip and information exchange networks], 
like there was a guy on the Oxford [canal] 
breaking into boats and you hear about it, 
watch out and don’t moor there, that kind of 
thing.” I was struck early on after arriving in 
London by how the online London Boaters 
Facebook page and mailserv functioned to 
advise of “suspicious” looking groups of 
youths, hot spots for attacks, and to 
generally provide a network of support and 
vigilance. It was notable how the Boaters 
quoted here described “community” as 
arising from the need for security- of people 
being bound together by nature of their 
vulnerability- in contrast to the obverse 
situation, whereby pre-existing 
commonalities or ideas of community may 
have been called upon to keep individual 
safe. Security was not simply a function of 
the Boaters’ community sensibility- it was 
spoken about as being key to its genesis; as 
was perhaps fitting for a group with no 
sense of ancient ethnic belonging, there was 
a pragmatic skew to their coming together 
to act corporately. 
 Thus, community was demonstrated 
when Boaters remained vigilant on behalf of 
others and generally monitored activity 
around moorings, particularly in vulnerable 
areas where there were known, immediate 
threats. This vigilant support network 
created a sense that Boaters were together 
against a common and amorphous enemy. 
In turn, this commonality against a specific 
threat created a boundary (see Barth 1998 
[1969]; Cohen 1995) against which the group  
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experienced themselves as cohesive and 
different from others. Other instrumentalist 
accounts of community or ethnic formation 
tend to focus upon the binding together of 
groups against boundaries for political 
purposes and to recognize their cultural 
distinctiveness in the face of culturally 
divergent others; as Eriksen (2002) states, 
“ethnic organization must simultaneous 
serve political ends and satisfy 
psychological needs for belongingness and 
meaning” (54). The community formation 
described here was not for large-scale 
political purposes, nor was it based upon a 
personal need for a deep sense of belonging; 
it fits more within the conception of 
community outlined by Delanty, in which 
the author describes how in modern 
contexts, community allows the individual 
to “feel at home in an otherwise homeless 
and insecure world” (2010:150). This being 
particularly fitting for my technically 
“homeless,” and certainly vulnerable, 
participants. Such localized community-
building under immediate security threats 
can be seen in the modern trend towards 
“gated communities,” neighborhood watch 
schemes, and communally-protected peace 
communities in conflict zones. Threats 
which originated from the state were part of 
the Boater’s reality (as Scott (2011) argues is 
the case for all mobile populations within 
the nation-state) and yet these threats were 
less immediate or commonplace; usually 
they appear somewhere upon a horizon of 
hypothetical future conflict and are 
nowhere near as disconcerting as the 
threats posed by sedentary neighbors in 
their criminality. Together, such threats 
acted together to create a textured and 
diffuse experience of threat, both variable in 
space and time, and eminently hard to 
predict and uncertain in their potential 
affects. 
 It is not, however, simply the case 
that security threats form Boaters together 
as a single cohesive, peaceful, and close-knit 
community. Some Boaters used the London 
Boaters group’s formalization and reification 
of this community vigilance in order to 
provide a generational critique of newer 
Boaters and of the changes and new 
divisions arising within the boating 

community. This began when London 
Boaters, as a response to the break-ins and 
attacks of the winter of 2012/2013, initiated 
“Operation Whistle Blower,” a system 
whereby Boaters were given a whistle and 
encouraged to blow it if they found 
themselves in danger or saw anything 
suspicious. Previous suggestions of what to 
do when encountering attackers or burglars 
were to take pictures of them in order to 
show them that they were being watched 
and to telephone the police’s dedicated 
marine force, “Project Kraken.” It was 
suggested that this was not working 
effectively and that a louder and more 
startling deterrent would be required. As 
such, the vigilant aspect of the boating 
community became “reified”, as Wenger 
(1988) describes the process of communities 
of practice producing their own task-
specific items, in their material culture. In 
addition to their cork floats2 and key 
bundles, many Boaters carried whistles on 
their key chains. These whistles were 
handed out by volunteers along the Regents 
Canal and River Lee over the summer of 
2013, with these Boaters often leaving them 
on the back decks when Boaters were not 
home to receive the gift. Along with the 
whistles themselves, a striking A5 sized 
cardboard signs was provided in a plastic 
bag. These signs were seen in the windows 
of many London boats and their presence 
informs nearby Boaters that the owners 
were supporters of the scheme and could be 
relied upon to whistle in an emergency 
situation. 
 Operation Whistle Blower was not, 
however, met with the enthusiasm of all 
within the boating community. “What use 
would a bloody whistle be if no-one’’s going 
to answer it?” ran one angry online 
comment. Another said “why would I run 
out to answer a whistle if the hippies next 
door won’t bother? It’ll just be me against a 
bunch of knives and I’ll get killed.”  In 
another, a boater who remembered the “bad 
old days” when Boaters had been forced to 
defend themselves on dangerous moorings 
by defending their boats with axes and 
machetes, questioned whether newer 
Boaters knew how lucky they were and what 
a struggle had gone into making the 



Student Anthropologist  |  Volume 4  |  Issue 1  |  2014 14

waterways as safe as they had become. The 
same comment questioned whether 
“Guardian readers” in the boater 
community, who “are not like other 
Travellers at all”, would react to a violent 
attack. Implicit here is a critique of new 
Boaters who are seen as too privileged, 
“soft” and impractical to respond to the 
violence which had once been the daily 
experience of the Boater. 
 This is not necessarily a class-based 
critique, although it does imply that these 
Boaters came from backgrounds where they 
were not be as capable of dealing with 
dangerous threats. Rather, I contend that 
this critique had more to do with how newer 
Boaters were not familiar with the history 
and background of the areas into which they 
were traveling (I once heard a Boater 
exclaim, exasperated “they think they can 
moor in Hackney [a traditionally poor area] 
and swam about wearing hippy jumpers 
with their iPads and not get their boats 
broken into”) and did not have the skills and 
practicalities required to stand up for 
themselves. This reflects a “generational” 
difference whereby “oldtimers” are 
criticizing the efforts of “newcomers.” The 
terms generational difference or 
generational conflict were not meant to 
imply that there were large age 
discrepancies between the Boaters on 
either side of this schism; rather, it was used 
to refer to the fact that Boaters who have 
been aboard for a long period were likely to 
be more embedded into the daily life of the 
community of practice on the waterways. 
Such generational conflict is common to 
many communities of practice (Lave & 
Wenger 1991:115), regardless of the presence 
of distinctly older and distinctly younger 
age groups. This critique does not simply 
concern the amount of time spent aboard 
boats; it further reflects deeply held 
anxieties concerning the arrival of a 
population of new and increasingly affluent 
Boaters onto the waterways. In this way, 
even the measures of the community to 
formalize their arrangements of mutual 
support became a contested space that 
highlighted the conflicts within the boating 
community. As theorists of community, 
including Wenger (1998), Cohen (1985) and 

Delanty (2009), have noted, each community 
contains contested spaces and internal 
divisions; this does not necessarily limit its 
strength to act or to be powerfully felt. 
Indeed, Boaters disagreed with each other 
on almost every important concern relating 
to their livelihoods and lifestyles, as well as 
broke into factions easily. Yet, due to the 
importance of acting together as a 
community, and recognizing the importance 
of remaining secure and having sympathetic 
vigilant neighbors, the concept of the 
boating community flourishes and 
continues to reproduce itself apace.

Summary: A Question of Security? 

Even though Boaters used the term 
“security” regularly and were concerned 
about being “secure” aboard, this 
represented something very different from 
the national “security moment”, as 
characterized by coercive and often 
militarized State power, which is described 
in the traditional security literature (e.g 
Chipman 1992). In his study of village-scale 
security in Bolivia, Goldstein (2010) 
describes a field site where security was not 
provided by the state but by the people. The 
discourse of security here is understood as 
providing a critique of the limitations of a 
distant and corrupt state government. He 
concludes that, “Rather than contributing to 
the seamless reproduction of neoliberal 
governmentality, security, like so many 
other components of transnational political 
economy and its accompanying discourses, 
has been adopted and reconfigured in 
unexpected and challenging ways, serving 
not necessarily to deepen a neoliberal 
hegemony but to contest the very 
parameters of governmental responsibility 
and citizens’ rights” (499). 
 Although in my own field site 
security concerns did not lead to lynching 
and vigilante violence (although a waved 
machete has been known to have been 
employed to protect a boat in danger), there 
was a certain parallel between Goldstein’s 
approach—viewing “security” as a concern 
which has implications for a community’s 
actions, and the way in which a community 
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came to understand itself and its 
relationship with the state—and the Boater 
community I describe. Much like Goldstein’s 
informants, Boaters felt isolated, vulnerable, 
and under-served by the State response to 
their position. As such, they attempted to 
organize their own community responses to 
threats. This was due at least partially to the 
marginal position of Boaters which emerges 
from their itinerant lifestyles. Nomadic 
behaviors are, as Scott argues, a form of 
“constant alternative to life within the 
state” (2011:6), allowing a certain degree of 
freedom from the powerful effects of state 
power; nomads prefer a marginality or 
partial separation to being normal, 
controlled, legible citizens. Ultimately, both 
the Bolivian villagers and the Boaters have 
become aware of Hobbes’ understanding 
that “if there be no power erected, or not 
great enough for our security, every man 
will and may lawfully rely on his own 
strength and art for caution against all other 
men” (Hobbes: 2003 [1651]), just as Steve the 
coal boatman feared would occur in 
Hackney. Luckily for the Boaters, serious 
injury on both sides of this Boater/
sedentary security divide was avoided in 
recent times. As numbers of Boaters 
increased, however, the likelihood of 
structured violent confrontations between 
groups of residents and groups of Boaters 
became increasingly easy to imagine. 
 Thus, Boaters’ security concerns can 
be used as heuristic for demonstrating their 
vulnerable position and in order to examine 
how they are viewed by wider sedentary 
society. In different areas and at different 
times, Boaters became the victims of attacks 
which may have been based partially upon 
hatred and distrust of their peripatetic 
lifestyles. These threats caused the 
community to endeavor to act together for 
mutual support, with security concerns 
causing bonds of commonality and forcing 
participation in acts of surveillance and 
vigilance. Even in the midst of this collective 
action against a perceived threat, the issue 
of security was used to highlight splits in 
the community, as generations questioned 
each other’s legitimacy and ability to 
respond to malevolent outsiders. In this 
way, the concepts of security and the 

concern for safety can be used in order to 
probe deeper into community relations and 
to answer the question of how Boaters saw 
themselves in relation to (and were seen in 
relation to) sedentary outsiders. Such a 
route of analysis is, I argue, a step towards 
Goldstein’s proposed “critical anthropology 
of security” (2010: 492), which focuses upon 
the security concerns on a small-scale emic 
level, rather than concentrating upon the 
security discourse employed by nation-
states. 
 Security was one of the prime 
shaping forces by which groups of Boaters 
imagined themselves as a community. 
Security and issues of personal safety were 
center-pieces of discussion and action; they 
had a prime position within the flow of the 
“towpath telegraph”; they were a 
constitutive part and a focus of attention 
within the online spaces of the Boater’s 
world (the Facebook pages and Listservs), 
which helped keep boat-dwellers together 
across distances beyond which it would be 
easy to atomize and to lose a sense of being 
a part of a connected entity or group. This 
central concern was affective as the more 
traditional facets of community cohesion in 
my field-site, such as overtly ‘positive’ 
gestures as gift giving, the sharing of 
practical skills and knowledge, and the 
communitas (Turner: 2011[1969]) of 
summertime barbecues and parties. I have 
argued here that it would do a disservice to 
the emic reality of my field-site not to 
attempt to build Golstein’s proposed new 
“critical anthropology of security” under 
such circumstances. The preceding paper 
has demonstrated how such an analysis may 
be presented, including how security 
concerns can be a prime factor in the 
creation and maintenance of communities 
and yet can reveal tensions and schisms 
within the community. Such a focus upon 
personal security and safety as a 
constituting factor is, I argue, especially 
important when dealing with mobile or 
otherwise marginalized groups within 
society, groups that were likely to be 
prevented from approaching the state in 
order to secure their well-being and safety. 
For such groups, the state may itself be a 
factor of great risk and potential conflict 
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within their lives, or merely an entity at 
such a distance as to be almost unreachable. 
In such cases, a new anthropology of 
security should draw upon theories of 
citizen/state relations and of community 
formation and organization in order to 
produce nuanced findings which accurately 
reflect ethnographic reality. 
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Exemplary Agriculture: The Origins of Independent Organic Farming in China
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Abstract

Drawing on evidence collected in Shanghai and the surrounding countryside, this article 
argues that exemplary models and norms—used to engineer public and private morality 
appropriate for the upheavals of modernization—are not the sole creation of the Chinese 
state or media. Instead, self-appointed exemplary models, amongst ordinary citizens, 
are present in China. The self-appointed exemplary models I investigate practice 
organic farming, and by providing safe, quality foods, they aim to mitigate some of the 
risk perceived to be inherent in Chinese modernity. Through 18 months of ethnographic 
investigation amongst a group of independent organic farmers (university educated with 
successful urban careers who are new to farming) in and around Shanghai, this article 
discusses the role of self-appointed exemplary models in fostering alternative moralities 
and parallel visions for Chinese modernity. Their missionary zeal to ‘do good’ is analyzed 
through Børge Bakken’s (2000) concept of the exemplary society.

Keywords: China; exemplarity; food safety; morality; risk

Introduction

“My shit is your meal” (yi fen xiang shi 易粪
相食) is how Wu Heng, the founder of a 

well-known food safety website1, described 
the status of food safety in China today. 
This alarming analogy refers to the current 
behavior of food producers and 
manufacturers who, knowing their own 
products are of dubious quality, have no 
alternative but to eat that of others. Yet, if 
everyone behaves similarly, everyone is 
eating each other’s junk. This observation, 
and the website’s catalogue of numerous 
transgressions of both local and foreign 
food manufacturers, provides a window 
into contemporary China’s questions of 
food safety and risk. As China has 

industrialized and modernized in the last 
three to four decades, the emergence of 
social issues such as food safety2 draws 
attention to the fear and anxiety Chinese 
people experience daily.

Modernity, Risk, and Trust

In 1978, when Deng Xiaoping shifted China’s 
national focus toward economic reform, he 
set China on a path of modernization. Four 
pillars of development were established: 
agriculture, industry, national defense, and 
science and technology. This plan was seen 
as essential for the future of the Chinese 
nation and people. Today, though specific 
modernization strategies have changed, 
modernization itself remains a key 
objective for the Chinese leadership and its 

RA



Student Anthropologist  |  Volume 4  |  Issue 1  |  2014 19

citizens, and China continues its quest for 
modernity.
 The term ‘modernity’ originally 
described changing social life and 
organization that emerged in Europe in the 
seventeenth century. Modernity was 
concerned with progress and development, 
was characterized by an extreme pace and 
immense scope of change, and featured 
larger, more bureaucratic institutions 
(Giddens 1990). The nation-state, the role 
of science and technology, urbanization, 
and the commodification of products and 
wage labor are all institutional examples of 
modernity (Giddens 1990). Two specific 
characteristics of modernity are of interest 
to me in this investigation: trust and risk. 
Trust is necessary in all societies; yet, as 
opposed to pre-modern societies where 
face-to-face trust was possible, trust in 
modern societies must be placed in expert 
systems that are faceless and abstract 
(Giddens 1990). Modern institutions require 
trust to avoid and/or manage perceptions 
and discourses of danger and risk (Beck 
1992).
 Given this context, Ulrich Beck’s 
concept of a “risk society” is especially 
germane in understanding modern 
societies. Beck states, “At the center lie the 
risks and consequences of modernization, 
which are revealed as irreversible threats to 
the life of plants, animals, and human 
beings” (Beck 1992: 13). A society 
characterized by risk – and, by extension, 
the fear and anxiety described in the 
opening vignette – is concerned with high-
stakes, low-probability dangers. The status 
of food safety in China today, as outlined by 
this research, suggests that China exhibited 
some characteristics of a risk society.

Food Safety and Organic Farming in China 

Scholarly attention to food safety in China 
is increasing (e.g. Calvin et al 2006, Gong & 
Jackson 2012; Huang et al 2006; Li et al 
2011; Yang 2013; Zhao & Ho 2005), including 
amongst anthropologists. Anthropological 
literature has been concerned with levels of 
the perceived risk Chinese people feel and 
how they navigate the food safety 
discourse and food choices in their daily 

lives (e.g. Klein 2009; Klein 2014; Oxfeld 
2014; Veeck et al 2008). Yunxiang Yan (2012) 
took a different approach and investigated 
Beck’s risk society thesis and the state of 
food safety in China today. He concluded 
that China’s food safety problems present a 
new multifaceted and urgent risk. 
Specifically, poisonous foods and fake foods 
(which constitute a key part of Wu’s 
website and coverage) present the largest 
challenge to public trust, and risk social 
distrust.
 Organic food may present an 
alternative to alleviate food safety concerns 
in China, and a rich literature on organic 
and sustainable agriculture has appeared in 
recent years. Feasibility and 
implementation research has sought to 
encourage ecological agriculture (shengtai 
nongye 生态农业) in the face of excessive 

synthetic chemical use and related 
practices (e.g. Paull 2007; Paull 2008; 
Sanders 2006; Thiers 2005). In addition, 
New Rural Reconstruction (NRR) initiatives 
aim to reverse the rural-to-urban flow of 
resources and create self-sufficient rural 
communities (e.g. Hale 2013). In this case, 
rural communities are encouraged and 
supported to convert to organic farming. 
Lastly, the growth of China’s middle-class 
has created urban demand for sustainable 
food and facilitated the emergence of an 
urban-orientated organic agriculture 
movement (e.g. Shi et al 2011; Smith 2002).

The Emergence of Independent Organic 
Farmers in Shanghai

I was intrigued by broad questions of food 
safety and how Chinese balance the lure of 
brands and the influence of advertising 
with the fear and anxiety other scholars 
identified. Throughout preliminary 
research, I spoke with people in many 
fields. My participant-observation included 
conversations and interviews with 
corporate executives from food 
manufacturers, conversations with 
‘activists’ such as Wu Heng, and 
accompanied shopping trips with Chinese 
people to witness their purchase choices. It 
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was during this time that I stumbled across 
the Nong Hao Farmers’ Market in Shanghai.
 Nong Hao, set up in 2010, was the 
first farmers’ market in Shanghai 
comprised of local, small-scale 
independent organic farmers, and was 
operated by volunteers. Nong Hao farmers 
are all ‘new farmers’, university educated 
Chinese who have generally enjoyed 
successful urban careers before deciding to 
enter organic agriculture. Prior to this 
endeavor, they had little or no farming 
experience, and many were younger than 
40 years old. They set up their farms in 
late-2009 and early 2010, predominantly in 
Chongming Island to the north of Shanghai 
city, with some in the south and west of 
Shanghai and a few in Zhejiang province, 
further to the west. They mostly produced 
rice, vegetables, and chicken eggs. What I 
found most interesting is that, while they 
all currently resided in the city and had for 
many years, more than two thirds were 
from towns and villages in the Chinese 
countryside3. As my fieldwork advanced, I 
learned that taking up organic agriculture 
was first and foremost a response to the 
risk, fear and anxiety they felt was inherent 
in contemporary Chinese urban life, 
especially the industrial food industry. Yet 
for many, their decision to farm was also 
infused with nostalgia for the Chinese 
countryside.
 My research looks at Shanghai’s new 
farmers, a case study that comprised of 
about fifteen farms total. Since late 2012, I 
attended more than 20 farmers’ markets, 
both as an observer and customer, and to 
support new farmers at their booths 
interacting with and selling to customers. I 
also visited all the farms at least once to 
observe how they operated and to talk with 
the owners and staff. At three farms in 
particular, I spent extended time working 
as a volunteer: eight weeks at one farm and 
four weeks each at two others. My 
fieldwork also included interviews and 
lengthy conversations with new farmers 
and their customers and farmers’ markets 
organizers, and participation in three 
sustainable agricultural training programs, 
amongst other ethnographic engagements. 
While the majority of my research is 

focused in and around Shanghai, some 
fieldwork was conducted in Beijing for 
contextual purposes4.
 In this article, I investigate why 
urban Chinese gave up aspects of their city 
life to start organic farms. By gaining an 
understanding of this question, I seek to 
contribute to scholarship concerning 
discourses of modernity, risk, and trust (in 
China and more broadly), and to expand 
understanding of contemporary Chinese 
morality. I aim to show how self-appointed 
exemplary models and their norms – in this 
case, those of organic farm owners whom 
are ordinary Chinese citizens – aim to 
mitigate perceived risk by offering parallel 
food pathways. Their missionary zeal and 
‘do good’ sentiment demonstrates that 
fostering appropriate public and private 
morality in order to curb the upheavals of 
modernization was not solely a project of 
the Chinese state or official media.

Exemplary Agriculture and its 
Practitioners 

New farmers in Shanghai sought to create a 
parallel vision of what modernity could look 
like in China. Their marginal, non-
mainstream status and identity was aligned 
around a confrontation and opposition 
toward the industrial Chinese food system 
and its perceived pollution of the body. 
Many new farmers had been physically ill, 
some seriously, in their former urban lives, 
and linked their ailments or inability to 
improve their health with the food they ate. 
They lamented the effect food additives 
and other chemical inputs had on human 
health, and often cited examples of early 
onset puberty, especially amongst girls. 
They felt Chinese modernity created a food 
system that polluted and poisoned the 
bodies of its citizens. Yet, their resistance 
was accompanied by something unique: a 
desire to teach. They sought ways to 
instruct other Chinese—their Shanghai 
customer base and attendees of farmers’ 
markets, for example—just what a safe, 
quality food system could look like. They 
sought to educate through what they 
believed were higher moral standards. A 
desire to ‘do something’ to fix the industrial 
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Chinese food system was pervasive 
amongst the new farmers I met. In fact, 
they shared a number of characteristics 
found in what Bakken (2000) called “an 
exemplary society.” An exemplary society 
“can be described	  as	  a	  society	  where	  
‘human	  quality’	  based	  on	  the	  exemplary	  
norm	  and	  its	  exemplary	  behavior	  is	  
regarded	  as	  a	  force	  for	  realizing	  a	  modern	  
society	  of	  perfect	  order.	  It	  is	  a	  society	  with	  
roots	  and	  memories	  to	  the	  past,	  as	  well	  as	  
one	  created	  in	  the	  present	  to	  realize	  a	  
future	  utopia	  of	  harmonious	  modernity” (1). 
 In	  what	  follows,	  I	  refer	  to	  their	  
practice	  not	  as	  organic	  farming	  but	  as	  
exemplary	  agriculture,	  and	  to	  them	  not	  as	  
new	  farmers	  but	  as	  practitioners	  of	  
exemplary	  agriculture	  (or	  just	  
practitioners).	  I	  observed	  three	  aspects	  of	  
an	  exemplary	  society	  amongst	  new	  farmers	  
in	  Shanghai:	  their	  quest	  for	  moral	  authority	  
and	  exemplary	  norms	  to	  lead	  and	  inEluence	  
others;	  their	  eagerness	  to	  make	  China’s	  
agrarian	  past	  relevant	  today;	  and	  their	  
desire	  to	  correct	  perceived	  moral	  
deEiciencies	  amongst	  Chinese	  citizens.	  For	  
the	  remainder	  of	  this	  article	  I	  will	  discuss	  
these	  three	  features	  by	  drawing	  on	  my	  
ethnographic	  data.

“A force for realizing a modern society of 
perfect order”: Moral authority and 
imitation

Many practitioners exuded moral authority. 
It was displayed in their farming techniques 
and the personalities of the first generation 
of practitioners, whom have since attracted 
other Chinese to follow in similar footsteps. 
They followed either as practitioners of 
exemplary agriculture themselves or as 
part of the volunteer movement 
surrounding exemplary agriculture.
 Practitioner	  Lao	  Zheng5	  (Lao	  
affectionately	  means	  ‘Old’	  although	  he	  is	  
only	  40	  years	  old),	  a	  Eirst	  generation	  
practitioner,	  left	  his	  city	  job	  in	  machinery	  
sales	  in	  2007	  and,	  after	  much	  introspection,	  
decided	  to	  try	  farming.	  He	  became	  
concerned	  about	  rural	  issues	  in	  China	  after	  

volunteering	  in	  a	  Taiwanese	  NGO	  rural	  
development	  program.	  He	  felt	  the	  program,	  
despite	  good	  intentions,	  did	  not	  understand	  
rural	  Chinese.	  For	  example,	  their	  effort	  to	  
build	  a	  library	  in	  a	  community	  was	  based	  
on	  a	  belief	  that	  rural	  and	  urban	  Chinese	  
wanted	  the	  same	  things.
	   Though Lao Zheng was born and 
grew up in the countryside, he never 
learned to farm. Parents of his generation 
generally shielded their children from farm 
work so they could focus on study. At the 
same time he secured his first piece of 
land, (4	  mu6,	  just	  over	  half	  an	  acre)	  , in late 
2007, Lao Zheng also came across 
Masanobu Fukuoka’s The One Straw 
Revolution (2009). Part farming guidebook, 
part philosophy on living, Fukuoka 
promoted natural farming (ziran nongfa 自
然农法) which avoided any manufactured 

inputs, including equipment, unless 
absolutely necessary. Even tilling of the soil 
was suggested only occasionally. Natural 
farmers believed everything crops need to 
grow is already inherent in nature. The 
philosophy suggests the best one can do is 
leave this process alone, as much as 
possible, rather than interfere.
 Lao Zheng experimented with 
natural farming in a few places before 
starting his  37 acres farm in Chongming 
Island, north of Shanghai city, in 2010. He 
mainly grew different varieties of rice and 
other grains. Natural farming was actually 
less labor intensive, outside harvest season, 
than other organic farming techniques, and 
Lao Zheng found himself with plenty of 
time to write various thoughts and ideas 
concerning the relationship of natural 
farming to life, to food, and to living well in 
a weblog he maintained.
 Lao Zheng advocates the essence of 
Fukuoka’s philosophy: “Ultimately, it is not 
the growing technique which it the most 
important factor, but rather the state of 
mind of the farmer” (Fukuoka 2009: 46). 
Lao Zheng can tell a farmer’s state of mind 
by looking at their ditches. If straight, they 
are calm; if not straight, something is 
bothering them. Furthermore, Lao Zheng 
believed plants have feelings and respond 



Student Anthropologist  |  Volume 4  |  Issue 1  |  2014 22

to humans. He shared a story with me 
about a neighboring farmer he knew who, 
like him, had a few citrus trees. The 
neighbor and Lao Zheng treated the trees 
similarly with one exception: while Lao 
Zheng was always on his farm and passed 
the citrus trees daily, the neighbor was 
frequently absent. Come harvest time, only 
Lao Zheng’s tree bore fruit. Lao Zheng 
explained that the neighbor’s tree knew no 
one was there to enjoy the fruits, so it 
declined to produce them.
 Lao Zheng’s advocacy for this 
philosophy has attracted a wide circle of 
followers and imitators, a common trait of 
an exemplary society led by moral 
authority (Bakken 2000). During 
conversations with other practitioners of 
exemplary agriculture, I often asked which 
farms they admired. Lao Zheng’s farm was 
often named as admirable because of his 
status in the first generation, his 
philosophies on the relationship between 
farming and life, and the quality of his 
produce. His reputation was not due to his 
farming efficiency: he had the lowest yields 
amongst all practitioners in Shanghai. 
There was at least one practitioner who 
entered exemplary agriculture purely 
inspired by Lao Zheng. Furthermore, many 
practitioners in the early stages of their 
preparation stayed at Lao Zheng’s farm to 
gain first-hand experience before making 
commitments to establish their own farm. 
Many participants referred to him as “the 
famous Lao Zheng”.
 Volunteers were another group of 
followers and imitators of Lao Zheng I 
encountered frequently. I visited Lao 
Zheng’s farm eight times since January 
2013, each time I stayed from one day to 
one week and on each visit, I met a new 
group of volunteers. They came from all 
over China and knew of Lao Zheng through 
his weblog. They were interested in 
learning some basic farming techniques 
and wanted to have the opportunity to talk 
with Lao Zheng and learn more. Two cases 
stand out from among the many volunteers 
I met: that of Li Qiao and An Jie.
 Li Qiao had worked in Shanghai for 
13 years in a legal firm. In his mid-30s, he 
was between jobs and considering 

returning to his hometown in Hunan, south 
China, to raise cows. He wanted to learn a 
few things from Lao Zheng first before 
deciding. During his entire week at the 
farm, he bitterly complained about city life 
and his legal work. One evening, as he 
explained to me his opinion that in law 
both sides lose, only the lawyer wins. In the 
city, he said, you have to deal with 
relationships, without actually achieving 
anything (zuo ren, er bushi zuo shi 做人而不
做事). After Li Qiao completed his week at 

Lao Zheng’s farm, I was under the 
impression that he returned to the city to 
his new job. Li Qiao was seeking an 
introspection space where he could think 
about his life in a neutral environment. Lao 
Zheng understood this – and thus, he 
maintained reasonable demands on his 
volunteers. Throughout my fieldwork, I met 
many introspection space-seeking 
volunteers like Li Qiao.
 An Jie was 46 years old and from 
neighboring Jiangsu province. After 
completing middle school, he spent his life 
working in low-paid jobs (e.g. shopping mall 
security) or traveling around China. He had 
volunteered a few times at Lao Zheng’s 
farm in the past and, when I met him in 
November 2013, had recently been hired by 
Lao Zheng as a paid farmworker. An Jie 
explained to me why Lao Zheng agreed to 
hire him: “because I do things seriously 
(zuo shi yao renzhen 做事要认真)”. Finding 

security and appreciation in a line of work 
that An Jie admitted to me later his father 
would never approve of (though he was 
deceased at the time) led An Jie to be 
humble and gracious. He found solace in a 
most unexpected place – agriculture, which 
was highly disrespected and stigmatized 
work throughout China. He was intent to 
prove his moral worth to Lao Zheng under 
his tutelage.

“Roots and memories to the past”: 
Romanticizing agrarian China and 
oriental wisdom

Many scholars have noted the increased 
prevalence and visibility of tradition and 
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nostalgia under conditions of modernity. 
For example, it has been argued that 
invoking tradition, in its many guises, can 
help cope with the increased scope of 
change experienced under modernity (e.g. 
Bronner 2011). Furthermore, nostalgia is 
especially germane in understanding how 
modern consumer culture functions in 
creating “imagined nostalgia” (Appadurai 
1996: 77). “Imagined nostalgia” 
characterizes a society that is saturated 
with signs and images without an 
accompanying origin or reality (Baudrillard 
1994). Modern advertising is a typical 
example of “imagined nostalgia”. Tradition 
and nostalgia are practices employed and 
constructed within modernity, not prima 
facie givens transplanted from the past: 
they serve modernity. They must therefore 
be historically contextualized and critically 
examined.
 Establishing roots and memories to 
China’s past was a common characteristic 
of practitioners of exemplary agriculture. 
These roots celebrated a positive rurality, a 
keen nostalgia for China’s agrarian past and 
the oriental wisdom of traditional farming 
techniques. Throughout my fieldwork, 
practitioners frequently drew my attention 
to Chinese scholar Fei Xiaotong’s 
(1910-2005) research on rural China 
conducted in the first half of the twentieth 
century, and to the 1911 publication Farmers 
of Forty Centuries (King 2004), an account 
of Asia’s (largely China’s) traditional 
agricultural techniques, written by 
American agricultural scientist Franklin H. 
King. In completely neglecting any 
Communist (1949-1978) and reform period 
(post 1978) reference points, practitioners 
of exemplary agriculture alerted us to the 
highly romantic notions that informed their 
claim to morality authority.
 Throughout my fieldwork, I met a 
number of Chinese who told me they were 
motivated to volunteer on farms because of 
Fei Xiaotong. One shared with me in detail 
how Fei, as a defender and promoter of 
rural China, provided a blueprint to help 
contemporary China think about and 
improve conditions in the countryside. 
Later, at a community-supported 
agriculture (CSA) training I attended in 

Beijing in March 2014, promoting organic 
farming, one of the teachers made a plea to 
the fifty-plus students attending to 
consider the future we desire for China. He 
advocated an ideal where rural China was 
respected in the spirit Fei had written 
about.
 Fei Xiaotong was one of China’s pre-
eminent anthropologist-sociologists. 
Trained in anthropology in the UK, Fei later 
became something of a public intellectual 
in China, writing about current affairs in 
popular magazines in addition to his 
scholarly research. His popular book, one 
most of my informants were familiar with, 
From the Soil (Fei 1992), was actually 
published as a series of fourteen essays in 
Shanghai throughout 1947 and 1948, based 
on courses he taught on rural sociology 
(Arkush 1996). The well-known opening 
lines in From the Soil – “Chinese society is 
fundamentally rural. I say that it is 
fundamentally rural because its foundation 
is rural” (Fei 1992: 37) – which I heard 
recited by a number of my informants, 
formed the basis of their claims to the past.
 Fei wrote in a period of tumultuous 
change. Both warlordism and ideological 
awakening amongst intellectuals 
characterized the first half of the twentieth 
century in China. The May Fourth 
Movement in 1919, in particular, was a 
significant event. About 5,000 students in 
Beijing protested against the Versailles 
Peace Conference verdict not to return 
German concessions in the northeastern 
province of Shandong to China. This 
protest pressured the Chinese government 
into not signing the treaty, and this event 
was probably the first outburst of fierce 
nationalism China had seen up to that 
point. In the late 1940s, the civil war 
between the Nationalist government and 
the Communists resumed immediately 
following the sudden end of war in 1945, 
and in 1949 the Communists swept to 
power and established the People’s 
Republic of China. Given such turmoil, 
when Fei was writing From the Soil (Fei 
1992), there was an emerging ambivalence 
to modernity, educated urban Chinese 
were estranged from rural China, and the 
government of the day became worried 
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about deteriorating conditions in the 
countryside and the largely rural-based 
Communist threat (Arkush 1996). Though 
concerned with problems of 
modernization, Fei romanticized rural 
Chinese life. By demonstrating that its 
agrarian base shaped Chinese culture, Fei 
was on the one hand trying to protect rural 
China from urban contempt as well as 
provide policy-orientated findings for the 
Nationalist government (Arkush 1996).
 Practitioners of exemplary 
agriculture today feel there are parallels 
between Fei’s time and their own. In this 
case, practitioners shared some of the NRR 
movement’s desire to stem the flow of 
resources from rural to urban China (Hale 
2013) although they deliberately operated 
outside the official discourse and 
institutions of this movement. Fei was, in a 
sense, an exemplary model practitioners 
followed, and he served as a source of 
moral strength and authority.
 In August 2013, sitting outside on 
the verandah during my first visit to 
Genghao Farm in Chongming Island, I 
asked the owner, Xinyin, how she learned 
to farm. She rushed inside, and when she 
came out she handed me a Chinese version 
of Farmers of Forty Centuries (King 2011). 
This, she explained, was one of her starting 
resources. Later in my fieldwork, I met 
volunteers who had read the book, and I 
heard one practitioner say that after 
reading the book he suddenly realized the 
richness and depth of China’s agricultural 
knowledge. He described his realization as 
a sudden jolt. Later, at a natural farming 
training in Zhejiang province in April 2014, 
which was organized by a Buddhist group, 
the leader also used the book to draw 
attention to China’s sustainable agricultural 
wisdom. This leader lamented what he felt 
was a cruel twist of fate: in the past, 
foreigners would come to China to learn, 
but now China blindly takes whatever it can 
from the west. To many practitioners, 
King’s 1911 work was evidence that China 
knew how to farm sustainably and should 
carefully consider its industrial agricultural 
policy (something they believed had been 
introduced from the west).

 Again, it is important to 
contextualize King’s work. A Professor of 
Agricultural Physics at the University of 
Wisconsin, King took up a role at the 
United States Department of Agriculture 
(USDA) in 1902 as Chief of the Division of 
Soil Management. He became embroiled in 
a major dispute with the chief of the USDA 
Bureau of Soils, Milton Whitney, 
concerning soil nutrition replenishment, 
amongst other things (Paull 2011). Whitney’s 
view, published in 1903, was that soil 
nutrition would last indefinitely without 
replenishment. King disagreed, though he 
was stopped from publishing any of his own 
views. He left the USDA in 1904. Later, he 
embarked on an eight-month tour of China, 
Korea, and Japan, recording in detail the 
agricultural practices he witnessed and 
particularly how soil quality and its 
improvement was a key task of the oriental 
farmer. Although his colleague and ally, 
Cyril Hopkins, published numerous works 
on what came to be known as “permanent 
agriculture”, King’s work, published after his 
death by his widow and without the final 
concluding chapter, has stood the test of 
time and is considered by some to be an 
“agricultural classic” (Paull 2011).
 Practitioners felt there were 
parallels between King’s challenge to 
Whitney’s beliefs using oriental wisdom 
and contemporary analogies between 
industrial agriculture and dormant Chinese 
agricultural knowledge. Indeed, two 
practitioners of exemplary agriculture from 
Beijing, Shi Yan and Cheng Cunwang, had 
the Chinese version of Farmers of Forty 
Centuries published in 2011, and this 
literature was given to all students as a 
study reference at the CSA training I 
attended in Beijing in March 2014.

“Created in the present to realize a future 
utopia”: Correcting moral deficiencies

While roots and memories were firmly 
grounded in a romantic notion of China’s 
agrarian past, practitioners were 
nonetheless attentive to the present, and to 
what they perceived as contemporary 
moral deficiencies. Peng Zhiqian, a 
practitioner with a 128 mu farm (just over 
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20 acres) 50 kilometers south of Shanghai, 
shared with me his sentiment on China’s 
cost of modernization and development: 
“what China is experiencing [e.g. air 
pollution and food safety issues] is a very 
typical phenomenon. Other countries have 
experienced the same throughout history. 
They pollute it and then try to restore and 
fix things. In China, we developed so fast, 
the degree of the issue is just bigger”. Shang 
Mei, a practitioner with a small farm of 30 
mu (about 5 acres) in Qingpu, west of 
Shanghai city, further summarized the 
consequence of China’s rapid 
modernization: the ‘human quality’ of 
Chinese people has not been able to keep 
up with the material development of 
modern China. It illustrates why, returning 
to this article’s opening vignette, 
practitioners agreed with Wu Heng’s 
assessment of the industrial food system, 
and highlighted the unequal development 
between institutions of modernity pitted 
against the ability of Chinese to behave 
appropriately within these new institutions.
 “Human quality” is an important 
concept in contemporary China. The 
Chinese is suzhi (素质); it originally meant 

the “unadorned nature or character of 
something”. However, it became connected 
with discourses of Chinese modernity since 
the 1980s, especially birth control and 
education policies (Kipnis 2006: 297). A 
modern society required a modern Chinese 
person, and suzhi was the human input for 
modernization. Gradual personal 
improvement became important (Bakken 
2000).
 A linguistic history has highlighted 
three components of suzhi that I also 
observed practitioners seeking to correct 
perceived deficiencies in: education suzhi, 
bodily suzhi, and thought and moral suzhi 
(Kipnis 2006). The latter concept taps into a 
rich literature by contemporary scholars 
researching morality in China. For example, 
Yan, through more than a decade of 
fieldwork in a northeastern Chinese village 
and extensive urban fieldwork, pointed to 
the rise of individualism and individual 
rights as central to morality in China today. 
This represents a shift from collective 
responsibilities and a justification for self-

interest (Yan 2011). Michael B. Griffiths, 
through many years of fieldwork in the 
“third-tier” northeastern city of Anshan, 
offers a description of what he calls 
“proximity altruism”, whereby actions 
accrued moral value by serving as many 
people as possible within your in-group or 
network (Griffiths 2013). I believe that taken 
together, self-interest and “proximity 
altruism” are not contradictory but allow us 
to understand food cheats and deliberate 
food contamination. Together they 
acknowledge the weak values of social 
obligation with regard to contemporary 
Chinese morality.
 When it came to thought and moral 
suzhi, practitioners wished to influence 
conventional roles and relationships 
between producers and consumers and 
change how consumers thought about 
their rights and responsibilities. They 
sought to challenge what I call consumer 
hegemony, and the moral and thought 
suzhi of Shanghaiese consumers. Yi 
Xiaowu, a co-founder of Nong Hao Farmer’s 
Market, explained prevailing consumer 
attitudes when I interviewed him at his 
home in Shanghai in November 2013: “As a 
consumer, he or she thinks that all of their 
responsibility ends once they have paid 
their money. After this, all the 
responsibility falls to the seller or producer. 
The consumer now expects all kinds of 
service and has all kinds of expectations 
and demands. There is no further 
responsibility on them”. Lao Weng, a co-
founder of Sheng Jia Chong’s Farmer’s 
Market (another major farmers’ market in 
Shanghai), was more pithy, and articulated 
his desired response: “The attitude of the 
Chinese consumer – that once I pay money 
all my responsibility ends – needs to 
change. We want them to exert a little 
‘something’ (fuchu yidianer dongxi 付出一点
儿东西)”.

 Practitioners often asked customers 
to visit their farms to see how they farmed. 
Through such an experience, trust 
theoretically became a mutual choice 
between customer and practitioner. Many 
practitioners used the term liangxin (良心) 

to characterize such mutual trust. Liangxin 
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was an example of an exemplary norm 
employed by practitioners whereby mutual 
obligations and expectations were infused 
into the conventional roles, relationships, 
and behaviors of producers and consumers. 
In doing so, risk could be mitigated. Loosely 
translated as “conscience,” liangxin referred 
to having a good or virtuous heart and 
mind, and was a quality of people who 
remembered moral obligations and acted 
on them (Oxfeld 2010). Practitioners 
expected (and were training) customers to 
be obligated to do more than simply pay for 
the good or service they purchased. They 
believed that just as producers had an 
obligation to provide quality and safe food 
as well as transparency in their farming 
techniques, customers also had an 
obligation to understand how the food was 
produced. Trust was always discussed as 
two-way amongst practitioners: from 
customer to practitioner and practitioner 
to customer. Xinyin from Genghao Farm in 
Chongming Island relayed a story about 
how she refused to sell eggs to a customer 
who visited her farm recently. Although the 
customer wanted the eggs, she had 
expressed doubt directly to Xinyin as to 
whether her rice fields were really 
sustainably farmed. Xinyin did not wish to 
‘waste’ her eggs on this customer because 
the customer had not fulfilled her 
responsibility of accepting Xinyin’s farming 
technique. In other words, mutual trust had 
not been established between the farmer 
and the consumer.
 Practitioners of exemplary 
agriculture felt food cheats got away with 
their crimes because urban Shanghaiese 
were weak in another characteristic of 
suzhi: education. In this conceptualization, 
education did not refer to formal schooling, 
but food knowledge in general. It was 
believed urbanites did not understand what 
quality and safe food was. I learned early in 
my fieldwork that most practitioners saw 
their main activity as educating people, not 
as selling sustainably produced farm 
produce. While attending Shanghai’s 
farmers’ markets, I often worked with 
practitioners behind their booth and 
interacted directly with potential 
customers. It was not uncommon for 

customers to ask how to cook certain 
grains or vegetables, how they should be 
served, or even what the products were. I 
found this surprising. Many, after receiving 
a response to their questions, returned 
blank and unresponsive expressions, or 
appeared to be confused by the 
information. Once, when I was with 
practitioner Xiaona selling some of their 
black rice, a potential customer asked what 
it was. “It is black rice,” replied Xiaona. 
“What is black rice?” asked the customer. 
Perplexed, Xiaona responded as best she 
could: “it is rice that is black in color.” When 
I asked if it was unusual that customers did 
not know what black rice was, Xiaona 
explained to me: “Nowadays, city people 
are so far removed from the food they eat 
they have no idea of basic things anymore. 
We have to teach them”.
 Throughout conversations I had 
with practitioners, they often expressed a 
common goal: to build an education 
platform from their farm (jiaoyu pingtai 教
育平台). One practitioner, Zhu Ling, 

provided a good example. Zhu Ling has 80 
mu of land (13 acres) in Chongming Island. 
He was 28 years old when he started in 
2010, and after luckily securing the custom 
of a popular and growing vegetarian 
restaurant in Shanghai city, began 
developing his education platform. At the 
time of this research, it comprised a 
number of aspects. First, he conducted 
classes for his customers and interested 
people on topics linked to nature 
appreciation (daziran xinshang 大自然欣赏), 

such as nature drawing, writing, and 
photography, bird watching and plant 
recognition. Second, each year he recruited 
students (across all ages), whom he called 
nature ambassadors, to participate in a 
year-long program designed to prepare 
them for future advocacy in sustainability-
related professions and roles. Zhu Ling ran 
this platform with his wife, which, during 
the time of this research, was in its fifth 
year. Third, having spent three years in 
South Africa after graduation working in a 
national park with tigers, Zhu Ling also led 
custom tours to South Africa and 
surrounding countries (starting with two 
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trips in 2014). This created a nature-
focused experience for some of his 
customers. Spaces on his first trip 
scheduled for 2014 were sold out within a 
few weeks.
 With his education platform focused 
on helping urban Chinese experience and 
enjoy nature, Zhu Ling was looking to 
influence the bodily suzhi of his customers. 
While much discussion of bodily suzhi 
concerned personal grooming habits7, 
practitioners such as Zhu Ling believed the 
urban Chinese body had become polluted 
and flawed through questionable food 
quality and a lazy urban lifestyle that lacked 
contact with nature. “The happiest people 
in the world,” he tells me, “live with an 
abundance of nature close by.” For 
practitioners, urban Shanghaiese’s bodily 
suzhi was characterized by a ‘nature-
deficiency (quefa ziran 自然缺乏)’ which 

must be corrected.

Concluding Remarks

My initial effort describing the emergence 
of independent organic farming in 
Shanghai highlights similarities and 
differences in China versus other nations 
concerning the emergence of sustainable 
farming practices. For example, in socialist 
Cuba, sustainable urban agriculture grew 
out of necessity as a response to the 
breakup of the Soviet Bloc and a sudden 
drop in the availability of chemical 
fertilizers and pesticides (Premat 2009). By 
contrast, practitioners in Shanghai were 
not operating out of necessity. However 
there are certainly parallels between China 
and the US, such as the urban middle-class 
demand for organic produce, anxieties 
toward industrial food systems, and 
commitments to a form of “social justice” 
amongst sustainable agriculture 
participants (Nonini 2013). Unfortunately, I 
do not have the space to explore these 
parallels further in this article. Yet, it is 
important to point out that the overarching 
cause for these parallels differed. In the US, 
Donald M. Nonini (2013) argued alternative 
food pathways were invoked in times of (US 
and western) hegemonic decline, an 
explanation that was not satisfactory for 

China. In fact, China was experiencing 
hegemonic ascent, suggesting perhaps that 
causes of alternative food pathways were to 
be found in changing hegemonic status.
 I have argued that exemplary models 
and norms – used to engineer public and 
private morality appropriate for the 
upheavals of modernization – are not the 
sole creation of the Chinese state or official 
media. Self-appointed exemplary models 
were present in China amongst ordinary 
citizens, seeking to create parallel visions 
of a Chinese modernity. The independent 
organic farm owners who comprise 
practitioners of exemplary agriculture in 
Shanghai were a previously unidentified 
group engaged in organic farming. For 
example, they were not NRR advocates with 
rural origins involved in policy and NGO 
work, a group who have been called 
“organic intellectuals” (Hale 2013: 61). They 
also differed from previous official and 
unofficial exemplary models in China. They 
were neither state sponsored and/or 
endorsed nor successful entrepreneurs 
deified by the media (Penny 2013). It is 
therefore more accurate to say they were 
self-appointed exemplary models. This is 
why I have called them “independent” 
organic farmers.
 My research into such self-
appointed exemplary models adds to our 
understanding of morality in contemporary 
China. Their behavior cannot be 
understood as self-interest or “proximity 
altruism”. It does, however, seem to be a 
form of liangxin, which is a quality of 
people who remembered moral obligations 
and acted on them. Yet, it is less about 
repaying moral obligations as opposed to 
recognizing and ‘becoming aware (yishi dao 
le 意识到了)’ of an alternative moral 

economy and exemplary norm that can 
exist between the conventional roles of 
producers and consumers. Practiced this 
way, liangxin may alleviate feelings of 
anxiety and risk that was caused by 
Chinese modernity and the industrial food 
system. As a group of ordinary Chinese 
citizens outside official institutions and 
discourses invoking their own 
interpretations of the past to create parallel 
visions of China’s future, their morality, as 
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practiced through their exemplary 
behavior, missionary zeal and desire to ‘do 
good’, is more akin to a form of collective 
responsibility and social obligation. As self-
appointed exemplary models, practitioners 
of exemplary agriculture in and around 
Shanghai demonstrated how ordinary 
Chinese could ‘do something’ to improve 
what was a defining feature of Chinese 
modernity: the risks associated with food 
safety.

Notes

1. The website (http://www.zccw.info) is called 
zhi chu chuang wai (掷出窗外), or ‘Throw it out |

the window’. In naming his project, Wu was 
inspired by a anecdote of Theodore Roosevelt, 
who, while reading Upton Sinclair’s novel The 
Jungle over breakfast while eating a sausage, 
was so appalled by Sinclair’s descriptions of the 
meat-packing industry in early twentieth 
century America, he threw the sausage out the 
White House window.

2. In addition to food safety, pollution was also 
perceived as a serious issue. According to the 
US research firm Pew’s Global Attitudes Project,  
in 2008, 12 per cent of the Chinese adult 
population felt food safety to be a “very big 
problem”; however in late 2012, the figure had 
increased to 41 per cent, bringing it to similar 
levels as other top concerns, such as corrupt 
officials (50 per cent) and inequality (48 per 
cent). Figures for air pollution and water 
pollution were 36 per cent and 33 per cent, 
respectively (Pew Research Center 2012).

3. Based on a survey I conducted with thirteen 
farmers, 77 per cent were born in villages or 
county towns (nongcun he chengzhen 农村和城
镇). With the exception of only one farmer, they 
all now have a city hukou (户口). The hukou – 

household registration system – determines 
where Chinese are registered and hence their 
social, political and economic status. Amongst 
my informants, all but one had transferred their 
registration from the countryside (village or 
town) to the city after university education.

4. This was due to vast differences I observed 
between farmers’ markets in these two cities. 
Beijing markets flourished with over forty 
vendors and hundreds of customers, while 

Shanghai markets struggled. Given both cities 
began holding farmers markets at a similar 
time, I wanted to understand why there were 
such large differences between them. As it 
turned out, the main difference was market 
organization efforts were better and more 
effective in Beijing.

5. I use pseudonyms for my informants 
throughout this article unless they have 
organizational roles or publications where the 
use of pseudonyms was not relevant.

6. A mu (亩) is a unit of area measurement used 
throughout China. One mu is equivalent to 666 
and two thirds meters squared. One acre is just 
over six mu.

7. Living in Beijing in 2008 prior to the 
Olympics, I recall coming across a publication 
prepared by the organizing committee for 
hospitality service staff throughout Beijing. It 
contained instructions and tips concerning how 
to conduct oneself when hundreds of 
thousands of visitors would descend on Beijing. 
I recall one specific tip: do not to pick one’s ear 
wax (ershi 耳屎) in front of customers.
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Swaying Mountains: Moving into Stillness in a Hot Yoga Community 

Julien Cossette
York University

Abstract

This article contributes to a growing body of anthropological work on the senses and on 
yoga as an experiential, embodied practice. It began as an inquiry into the oxymoronic 
lumping of movement and stillness in yoga teachers’ suggestion to “move into stillness.” 
Through an autoethnographic description of my sweaty participation in a hot yoga 
community of the Greater Toronto Area, my aim is to explore this particular relation 
between movement and stillness. I first discuss my contention that hot yoga is a 
“kinaesthetic culture” (Samudra 2008:666)—a culture mediated by movement that highly 
values a sense of motion as a way of knowing—that considers body, mind, and breath as 
interconnected. I then elaborate on a sensory model specific to its practice, and further 
argue that yoga cannot be adequately represented by the limits of a Western five-sense 
model, based on binary oppositions of movement/stillness and mind/body, which 
problematically excludes kinaesthesia from its sensorium. Finally, I return to my initial 
inquiry to discuss how the embodied mutual constitution of movement and stillness 
actually constitutes, in my view, the epitome of a larger biosocial configuration of a 
yogic way of moving and sensing.

     Come to the edge. We might fall.    
     Come to the edge. It’s too high! COME TO THE 
     EDGE! And they came, And we pushed, And 
     they flew.
                    - Christopher Logue 

     Mountains are actually walking. If you can 
     understand that mountains walk, you can 
     understand impermanence. 
                    - Michael Stone

Prologue

Half-awake, my movements were smooth 
and calm. In my mind, there was nothing 
else but yoga: no to-do lists, no essays, no 
worries. Once my shoes were removed, my 

feet connecting with the floor felt 
immediately relaxed. A wave had just 
washed over my body, liberating me from 
the constraints of the external world. I 
climbed the carpet-covered stairs to the 
practice room. As I stepped in, the change in 
floor texture struck my body: from the 
softly abrasive woven carpet to the warm 
bamboo, my feet felt the difference and 
tingled with energy and appreciation. The 
room was relatively dark, as if candlelit. Its 
dimmed lighting showed respect to the 
early morning darkness. The heat coated my 
body, a comforting feeling that reminded me 
of the warm blankets I was wrapped in at 
home minutes earlier. Only a few other 
people were quietly present in the room. 

RA

Keywords: Senses; movement/stillness; yoga
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Softly, I walked towards a spot, my feet 
carefully pressing down from toes to heels 
with each step. I squatted to unroll my mat 
and towel, cautious of my movements to 
avoid unnecessary noise.
 Lowering my bum onto the floor, I 
extended my legs down my mat and finally 
lowered my upper body, opening my palms 
towards the ceiling for Savasana (Corpse 
pose; Figure 11). In my apparent “stillness,” I 
was locating my breath. I could feel my 
chest and belly move in a wavelike fashion, 
my muscles extending and relaxing, and 
even some uncanny contractions—pressure 
and tingling—in my sternum. My breath felt 
like it was extending to my whole body, my 
muscles simultaneously micro-vibrating 
with a new-found energy. With each exhale, 
I sunk a little more into the floor, melting 
onto my mat, lulled by the humming sound 
of the class’ collective breathing. Content, a 
voluntary light smile of satisfaction was 
shining on my face. 

Figure 1: Savasana (Corpse pose). Lying supine on a 
mat, the legs and arms are extended and separated. The 
palms face towards the ceiling. The head lies on the 
floor or is slightly elevated on a prop. The neck is long. 
The body is in a neutral position, and the muscles are 
relaxed, as if sinking into the floor. The breathing is 
calm and controlled. Art by Trish Yeung.

Introduction: Western Yoga in the 
Literature

In a dense urban area such as Toronto, yoga 
is everywhere. Walking down the bustling 
streets of the city, one inevitably encounters 
countless yoga studios, practitioners on 

their way to (or back from) class with their 
rolled mats, trendy stores selling premium 
yoga-specific attire, and more. The 
popularity of yoga in North America has, 
indeed, grown exponentially over the past 
two decades (Kern 2012:30; Philp 2009). 
With the exception of the work of 
Indologists surveying classic yoga traditions, 
however, anthropologists and other social 
scientists have been relatively slow to catch 
on the study of this practice (Smith 2007:29). 
The situation has only recently changed, 
however, as timely discussions of yoga—its 
mainstream commercialization in the 
Western world, its gentrifying effects, the 
certain economic homogeneity of 
practitioners’ demographics, and 
intellectual property rights debates, for 
example—have taken off (see Fish 2006; Kern 
2012; Philp 2009; Veer 2007).
 While those discussions are 
necessary and insightful, Morley (2001) has 
argued that academic discussions of yoga 
must also approach it as it is: an 
experiential, embodied practice (see also 
Smith 2007). Such a call is evocative of a 
larger trend—a “sensual revolution” (Howes 
2005:1)—that has emerged in the social 
sciences over the last two decades. This 
theoretical turn has highlighted the need for 
research “not only of the body, in the sense 
of object, but also from the body, that is, 
deploying the body as a tool of inquiry and a 
vector of knowledge” (Wacquant 2004:viii; 
see also Ylönen 2012:39). Originating in a 
critique of the limits of linguistic 
understandings of the world, this turn  
called for a closer examination of sensory 
ways of knowing and a focus “on the social 
ideologies conveyed through sensory values 
and practices” (Howes 2005:4; see also 
Geurts 2002:14). No longer assuming the 
senses were mere biological organs, a 
growing number of scholars began to study 
how sensory models—understood as 
culturally-specific forms (or absences) of 
attunement and configuration of the senses
—shape sensory experience. Researching 
from and through their bodies, they were 
also prompted to question their own 
universalistic assumptions. They realized 
how a five-sense model, which had 
informed their theories and (in most cases) 



Student Anthropologist  |  Volume 4  |  Issue 1  |  2014 33

embodied assumptions and experiences 
until then, did not always allow for 
comprehension and/or adequate 
representation of the reality of people’s 
various experiences of the world (Potter 
2008). This attention has resulted in 
historical, geographical, and sociocultural 
examples that have unsettled the putative 
universality of a Western ocular centric 
five-sense model (see Howes 2005, 2009). 
 Geurts (2002) argues that this 
understanding, that the senses are five in 
number (hearing, touch, taste, smell, and 
sight), persists in the popular imagination 
and the unexamined assumptions of many 
scholars from all disciplines. Even though 
balance, for example, is conceptualized as a 
sense in contemporary Western natural 
sciences textbooks, it is not part of school 
curriculums. While the notion of a “sixth 
sense” is perhaps the closest challenge to a 
five-sense model in popular Western 
culture, it has been typically referred to as a 
kind of exceptional intuitive or supernatural 
phenomenon. No mention is made beyond 
that number—a possible seventh or twenty-
first sense, for example2.
 One outcome of these endeavours 
into the “empire of the senses” (Howes 
2005) has been reflections about the 
sensory possibilities that might have been 
previously shadowed and that could change 
our perspective of the world we live in. This 
article emerges from this legacy and from 
anthropological and phenomenological 
studies of yoga as an experiential, embodied 
practice (Morley 2001; Persson 2007, 2010; 
Smith 2007; Ylönen 2012).It constitutes 
another example of sensory models that 
deviate from a five-sense model by focusing 
on the practice of hot yoga in a studio of the 
Greater Toronto Area. This research began 
as an inquiry into what I initially assumed to 
be an oxymoron: the apparently counter-
intuitive lumping of movement and stillness 
in yoga teachers’ frequent suggestion “to 
move into stillness”. My aim here will be to 
explore the relation between movement and 
stillness by discussing my first contention. 
In the context of the studio at which I 
practice, I argue that hot yoga is a 
“kinaesthetic culture” (Samudra 2008:666), 
or a culture mediated by movement that 

highly values a sense of motion as a way of 
knowing, that considers body, mind, and 
breath as interconnected. I will then 
elaborate on a sensory model specific to its 
practice, and argue that yoga cannot be 
adequately represented by the limited 
Western five-sense model based on binary 
oppositions of movement/stillness and 
mind/body which problematically excludes 
kinaesthesia from its sensorium. I will finally 
return to my initial question to discuss how 
the embodied mutual constitution of 
movement and stillness actually constitutes, 
in my view, the epitome of a larger biosocial 
configuration of a yogic way of moving and 
sensing.

A (Re)turn to the Senses: Methodological 
Underpinnings

Yoga encompasses diverse philosophies and 
styles of practice, and cannot be understood 
to mean just one thing (De Michelis 2004; 
Kern 2012; Patañjali 2003; Strauss 2004). 
Persson (2010:801) argues that yoga 
practices in the contemporary West differ 
widely from the 'classical' yoga of ancient 
Indian texts, but she also importantly notes 
that “classical” yoga should not be 
understood as a homogeneous whole. In the 
same vein, Kern (2012:30) highlights how the 
meaning of yoga has undergone many shifts 
over time and across places. Although “the 
classical” tradition was originally a 
motionless meditative practice, asanas 
(“postures” or “poses”) have become 
predominant in the practice of modern (or 
Western) yoga, for example. Asanas, writes 
Kern, “are the bodily postures that yogis 
move through, and different styles of yoga 
are based on different asanas, or sequences 
of asanas” (2012:30). In 1974 Dharma Mittra 
(2003) identified and photographed himself 
in 908 of those, but only a small selection of 
those composes a regular class. Even 
though meditation has not been entirely 
lost, the practice of modern yoga is 
increasingly understood and defined by its 
asanas, which involve movement and a focus 
on breath.
 For the purpose of this short 
research, I cultivated a daily yoga practice at 
a studio of the Greater Toronto Area for the 
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span of approximately three weeks, 
beginning in mid-November 2012. At the 
time, my experience of yoga was limited to 
the eight classes I had taken during the 
previous two months. I attended a total of 19 
practices during my research. The classes 
taught at the studio were almost entirely 
based on a beginner-friendly hot yoga 
practice that accommodates all levels of 
experience. They usually began and finished 
in Savasana, and moved through a sequence 
of dynamic asanas (specifically selected by 
the founder of the studio franchise), 
breathing, and meditation exercises. Most 
often, instructors referred to our practice as 
modern or Western yoga, hinting at the 
cultural appropriation, interpretation, and 
transformation that has happened to yoga in 
contact with Western medicine, psychology, 
and other systems of belief (see Kern 2012; 
Persson 2010). The benefits of classes were 
advertised as the simultaneous work of 
stretching and exercising muscles, while 
therapeutically detoxifying and relaxing 
body and mind. Some teachers, although to 
varying degrees, would also emphasize the 
spiritual aspects of yoga3.

 In class, a hot yoga practitioner can 
expect the possibility of sweating 
abundantly, being short of breath, moving, 
sinking, folding, contorting, stretching, 
balancing, using her or his strength, 
twisting, reversing, feeling wobbly, and 
more. Furthermore, a practitioner (or yogi) 
will frequently be reminded to be present 
with breath and bodily sensations, and to let 
go of any stories or thoughts that can 
constitute obstacles to that process4. In the 
context of research on embodied, 
kinaesthetic practices like hot yoga, 
anthropologists must fully engage in the 
activity to experience sensations that 
extend beyond the visible. This allows them 
to ultimately gain a better sense or 
understanding of a culture and the nuances 
of the discourses and practices of their 
informants (Persson 2010:800; Potter 2008; 
Smith 2007:30–31; Strauss 2004:60). There is 
“no other solution,” writes Favret-Saada, 
“but to practice... oneself, to become one’s 
own informant, to penetrate one’s own 
amnesia, and try to make explicit what one 
finds unstateable in oneself” (1980:22). One 

must, in other words, “attend with and to 
the body” (Csordas 1993:138), for its 
movements, sensations, and feelings might 
reveal valuable insights about ourselves and 
others.
  Such a form of “experimental and 
intimate bodily engagement with the 
ethnographic field” (Persson 2010:800) is a 
somewhat innovative research method that 
has recently gained more prominence in the 
discipline. It is directly linked to the sensory 
revolution or (re)turn to the body that has 
marked the social sciences for the past two 
decades. As a consequence of this shift, the 
method of participant observation, the 
hallmark of anthropology, has come under 
fire for its inherent ocular centrism. Some 
have indeed argued that vision is 
insufficient to understand and make sense 
of people’s various sensory engagement and 
ways of knowing and being in the world 
(Howes 2009). In other words, participant 
observation risks perceptual limitations if 
the assumptions about knowledge 
production—e.g.: that observing social 
practices is sufficient to understand them 
or, put in other words, that seeing is 
believing—are not identified and 
contextualized (see Clifford 1986).
 Each ethnographic field site and 
question inevitably, in its own idiosyncratic 
way, requires an adapted methodology. By 
practicing hot yoga almost daily, my goal has 
been to attend to the invisible—that is, the 
heightened and specific sensory perception 
produced in class and at the studio. This 
deeply participatory method, which I refer 
to as “participant experience” (Hsu 1999, in 
Potter 2008:446), extends beyond the 
barrier of participant observation to fully 
“becom[e] a sensor” of the activity (Howes 
2009:31). It reflects the opinion that 
experiencing another sensorium (e.g.: a hot 
yoga sensorium) in one’s own body is 
necessary to understand that particular 
sensory model and to relate to the sensory 
(and affective) experiences of informants. To 
this end, the high degree of auto-
ethnographical self-reflexivity of participant 
experience also nods at the importance of 
including the researcher’s body in the 
ethnographic text (Sklar 2000:71).It speaks 
indeed to, and augments, a predominant 
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critique found in the seminal volume 
Writing Culture (Clifford and Marcus 1986). 
In his introduction, Clifford (1986) argues 
against the standards of objectivity that 
have dominated the discipline for a long 
time, and which actively separated the 
subjectivity of anthropologists from their 
“objects” of study.
 While participant experience can be 
backed by other methods such as interviews 
to verify one’s own “observations,” my 
commitment here to the sole analysis of my 
own experiential, embodied experience 
makes of this article an anthropological 
autoethnography, a relatively recent 
direction in the discipline (Anderson 2006; 
Davies 2002). At a time when the exile to 
some “exotic” and/or “bounded” locations is 
not anymore a requirement for 
ethnographic fieldwork, research “at home,” 
such as the study of the practice of hot yoga 
in a Greater Toronto Area studio, became 
possible. To this end, the status of 
“somewhat of an insider” (Potter 2008:446) 
is much easier to claim in regard to some 
field sites. To be sure, however, my position 
as a beginner yogi does “not automatically 
guarantee infinite and interminable self-
knowledge,” as Panourgia (1995:11) reminds 
us, since a researcher’s positionality is 
always unquestionably a “partial vantage 
point” (Anderson 2006:381).
 Despite criticisms, well-thought out 
autoethnographies are not solipsistic and 
self-indulgent autobiographies—as some 
accuse—if they “embrace a traditional 
ethnographic agenda of seeking to 
understand the topic under study by placing 
it within a solid analytic context” (Anderson 
2006:378; see also Davies 2002). If well-
thought out, autoethnographies do 
“contribute to a spiralling refinement, 
elaboration, extension, and revision of 
theoretical understanding” (Anderson 
2006:388). I have absolutely no interest here 
in the sole narration of my personal stories 
of a beginner yoga practitioner (Davies 
2002); rather, the focus on my experiences 
is combined with micro- and macro-
analysis in an effort to “seek connections to 
broader social theory” (Anderson 2006:378). 
In this regard, autoethnographers may 
reflect what Davies (2002) describes as “the 

ultimate participant in a dual participant-
observer role,” or in this case participant 
experience. As such, my broader aim is to 
discuss what may be certain commonalities 
and patterns shared by other yogis present 
in class with me, to elucidate how the 
senses and movements are framed and 
cultivated, and to better understand the 
commensurate relation of movement and 
stillness in this practice.
 For Anderson, anthropologists 
engaging in autoethnography are also 
“constrained from self-absorption by the 
ethnographic imperative of dialogic 
engagement with others in the social worlds 
they seek to understand” (2006:385). Indeed, 
the autoethnographic character of this 
article does not deny the inherent 
sociability of my practice (see 
Persson2010:801). While yogis practice 
silently, the voice of a teacher is an 
undeniable feature of a class; but, there is 
also more. If we dare, like Manning suggests, 
to “think bodies as relational rather than as 
individual” (2007:12–13), then a whole realm 
of non-verbal communication opens up for 
inquiry. As Buckingham and Degen assert, 
“embodied practices such as yoga offer a 
kinetic language that runs parallel and in 
addition to verbal language” (2012:331). 
Smith similarly refers to “haptic 
communication,” and argues, in relation to 
the work of Csordas, that somatic attention 
involves an attunement to others’ bodies, 
particularly their positions and movements 
(2007:35).Throughout my fieldwork, I 
practiced yoga with people. As a 
“community of practice,” there were “certain 
sets of relations and certain patterns of 
action and reproduction of 
knowledge” (Persson 2007:47) that we 
shared. As our bodies moved in a relative 
synchrony within a close space, an 
inevitable sense of kinaesthetic sharing 
resurfaced, starting with our collective 
breathing. As some teachers would say, 
together we “felt the energy of the room.”
 Not all forms of non-verbal 
attunement between bodies were valorized, 
however. Even without speaking, classes 
were a social space, but yogis were asked to 
follow certain rules and be mindful of 
keeping to themselves, limiting their 
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glances, and even their thoughts about one 
another. Consider the example of a 
teacher's admonition about a sexualized 
gaze. One night, I overheard him joking with 
a couple, warning them that their 
relationship status nonetheless did not 
allow them to stare at each other’s bodies 
during practice. This banter with hints of 
seriousness revealed an underlying erotic 
specter—pervert yogi sexually objectifying 
the surrounding bent bodies. In this regard, 
an intense observation of fellow yogis’ 
bodies during class, on top of distracting me 
from my own focused practice, would not 
have been well-received or accepted5. In 
this sense, the choice of participant 
experience for this research not only 
reflects the fact that some of the embodied 
experience of yoga cannot be seen or 
observed, but also exposes the intricacies of 
the collective practice of yoga in a Western 
studio community.

Figure 2: Patanvriksasana (Toppling tree). Balancing on 
one leg, the other extends towards the back, with the 
foot flexed. As the back leg reaches up, the upper body 
tilts forward, to ideally keep a straight line running 
from the tip of the toes to the crown of the head. The 
standing leg is strong and straight, and the hips are 
balanced. The arms extend on the side of the torso. The 
jaw, tongue, and eyes are relaxed. The breathing is calm 
and controlled. Art by Trish Yeung, 2014.

A Hot Yoga Way of Moving

One evening of early December I took a 
class with a new teacher. In preparation for 
Patanvriksasana (Toppling tree; Figure 2), 
near the end of the standing postures series, 
he asked us to take a small step back with 
our right foot. He immediately withdrew his 

words, however, to replace ‘small step’ by 
‘yoga step.’ Jokingly, he explained that in his 
teaching experience, the adjective ‘yoga’ 
oftentimes had a transformative effect on 
his students’ motion: movements would 
become slower, more conscious, and 
graceful. As he was both kinaesthetically and 
verbally demonstrating the qualities of a 
yoga way of moving, I embraced the short 
educative session as an opportunity to rest, 
anticipating the physical challenge to follow. 
After several poses both strengthening and 
stretching, the muscles of my legs and my 
lower body were burning. Each movement 
was strenuous. My aching muscles—
particularly the thighs and hamstrings—
were threatening to slump on the floor at 
any moment (or so I felt). The warm sweat 
on my forehead was adding to the heavy 
effect of the heat and humidity of the hot 
room6. In moments like these, exhaustion 
could result in uncontrolled movements 
yielding to the momentum of gravity, 
embodying a way of moving that was not 
valued in this hot yoga community. 
 This article contends that Western 
hot yoga, in its emphasis on movement and 
a sense of motion as a way of knowing, 
presents the qualities of what Samudra 
describes as a “kinaesthetic 
culture” (Samudra 2008:666).In the 
academic literature, scholars have given a 
variety of names to such a sense of motion 
or bodily movement (Çelik 2006:159;Potter 
2008:447-449; Sklar 2000:70). These 
discrepancies are evident, for example, in 
the interchangeable use of the terms 
‘kinaesthesia’ and ‘proprioception’ (Potter 
2008:449), thereby highlighting the intricate 
connection between these two concepts 
and movement. Sklar distinguishes, 
however, between proprioception, “the 
reception of stimuli produced within one’s 
own body” and kinaesthesia, a “felt 
experience” (2000:72). As Potter (2008) 
points out, kinaesthesia “carries less 
emphasis on a specifically biomedical 
understanding of movement and instead 
conveys a more general ability to feel the 
motion of one’s own body and to adjust it in 
culturally preferred ways” (449).
 In this light, my use of the term 
kinaesthesia to account for the ways of 
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moving, being, and knowing in hot yoga is 
part of an attempt to represent the dynamic 
sensory experiences in terms that can 
hopefully be meaningful to its practitioners, 
myself included. In doing so, I aspire to 
answer Potter’s call “to describe culturally-
situated ways of moving in terms that 
capture the energy, sweatiness, ease, pain, 
and other ‘feelings in the body’” (2008:449), 
instead of the strictly biochemical reactions 
of mechanized bodies suggested by 
proprioception.
 My understanding and definition of 
kinaesthesia—a sense of one’s own body 
constant shifting (a vital condition to life) in 
space and time—therefore sides with, 
although also slightly departing from, 
Potter’s. I depart from what I interpret as 
her assumption that all movement is 
agentive. My experience of hot yoga proved 
to be different from her conceptualization, 
in that I felt kinaesthetic sensations that 
were both conscious and unconscious, 
manufactured (e.g.: yoga poses) and 
unmanufactured (e.g.: breathing, at times). 
Additionally, Potter’s definition of 
movement as something that is goal-
directed, aiming towards an end result is 
problematic in this particular ethnographic 
context (2008:449). In class, as I will discuss 
below in relation to movement and stillness, 
we were constantly reminded that a pose 
was a moving-through, rather than an end 
result, for bodies are constantly in flux. 
 Kinaesthesia is not solely the product 
of biochemical reactions, but also, and more 
importantly, of social relations. From an 
early age, our bodies are socialized into 
moving in certain culturally-specific ways 
(Foster 1999). Bodies are “bod[ies]-of-
ideas” (1999:235), and particular meanings 
attached to different movements and 
sensations across contexts are learned. 
Writing about the possibility offered by 
contact improvisation (a dance technique) of 
recomposing the body differently, Novack 
(1990:172) argues that the molding power of 
a culture’s sensory model is highlighted in 
the challenges encountered in that process 
of recomposition. In the highly repetitive 
exercises aimed at (re)creating a body (e.g.: 
in dance, yoga, or martial art, for example), 
writes Foster (1999:239), resistance is 

inevitable. Changes do not happen 
overnight, but with time and practice one’s 
body can be reconfigured and new bodily 
possibilities experienced (Foster 1999:239). 
For that reason, falling, losing balance, or 
moving out of a pose was not frowned upon 
by the teachers in class. Instructors 
continually emphasized that we should 
adopt the same attitude. It was common for 
them to repeat that stretching muscles, 
releasing tension, moving and transitioning 
between poses, and developing a better 
posture took time and practice. Presence 
with our bodies and sensations in the 
present was preferred over a focus on a yet 
unachieved end.
 In class, teachers tried to cultivate a 
particular way of moving through verbal and 
non-verbal instructions in the attempt to 
(re)configure a dynamic yogic body. They 
valued movements that were slow, smooth, 
controlled, and harmonious. Ideally, these 
were to be performed gracefully and 
skillfully, with ease, but also with effort. In 
this, light, kinaesthetic awareness was 
crucial to the self-control of my motion, and 
abidance to those values and ways of 
moving. Other forms of movement, 
however, were devalued, discouraged, and 
considered unnecessary. In my case, an 
example of such movement was the action 
of wiping the wet and itchy sweat off my 
forehead. Instead of acting upon the 
temptation to relieve the uncomfortable 
sensation, a teacher asked us to 
contemplate it. The tickling sensation 
interestingly proved to be much more 
endurable than I thought. In his work, 
Morley defines phenomenology as an 
attempt “to comprehend the perceived or 
lived world prior to metaphysical 
categorizations” through an “absolute 
suspension of belief, doubt, or any kind of 
presupposition about the existence of the 
world and its objects” (2001:73–74). Such 
phenomenological contemplation of the 
sensations of sweat on my forehead, 
withdrawn from any meaning that could be 
attached to them, fostered a state of 
concentration “necessary to overcome the 
powerful urges of the body and mind during 
such moments” (Smith 2007:38) that can 
distract yogis from their practice. The idea 
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here is that socialization has a role in the 
deeply engrained categorization of such an 
experience as uncomfortable and negative, 
and that yogis should avoid this process.
 When encouraging us to hold on to 
our practice throughout the rest of that day, 
one teacher encouraged us, as yogis, to 
move “mindfully” at all times, both inside 
and outside the studio. This meant that 
literally every action I made as a 
practitioner during class, from unrolling my 
mat to drinking water, to moving into the 
postures, was part of my practice. In fact, 
the meaningfulness of transitions between 
poses was often emphasized, as exemplified 
above by the example of the “yoga step”. 
Since classes always ended with a final 
Savasana, with yogis closing up their 
respective practices individually at different 
paces, teachers often requested that we 
leave the room while being conscious of our 
bodies’ potential for disruption, in order to 
respect our peers. In some crowded classes 
I attended, this instruction sometimes 
resulted in dexterous ballet dancing around 
a sea of arms, legs, water bottles, mats, 
props, and towels. After class, on my way 
home, my motion (and sensory perception) 
would usually retain its yogic quality to 
some extent. I would, as Kern writes, “take 
the yoga out into the city with me” (2012:30), 
even if the busy pace of modern life 
sometimes later alienated me from this way 
of moving. Throughout my fieldwork, 
however, my awareness of these 
kinaesthetic changes—and their impacts on 
my perception, feelings, thoughts, and 
muscular tension—grew enhanced, resulting 
in a better attunement to my body and its 
movement all around (see Kern 2012:31). 
Over time and practice, my sense of bodily 
movement became focal, rather than tacit, 
knowledge (Potter 2008). In other words, my 
practice of yoga cultivated the embodiment 
of both a new way of moving and a 
particular sensorium.

A Hot Yoga Sensorium

In his work, Murphie coins the terms 
“synaesthetic and proprioceptive ecologies” 
to refer to “the way in which the senses are 
dynamically assembled, bled into each 

other, and crucially, often in stillness, allow 
new forms of potentiality and intensity to 
emerge” (2009). As Foster denotes, up until 
midway through the 20th century, 
kinaesthesia was loosely defined in terms of 
“a perceptual system that synthesizes 
information about” (2011:7, my emphasis) the 
position, the engagement, and the 
orientation of body parts, suggesting the 
possible concerted participation of multiple 
senses. More generally, Potter (2008) notes: 
“the senses should be understood as an 
intermeshed web of perceptory apparatuses 
that direct the body’s total attention to its 
situation in the world, rather than as a set of 
discreet biological pathways that respond 
independently to physical stimuli” (46). 
Kinaesthesia and other senses are 
inseparable, and inherently entangled in 
synaesthetic ecologies, as I will further 
argue below in the context of a hot yoga 
sensorium.
 The practice of yoga never occurs in 
isolation in a sensory-deprived environment 
(Kern 2012). Located in a vibrant area of the 
city, the studio was small, cozy, and 
intimate. We were frequently reminded of 
its place in a larger urban, worldly 
synaesthetic ecology by the uncontrollable 
sound of sirens. Sometimes sunrays peaked 
between buildings to illuminate the room. 
This inevitably inflected my practice and 
teachers’ instructions. For example, during 
one class the teacher was interrupted by the 
loud sirens of a few fire trucks driving by. 
Redirecting the attention of the whole class 
to the sound, she encouraged us to share 
positive thoughts with those whose dwelling 
was potentially afflicted. In this way she 
positively spun the meanings attached to 
the loud noise from a disturbance into 
attunement to the assumed misfortune of 
other fellow human beings. It also served as 
a lesson to acknowledge and contemplate 
our sensory perception and experiences, 
but to let go of negative feelings and 
meanings in the face of those we considered 
disturbances.
 Although this essay highlights the 
centrality of kinaesthesia in hot yoga, other 
senses were not absent from my experience, 
and I would argue that they cannot be fully 
separated from each other. As a brief 
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illustration of this point, we can think of the 
effects of floor temperature on our 
movements and affects. For example, a floor 
thermoceptively perceived as extremely 
cold or burning hot might result in a quicker 
walking pace and shift of our weight to our 
tippy toes, whereas a comfortably warm 
floor might slow down our actions. Another 
example is the torrents of sweat streaming 
down my body during practice. These tactile 
and thermoceptive experiences also 
included an acoustic component, with the 
popping sound of the dripping sweat on the 
ground, which could become distracting. 
While this image might not seem pleasant to 
the reader, it is important to emphasize how 
intrinsic such sensory experiences were to 
my experience of hot yoga. Furthermore, 
and perhaps most importantly, sweat also 
had repercussions for yogis’ way of moving 
before and after class, and outside the 
practice room in the main lobby. While 
students were asked to remove their shoes 
upon entering the studio, the dark wooden 
floor was sometimes wet from students' 
dripping sweat, occasionally provoking 
contorted poetic dance performances by 
yogis actively trying to keep their socks dry 
after class and avoid an unpleasant tactile 
experience.
 At the studio, hot yoga was a sense-
positive practice that esteemed an 
enhanced sensory awareness, and 
stimulated several of my senses, particularly 
tactility, hearing, proprioception, 
thermoception, nociception7, and obviously 
kinaesthesia (see Morley 2001:76 on 
“inverted perception”). Inside, 
environmental factors, from the relaxing 
soundscape, to the natural lighting, to the 
temperature of the room, and the warm 
wooden and bamboo floors, were controlled 
for the production of an atmosphere 
conducive to the framing of a yogic way of 
moving and sensing. We were frequently 
encouraged to “move with the environment,” 
which evokes Persson’s (2007) research 
exploring how an embodied form of being-
in-the world cultivated by yoga is tied to 
emplacement. Sensory attunement was an 
essential aspect of my hot yoga practice, but 
in the end, certain forms of sensory 
perception and sensory inputs were not as 

emphasized as others. For example, once 
acknowledged, the sound of passing fire 
truck sirens was quickly relegated to the 
oubliettes, and therefore was not granted as 
much attention. In the way that it values 
certain forms of sensory perception over 
others and imparts various meanings on 
different sensory experiences, hot yoga 
could be said to cultivate a specific sensory 
model, or sensorium, particular to its 
practice.
 In class, a hot yoga sensorium 
valorized attunement to our bodies—“listen 
to your bodies”—for sensations like 
movement, pinching, tickling, tingling, 
warmness, pain, vibration, contraction, 
relaxation, tightness, and other “feeling[s] in 
the body” (Geurts 2002:179; see also 
Buckingham and Degen 2012:333). This was 
encouraged so we could act accordingly by 
taking rest or deepening a pose, for 
example. This particular attention was 
helpful in the performance of poses. For 
example, if I could kinaesthetically sense the 
motion of my leg extending towards the 
back without unleveling my hips, instead of 
actually turning my head to look, balance 
was easier to maintain, and my movements 
felt more gracious and skillful. Some have 
suggested that, in our anaesthetized 
culture, such a “radical form of engagement 
with the body” usually only happens when in 
pain, and that our “bodies are mostly absent 
from our attention at any given 
moment” (Smith 2007:37–38).In my practice 
of hot yoga, however, this form of bodily 
attention was cultivated and valued, 
reflecting the values of a specific sensorium.
 Such presence with oneself was also 
reflected in an enhanced, inherently 
kinaesthetic, sensory awareness of our 
breath. Pranayama, the life force of breath, 
is an essential aspect of yoga. In class, 
breathing awareness was indeed central to 
our practice, and thus our motion. We 
attended to the “inherent relation between 
the body’s inside and outside,” which 
“reveals the ways in which we inhabit space 
through our bodies” (Smith 2007:32; see also 
Persson 2007). The length of each posture 
was regularly timed in terms of cycles of 
breath. We would use our breath to “unlock 
the body,” using again the cycles of inhales 
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and exhales to create space and move into 
it. Moreover, in instructions such as 
“breathe into your body parts” or “send 
breath to...,” breathing was an imaginary 
vehicle for sensory awareness, relaxation, 
and grounding (see Kern 2012:31; Persson 
2007:47). 
 Peacefulness of the breath was also 
deeply intertwined with peaceful 
movements and peaceful thoughts—three 
interdependent, mutually-influencing, and 
cohesive factors of this hot yoga practice 
(see Ylönen 2012:41). As one teacher claimed 
in class, yoga is a body-mind-breath 
connection. Two examples from the 
literature of the senses are worth 
considering in this regard. First, such a 
body-mind-breath connection shares some 
similarities with the Anlo-Ewe people’s 
concept of seselelame (“feeling in the body, 
flesh, or skin”) described by Guerts 
(2002:180-181). Contrary to epistemological 
traditions of the West, they do not 
distinguish feelings from sensations, mind 
from the body. “Analytic categories of 
language, cognition, sensation, perception, 
culture, and embodiment”, she writes, “are 
not experienced in discrete stages at the 
phenomenal level [by Anlo-Ewe 
people]” (2002:190). Her example of the 
“kinaesthetic phenomenon” named 
lugulugu, a kind of swaying walk said to 
(have the potential to) embody one’s 
personality, demonstrates precisely how 
they do not differentiate between mind and 
body (2002:189-190). Second, Hughes-
Freeland offers a similar analysis. In her 
ethnographic study of Javanese dance 
theory, she quotes the poetic words of one 
of her collaborators who advanced that 
“dance is the shadow of the moving of your 
mind” (1997:57).This assertion is particularly 
interesting, because it appears to suggest a 
similar notion of a movement-thought, or 
body-mind, connection and mutual 
influence. Based on these two examples, we 
can notice how hot yoga, as I was taught 
during the classes I attended, is not 
idiosyncratic in its distinction from a 
Western Cartesian five-sense model 
separating mind from body. In the 
remaining section of the essay, I explore a 
personal experience furthering this point, in 

the entanglement of movement and 
stillness.

Swaying Mountains: Movement and 
Stillness

We can now return to the initial object of 
my curiosity: the apparent oxymoron 
inherent in the lumping of movement and 
stillness present in the suggestion that the 
dynamic practice of yoga can be a method 
to still the mind. Frequent instructions such 
as “move with breathing into stillness,” 
“breathe stillness,” and “don’t try to reach 
stillness; let it come to you,” cannot be 
rejected as simple counter-intuitive figures 
of speech (see Patañjali 2003). In my 
experience of hot yoga, rare have been the 
classes that went without a single 
invocation of the concept of stillness. Early 
in my fieldwork, I thoughtlessly assumed it 
referred solely to bodily stillness, for it 
would often be discussed while we 
performed certain seemingly motionless 
postures. As I grew more experienced in my 
yoga practice, however, my kinaesthetic 
awareness grew enhanced, and direct 
experience began to plant seeds of doubt in 
this assumption and the nature of stillness 
itself. 
 In one of my first classes, I was 
standing, eyes-closed, in Tadasana 
(Mountain pose; Figure 3), the last of the 
balancing postures that ended our standing 
series. Despite the stillness sought in this 
pose, I could feel my body moving. It was 
literally swaying like a boat. The weight of 
my body was shifting back and forth, side to 
side, heels to toes. The muscles of my legs 
were pulling and releasing in an attempt to 
find balance and stillness. The temptation 
was to harden my knees, but just as this 
thought crossed my mind, the teacher 
reminded us to be with the movement.
 Outside of yoga, stillness is typically 
opposed to motion. The most basic 
definition of both words, though perfectly 
circular, might be the absence of the other 
(see Bissell and Fuller 2009; Cocker 2009; 
Sharma 2009). Yet, as Murphie (2009) 
argues, the problem with this paradoxical 
co-determination might well be its attempt 
to pin them down and define them as 
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directly opposed. He suggests instead some 
ambivalence to their definition. As Bissell 
and Fuller (2009) argue, “a focus on such a 
dialectic of stasis and movement neglects 
other registers and modalities which still 
inhabits, where still emerges through other 
configurations of matter which are not 
necessarily reducible to the dialectic of 
mobility and immobility.”


Figure 3: Tadasana (Mountain pose). Standing with the 
feet together, the big toes are touching, and the heels are 
slightly apart. The muscles of the legs are firm. The 
torso is large, tall, and open, and the arms hang by its 
sides, palms oriented forward. The neck is long. As if it 
was suspended by a string attached to the crown of the 
head, the alignment of the body is straight. The jaw, 
tongue, and eyes are relaxed. The breathing is calm and 
controlled. Art by Trish Yeung.

 The stillness of a living body is a 
“dynamic equilibrium” (Feldenkrais 1981, in 
Manning 2012:44), rather than a static state. 
According to Manning, physically “standing 
still is [indeed] a metastable 
activity” (2012:43) impregnated by 
movement, or micromovements, that 
constantly correct one’s shifting balance 
(see also Murphie 2009). Life, in its simplest 
form, is thus inhospitable to frozen stillness, 
because moving is inherent to this condition 
(Abrahamsson 2009; Manning 2012; Thrift 
1996). Our bodies are transcended by an 
urge to move within and without, and our 
attempts to remain perfectly still and to 
concentrate on stopping movement 
inevitably remind ourselves, as Tomich 
suggests, “of the undeniable fact of our 
‘movability’” (2002:80; see also Murphie 
2009). In this light, my initial surprise to find 

movement in Tadasana, a pose I thought 
could be held perfectly (statically) still, 
exposed a deceptive movement/stillness 
dichotomy whose existence is sensibly not 
possible (Gray 2012:201). “Paradoxically, 
inaction bec[ame] action” (Gray 2012:204) in 
my experience.
 Yoga thus resists the perceived 
binary opposition of movement and 
stillness. In fact, it transcends most, if not 
all, sensory-related dichotomies. Persson 
writes indeed that the practice of yoga is 
imbued with a series of “dyadic experiential 
relations... [which] are not necessarily 
construed as internally 
antithetical” (2007:46) or contradictory. She 
notes how supposedly opposite terms are 
“often seen to contain or even facilitate the 
other” in a sort of “mediated 
balance” (2007:46) that may generate new 
forms of embodiment (see also Smith 
2007:40–41; Ylönen 2012:41).
 Consider, in light of the practice of 
Western hot yoga, Tomich’s (2002) 
statement as he writes about the realization 
of our inherent mobility in the context of 
acting and artistic performance workshops 
on stillness by “listening in this fashion, we 
increase our awareness of our body and 
embark on a deeper and more conscious 
exploration of its (our) potential. Eureka! We 
rediscover it. It is my belief that this is 
empowering information” (80). 
Stillness carries a propensity for deep 
awareness, a possibility to attune by 
“listening” to the (sometimes barely visible) 
movements and impulses of our bodies 
(Murphie 2009). This mode of attention to 
the body is highly valued in the practice of 
yoga, and it resonates through its specific 
way of moving and sensing (see Persson 
2007).
 At the time of my fieldwork, a 
drawing of a boy lying on a pink mat was 
circulating on social media. A speech bubble 
read “this is not lying down this is Savasana”. 
The image initially spoke to me because I 
interpreted it as a challenge to the 
reduction of Savasana (and yoga, for that 
matter) to a merely static (as in insignificant) 
physical pose. Despite its apparent 
incarnation of stillness, the pose is 
paradoxically permeated by subtle 



Student Anthropologist  |  Volume 4  |  Issue 1  |  2014 42

movement. My assumption omitted, 
however, the meditative stillness sought in 
Savasana and throughout one's practice. As 
a phenomenological ability to remain 
focused on one's sensations and feelings in 
the present, it enables an attunement to 
movements and sensations (see Persson 
2007:48–53). In light of this insight, one 
teacher’s assertion that Savasana—which 
admittedly, from an external uninformed 
point-of-view, really appears to be “just 
lying down”—is an advanced practice is 
much clearer. Such a meditative state is not 
clearly visible to the external gaze, and if 
physical “stillness,” which is inherently 
dynamic, is indeed relatively accessible in 
itself, meditative or cognitive stillness 
requires time and practice. This was not 
lying down. This was Savasana, the heart of 
my yoga practice.
 Another paradoxical angle is left 
unaddressed in the face of this analysis, 
however. If motion and stillness are 
commensurate, and if everything—and not 
just biological life—is in continuous 
movement, “how can there be 
stillness...?” (Abrahamsson 2009). In the 
context of hot yoga, however, stillness is 
more figurative, in the sense that it does not 
mean the absence of motion, even if it plays 
on the appearance of stillness and the 
embodied meanings it carries in its popular 
understanding. “Being still” simultaneously 
referred to both kinaesthetic stillness 
(controlled movement, breath), and 
emotional and cognitive stillness (controlled 
thoughts). But more importantly, “being 
still” meant to be alive. It implied a deep 
sensory awareness and recognition of our 
inherent “movability” (Tomich 2002:80).
 Manning asks: “How can we think a 
political body that resists the dichotomy 
between stillness and movement?” (2009). 
As exposed earlier, an explicit connection 
was made between the body, the mind, and 
the breath, all considered as mutually-
influencing and intermingled in the 
formation and constant becomings of 
human beings felt in motion. For Bergson 
(2005) “the body is changing form at every 
moment; or rather, there is no form, since 
form is immobile and the reality is 
movement. What is real is the continual 

change of form; form is only a snapshot view 
of a transition” (328). Massumi, inspired by 
this argument, argues that the body has an 
“incorporeal dimension” (2002:5). For it is 
continually in motion, always in passing but 
never arrested and never the same. As he 
writes, “when a body is in motion, it does 
not coincide with itself. It coincides with its 
own transition: its own variation” (2002:4). 
In this view, corporeality would only be fully 
regained upon stopping movement, if such a 
condition exists. If we similarly consider 
Stone’s exemplification of the Buddhist 
concept of impermanence through his 
reference to the pinnacle of immovability, 
then nothing is indeed ever permanent, 
concrete, or still: “mountains are actually 
walking. If you can understand that 
mountains walk, you can understand 
impermanence” (2012). Movement is 
inherent to life in its simplest form, and in 
this sense, nothing ever stays the same. 
Stillness is “always on its way to movement,” 
as Manning (2009: 43) asserts. “Posture is 
less a stopping of movement than a passing-
through” (2009: 44), and as such, it carries a 
certain potentiality. As the yogic body 
“moves as it feels, and it feels itself 
moving” (Massumi 2002:1), it cultivates a 
sensory attunement, its stillness into the 
present moment, and a potential for bigger 
change.

Conclusion 

The insights presented in this essay are but 
the tip of the iceberg of yogic sensescapes. 
In the past few decades, yoga has become 
increasingly popular in the Western world, 
and future research could investigate how 
and why yoga communities have sought and 
adopted (or adapted) yoga traditions and 
Indian philosophy. While not irrelevant, 
these questions are however beyond the 
scope of this essay, which began exploring 
and conceptualizing a different way of 
knowing the self, the fellow others, the 
environments, and the world.
 My sweaty and engaged participation 
in the rich sensory practice of a hot yoga 
community allowed me to gain some 
embodied experience of otherwise invisible 
aspects of that culture. Arguing that the 
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limited Western five-sense model based on 
a binary opposition of body/mind, which 
excludes kinaesthesia from its sensorium, 
could not represent adequately the 
experience of hot yoga practitioners, I 
worked towards a better understanding of a 
yogic way of moving and sensing. I tried to 
demonstrate how movement, breath, and 
thoughts were interconnected in my own 
practice among this community. This 
exploration ultimately provided some 
essential contextualizing elements to 
understand what had initially tickled my 
curiosity: the apparently oxymoronic 
lumping of movement and stillness in yoga 
teachers’ suggestion to “move into stillness. 
”Kinaesthetically feeling in my body, my 
sensations opened a door to a different 
understanding of stillness from the one I 
had initially assumed. This sheds light on 
the cultural construction and meaning of 
stillness in Western hot yoga. In my view, 
the embodied mutual constitution of 
movement and stillness actually constitutes 
the epitome of a larger biosocial 
configuration of a yogic way of moving and 
sensing.
 Movement was an inherent quality of 
life reflected in the poses of my practice, 
even Savasana or Tadasana. If it appears to 
be an oxymoron by the Western definition 
of the terms, in hot yoga being still did not 
mean being static. Rather, stillness passed 
by the kinaesthetic awareness of one’s 
motion, the resulting regulation of the 
breath, and the avoidance of unnecessary 
movements. It also implied a calm mind 
focusing on the present and one’s own 
sensations and feelings. Only then could 
yogis be peaceful and still in their moving 
bodies.

Notes

1. To contextualize the poses mentioned in this 
article, I have reproduced, in addition to the 
images, an approximation of the basic 
instructions I was given in class. The idea is to 
give the reader a basic sense of what the poses 
are. They are only meant as images, rather than 
certified instructions.

2. The mere numbering of the senses is, in itself, 
a culturally constructed fact. See Howes (2009) 

for three lists measuring differently the number 
of senses: a “conservative,” an “accepted,” and a 
“radical” mode of sensing.

3. I interpreted this as the result of a certain 
freedom to be creative in their teaching 
methods. While the classes I attended were all of 
the same yoga style and relied on the same 
sequence of asanas, they all took slightly 
different forms depending on the teachers, their 
personality, and their personal interests. They 
never mentioned, however, their level of 
experience in class, although their professional 
training genealogy (and own teachers—a 
fetishization that is beyond the scope of this 
article) was sometimes listed online in their 
biographies.

4. In this active, sweaty, and meditative context, 
spontaneous note-taking was not an option. My 
experiences were therefore written from 
memory, within a few hours after class. 
Throughout my fieldwork, however, memorizing 
insightful moments has proven to be difficult in 
the face of a challenging paradox. At numerous 
occasions, I felt in my body (to borrow from 
Geurts’ “feeling in the body” (2002:179)), or a 
teacher mentioned something that I immediately 
thought would be worthwhile exploring for this 
essay. Paradoxically, these reflections about my 
sensations momentarily alienated me from my 
sensory experience of the present moment, 
affecting my yoga practice, and by vicious 
circular extension, my research. The process of 
documenting my experiences has thus 
necessitated the negotiation of apparently 
contrasting options, in remembering insights, 
and staying committed and present to my yoga 
practice.

5. This is especially the case considering my 
positionality as a heterosexual male in a practice 
still dominated by female participants (see Philp 
2009).

6. The heat of the practice room was maintained 
between 34 and 38 degrees Celsius (93.2 and 
100.4 degrees Fahrenheit), with humidity 
generally ranging between 20 and 60 percent. 
While it was undeniably entangled with other 
senses in my experience, heat is not the focus of 
this article and will not be discussed at length. I 
use "hot yoga" here as a descriptor, since it was 
how the classes were presented. On the studio's 
website, the heat of the practice room was 
celebrated for its naturally calming and 
detoxifying benefits, among other aspects. It did 
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not seem to be a major point of emphasis by 
teachers during practices, however.

7. I refer to nociception here as a sense of pain.
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Authenticity and the Native Cultural Experience at Tillicum Village

Sabine  Parrish
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Abstract

Tillicum Village, a Seattle-area dinner theatre attraction, purports to present an 
authentic version of Native tradition for visitors. I argue that the cultural elements 
presented at Tillicum Village represent only a superficial authenticity, one that mixes 
from several cultures yet claims to be a cohesive whole. Tillicum Village’s claims to 
authenticity are undermined by the commodification of the self experienced by its 
theater performers, as well as the site’s deliberately heterotopic construction. The 
discrepancies between the promotion and the reality of Tillicum Village reflect the 
recent conversion to a corporate enterprise, and ultimately undermine the site’s 
educational potential. 

Keywords: Cultural tourism; indigenous representation; heterotopia

Introduction

The idea for Tillicum Village, a Seattle-area 
dinner theater attraction, came to Bill 
Hewitt, a professional caterer from Seattle, 
in 1958 when he attended his first Native 
salmon bake. Enchanted with the 
technique, he soon made cedar-cooked 
salmon a staple of his catering business 
(Hewitt 1997:3). Two years later, he 
purchased a small parcel of land on the east 
side of Blake Island, eight miles off the 
coast of Seattle, intending to build a world-
class restaurant specializing in Pacific 
Northwest Native cuisine. With Tillicum 
Village, Hewitt wanted guests to experience 
an unforgettable meal steeped in regional 
culture, and soon began incorporating 
traditional dances in order to keep visitors 
entertained and expose them to more 
aspects of Native culture. In these early 
years, Hewitt worked closely with local 

Native leaders, including his ‘great friend 
and advisor’ Joe Hillaire of the Lummi tribe 
who gifted the first three dances to 
Tillicum Village (Hewitt 1997:6). With the 
Lummi Basket Dance, Spirit of S’lahal, and 
the Dance of the Terrible Beast, the dinner 
theater aspect of Tillicum Village was born.
 In recent years, Tillicum Village has 
been host to many important corporate 
and business gatherings. In 1993, it 
welcomed then-President Bill Clinton and 
the heads of 13 Asian-Pacific nations for the 
Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation Summit 
(Egan 1993). The meeting is still 
commemorated in the Heritage Room of 
the lodge, where photographs of President 
Clinton and leaders of the Asian-Pacific 
nations hang alongside traditional cedar 
masks.  The juxtaposition of slick portraits 
representing the powerhouses of modern 
capitalism with exquisitely carved modern 
and antique Salish ceremonial masks 

RA
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perfectly illustrates how Tillicum Village 
attempts to convey a sense of cultural 
authenticity while still being a profitable 
corporate-owned tourist attraction. 
 The word ‘tillicum’ comes from 
Chinook Jargon, the regional pidgin trade 
language that arose in the 19th century, and 
is often taken to mean ‘friendly 
people’ (Caraher 2002; Tillicum Village 
2012a)1. However, Gibbs’ 1863 Chinook 
Jargon dictionary (the first formal 
dictionary for the language) does not make 
this association with friendliness, noting 
that it simply means: ‘People…those who 
are not chiefs…common or insignificant 
persons…strangers. It is also used to signify 
a tribe or band’ (Gibbs 1863:26). Thus, there 
was never any specific group of people 
named Tillicum, nor any village of that 
name that gave rise to the current Tillicum 
Village. 
 It is perhaps appropriate that Hewitt 
took this name from the trade jargon, a 
tongue that crossed many cultural 
boundaries and borrowed from a host of 
local languages as it facilitated interactions 
between regional Native populations and 
European settlers and traders. Tillicum 
Village is structured in a way that brings 
together many regional Native groups and 
the largely Euro-American visitor, though 
in a way that is much less successful than 
Chinook Jargon at fostering cultural 
exchange.
 This paper demonstrates that, 
contrary to the site’s promotion as a place 
where visitors can go to have a ‘truly 
authentic’ Native experience, Tillicum 
Village is a heterotopic and idiosyncratic 
blend of regional cultures presented as 
uniformly ‘Coast Salish’ (Tillicum Village 
2012[b]). This work is based on eight visits 
to Tillicum Village between October 2011 
and July 2012, as well as historical and 
archival research conducted at the 
University of Washington during this 
period. In addition to speaking informally 
with Tillicum Village staff, I conducted 26 
visitor interviews. 
 I begin by contextualizing the 2009 
sale of Tillicum Village to Argosy Cruises, 
and the accompanying changes at the site. 
Next, I consider the identity work that 
performers and staff at Tillicum Village 
engage in. Finally, I explore the cultural 

elements presented as authentic at Tillicum 
Village today, with particular focus on 
architecture, food, and dance. I conclude 
that Tillicum Village presents profound 
discrepancies between the images of Native 
life present at the site and the realities of 
contemporary Native experience, 
ultimately reducing its potential as a site of 
learning for visitors and a site of cultural 
expression for Native populations.

Tillicum Village Today: Sale to Argosy 
Cruises

In 2009, Mark Hewitt (son of founder Bill 
Hewitt) sold Tillicum Village to Argosy 
Cruises, a local company specializing in 
boat tours that had provided transportation 
to and from the island since Tillicum 
Village’s opening. In explaining the decision 
to sell his family’s business, Hewitt noted 
that Argosy has ‘the financial resources to 
continue operations at Tillicum and make 
necessary improvements’ (DeTore 2009). 
When the purchase arrangement was 
reached, Kevin Clark, president of Argosy, 
said that visitors would not notice any 
significant changes to the site and that the 
company’s main goal was to maintain 
Tillicum Village’s ‘character, feel and 
experience’ (Martinez 2009)2. However, the 
new, more corporate direction of Tillicum 
Village was on display in the language of 
the press release announcing the sale, as 
Argosy welcomed the attraction into their 
‘family of products’ (Argosy Cruises 2009).
 Despite Argosy’s rhetoric about 
maintaining Tillicum Village and 
consistency in the lack of official 
association with any regional tribal groups, 
there have been enormous changes in the 
years since the sale. Though Tillicum 
Village operated as normal for the first two 
seasons, planning was underway for a 
major overhaul. The break between the 
2010 and 2011 seasons provided the 
necessary time for the completion of a 
significant 1.7 million dollar site makeover 
(Vinh 2011).
 Structural changes were the first to 
take place, reflecting a more explicit 
orientation toward consumption. The 
iconic Northwest Coast-style longhouse 
was remodeled and upgraded to seat a 
higher number of people. A state-of-the-
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art projection system was installed, 
enabling Tillicum Village to better handle 
large-scale corporate gatherings and 
events. Current advertising for Tillicum 
Village reflects not just its attractiveness as 
a tourist destination, but also its role as a 
unique corporate meeting space. Finally, 
the gift shop area was remodeled and 
arranged as a commercial shop, unlike the 
Native marketplace that the previous 
incarnation of Tillicum Village evoked. 
 An important part of the Argosy 
rebranding of Tillicum Village was a shift 
from general Native culture to a focus on 
Coast Salish culture more localized to the 
Seattle area. According to the Seattle 
Times, Argosy deemed the previous dance 
show, which had been performed at 
Tillicum Village for eighteen years and 
received numerous national theater staging 
awards, ‘tired’ and ‘stale,’ in need of an 
overhaul like the rest of the attraction 
(Vinh 2011). As part of the redesign, the 
show now features more Coast Salish 
dances, and a virtual Coast Salish 
storyteller (Schuler 2011; Vinh 2011).  The 
projection system installed by Argosy to 
attract corporate clients was designed to 
serve a dual purpose: in the new show, all 
narration and two dance numbers are 
delivered pre-recorded and shown in high 
definition on the screen.  Since the 
installation of the projection system, the 
show has decreased its number of live 
dancers from eight to three per 
performance. 

Authenticity	  and	  Self-‐Commodi4ication

Authenticity in tourism is typically 
concerned with the difference between 
what is performed for visitors and what is 
lived outside the visitor’s sight. Tourists 
seeking authentic experiences want to feel 
that they have encountered ‘the real life of 
the places visited,’ and that they have 
gained unique local insight and experiences 
(MacCannell 1973:594). Though often ill-
defined even in literature focusing on 
touristic authenticity, authenticity is 
generally held to be conflated with the 
traditional aspects of a culture (Chhabra, 
Healy & Sills 2003; Wang 1999). The 
subjectivity of exactly what qualifies as 
authentic often leads tourists to accept 

what they perceive to be a ‘distinctive 
cultural experience’ as authentic, even if 
they have reservations about its deep 
authenticity (Connell 2008:72).  
 The present discourse around 
American ethnic and cultural tourism 
considers that every attraction is staged 
and manipulated for the visitor to some 
extent, yet that at many of these sites this 
staging and manipulation is consciously 
organized and enacted by the represented 
populations themselves. At Tillicum Village, 
it is the (largely white) Argosy corporate 
office that decides what will be on display 
and how. Coast Salish or other Native 
decision makers are nonexistent. Other 
cultural tourism sites are oriented toward 
an overtly educational view of culture; 
attractions like Colonial Williamsburg are 
designed as pedagogical tools for 
understanding our national cultural history 
(Stover 1989). Tillicum Village does not slide 
easily into this category either, as its school 
group packages are of secondary 
importance to its public offerings (Tillicum 
Village 2014). Tillicum Village advertises and 
sees itself as primarily a cultural experience 
that is more concerned with ‘adventure’ 
than with education (Tillicum Village 
2012b). 
 A growing body of literature (Cave 
2005; Edelheim 2005; Lanfant 1995; 
Rodriguez 1990, 2003; Ryan 2005; Smith 
2009) describes how represented 
populations engage with cultural tourism, 
often making the choice to participate and 
develop a “commodified persona” (Bunten 
2008:380). This commodification of the self 
that arises when a culture intersects with 
the global tourism industry is borne out 
through cultural representations embodied 
for tourists by members of the local 
(exotic-seeming in some way) population. 
Bunten (2008, 2010) and Rodriguez’s (1990, 
2003) work in particular details just what a 
fine line many must walk between sharing a 
commodified version of one’s identity and 
self-alienation, psychosocial dislocation, or 
estrangement from non-participating 
members of the community. In the US, 
Canada, Australia and New Zealand in 
particular, more cultural tourism 
operations than ever before are owned and 
operated by Native individuals and groups 
and orient themselves toward reconciling 
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Western-style tourism with local ethical 
principles and traditions (Bunten 2010).
 Despite the tourism industry’s 
persistent reliance on the Western 
construction of an exotic Other for the 
creation and understanding of cultural 
tourism, many Native employees in the 
tourism industry are able to reconcile 
themselves to these types of cultural 
displays. This allows them to participate in 
the economic benefits, in addition to 
subverting the ethnic stereotypes attached 
to their groups. Participation in 
contemporary cultural tourism, at least in 
the United States, appears to rarely be a 
result of coercion. Creating a personal 
connection with tourists is a way to add a 
human element to the Other, to pull aside 
the curtain of exoticism a bit. Native 
employees in the tourism industry become, 
as Bunten (2008) writes, ‘culture 
brokers’ (388). 
 A Tillicum Village employee I 
interviewed spoke to this difficulty and the 
persistent low-level unease he feels about 
working at the attraction, saying that on 
the one hand he ‘love[s] the chance to 
perform the dances [he loves] each day, 
that it’s difficult to call it work when it’s 
something [he values] so much.’ On the 
other hand, he feels that the stage at 
Tillicum Village, in front of hundreds of 
tourists eating dinner is not where the 
dances are meant to be performed, and he 
worries that they lose some of their power 
and cultural capital within his own group 
when he performs them in this context. 
Saying that if he quits, Argosy will simply 
hire another person and train them to take 
his spot, he is adamant that he would 
rather continue to perform the dances and 
make sure they are performed well than 
hand the responsibilities over to someone 
he is not sure he can trust. His thoughts are 
typical in representing the struggle 
between participation in a hegemonic 
touristic process and a desire to maintain 
and preserve tradition in a way deemed 
‘authentic’ by other members of 
represented cultures. 
 While the experiences of employees 
like this are not to be overlooked, it is also 
important to consider that only a small 
minority of Tillicum Village employees are 
Native and doing the identity-shaping work 

of cultural tourism. Argosy is diverse in its 
hiring practices, and it is notable that this 
extends to Tillicum Village where servers of 
varying backgrounds attend to the patrons. 
However, the dancers all conform to a 
stereotypical Western view of what an 
American Indian looks like (dark skin and 
dark hair), and they know the steps and 
participate in the Native dancing, lending 
the impression of an authentic American 
Indian identity. All of the 26 Tillicum Village 
visitors I interviewed were certain that all 
of the performers were American Indian, 
though this was not the case. 
 The internal conflicts experienced 
by performers in relation to their work at 
Tillicum Village speak to the difficulties of 
maintaining authenticity and cultural 
integrity in touristic representations. 
Moreover, the disconnect between visitors’ 
perceptions and the reality of performers’ 
ethnicity indicates an expectation by 
tourists of an authentic experience. The 
next two sections will detail the cultural 
juxtapositions found in the physical space 
of Tillicum Village, as well as in the dance 
performances. Like the self-
commodification of performers, these 
cultural mixtures also undermine the 
claims to authenticity made in Tillicum 
Village’s promotional materials.

The Heterotopic Village

Tillicum Village is a touristic heterotopia, a 
space ‘engineered through the artificial 
displacement and recombination of 
elements… [bewildering] because it 
combines the imagined and the tangible,’ 
and characterized through both its 
disorder and its attempts to create and 
impose an (often artificial) order (Kahn 
2011:139). Authenticity is staged to such a 
degree that Tillicum Village becomes an 
Other space, outside the daily norm of 
experiences, designed and maintained to 
present a genuine culture, yet in truth 
created through the assemblage of many 
cultural aspects from varied groups. 
 When Bill Hewitt founded Tillicum 
Village, he did so with the intention of 
representing Native cultures from Alaska to 
Oregon, and the attraction reflected this in 
its conscious and acknowledged mixture of 
the cultural elements displayed. After 
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Argosy’s purchase and overhaul of Tillicum 
Village, the Seattle Times reported the shift 
to favor local Coast Salish culture was a 
means to ‘localize the story and make it 
more relevant to the Seattle area’ (Vinh 
2011). Today Tillicum Village advertises 
itself as an ‘authentic Coast Salish Tribe 
experience,’ yet it is actually comprised of a 
carefully tailored combination of Coast 
Salish and Northwest Coast elements 
presented as a unified, single culture 
(Tillicum Village 2012c). 
 A Tillicum Village employee told me 
the following regarding the mixture of 
cultural elements at the site: 
 Part of the confusion has been the 
recent focus on Coast Salish culture. It is my 
understanding that there was some objection 
to content from some of the local tribes who 
were asked to collaborate on the new show. 
The Northwest Coast and Coast Salish 
cultures have had a sometimes contentious 
history, and they might dislike 
representation of Northwest Coast culture in 
their home territory.  I understand this in a 
way, but it is going against the original 
purpose of Tillicum Village. I was told that 
Bill Hewitt had intended Tillicum Village to 
represent both cultural groups. Most telling 
from a distance is the architecture itself.  
Tillicum Village embodies and combines two 
different styles of longhouse.  The gabled 
structure that guests see first is a Northwest 
Coast longhouse, with Coast Salish art on 
the front. The rest of the structure further 
north is more representative of what you 
would have found along the Puget Sound. 
The totem poles are almost exclusively from 
the Coast Salish art style, whereas most of 
the art found on the inner panels of the 
longhouse is still in the Northwest Coast art 
style. (November 19, 2011).
 Tillicum Village is presented to 
visitors as representative of one culture, 
yet it is a constructed culture that is not 
true to either of the main source cultures 
from which the site features are drawn.  
Coast Salish dances are performed in a 
Northwest Coast longhouse, art hung on 
the walls is a mixture from many regional 
cultures, and the longstanding differences 
and complex historical interactions 
between two distinct cultural groups are 

erased in the process. Tillicum Village 
exhibits a variety of manifestly different 
cultural elements presented as if they have 
a common logic, and the departures from 
the representation of the single culture 
they claim to show become obfuscated in 
the haze of a general, unified Native 
identity. Difference is present at every turn 
in the Tillicum Village experience, yet it is 
absent completely from the narrative that 
surrounds the attraction. It is an alternate, 
Other space, a false cultural experience 
that grabs from the most appealing parts of 
the experiences of Native cultures to create 
an alternative reality that meets the 
expectations and hopes of tourists. The 
incongruities and cracks in reality here 
often go unnoticed. 
 Take, for instance, the buffet table of 
Tillicum Village. Most items on the menu 
are incongruous with the Coast Salish 
theme, though most obviously problematic 
is the presence of wild rice. A heritage food 
and important part of culture for the 
Ojibwe people, this rice traditionally comes 
from Great Lakes region in the United 
States and Canada—nowhere near Coast 
Salish territory (LaDuke 2005). Served with 
the rice is a ‘Signature Northwest Stew,’ 
which features bison meat alongside beef 
and venison (Argosy Cruises, n.d.). The 
inclusion of bison (another non-regional 
food) ‘is clearly something the chef thought 
would appear “Native’” (Anonymous 
interview, November 19, 2011). Most visitors 
I interviewed were drawn in by the 
advertisements for the ‘famous’ salmon, 
and that was enough to meet their 
‘traditional’ food needs (Tillicum Village 
n.d.b). 
 Notable here is the exclusion of 
modernity from notions of the authentic. If 
Tillicum Village were attempting to 
represent today’s Native culture, then the 
plates, cutlery, and other features of 
mainstream American dining experiences 
encountered during the dinner would not 
be seen by visitors as a concession from 
authenticity in the name of comfort, as 
they have been integrated into 
contemporary Native practice (Connell 
2007). Without any explicit 
acknowledgement of modernity, Tillicum 
Village presents itself as existing outside of 
any particular time. The company website 
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wants you to ‘[r]emember – to the Native 
peoples this is not how salmon was cooked, 
but how it is cooked,’ yet the boat ride to 
the attraction is filled with historical 
narratives and facts and nothing to do with 
contemporary Native life (Tillicum Village 
n.d.c). Near the end of every boat ride to 
Tillicum Village, the cruise narrator makes 
sure to note that ‘Native cultures are alive 
and well,’ but the physical structuring, 
layout, and decoration of the site calls to 
mind stereotypical images of a Native past. 
This ahistorical situation represents the 
‘total breach of [man’s] traditional time’ 
characteristic of heterotopic spaces 
(Foucault 1986: 23).

Staging the Native

“The Shaman’s Odyssey,” a 23-minute dance 
show, is the highlight of the Tillicum Village 
experience, and it is here that Native 
identity is most literally performed. Staged 
daily, the show is seen by visitors as the 
most authentic portion of a trip to Tillicum 
Village. The current version of the show 
debuted in 2011 and features three live 
dancers, three virtual dancers, and a virtual 
storyteller. 
 The virtual narrator of the show is 
Roger Fernandes, a Lower Elwah S’Klallam 
storyteller who worked with Argosy during 
the overhaul to include more Coast Salish 
stories in the show.  The technology used 
for the projection during the show is so 
sophisticated that many visitors believed 
Fernandes was really there.  The dancers’ 
performances are mesmerizing to watch, 
and the consensus among my interviewees 
was that the parts of the performance with 
the live dancers was the most engaging, 
beautiful, and fascinating part of the entire 
day. Each time I went to Tillicum Village I 
was in awe of these dances, and when I 
scanned the theater I saw it filled with 
audience members paying rapt attention. 
 Though the dancers’ performances 
are powerful, the mystical presence of the 
storyteller helps sell to the audience the 
idea that this is an authentic performance. 
As a native storyteller, Fernandes is 
someone presumed to have an 
authoritative knowledge of the subject at 
hand—a subject few of the visitors have any 

experience with or knowledge of. With an 
authentic native storyteller to guide them 
through the performance, visitors feel 
comfortable assuming the performance is 
authentic too.  The hologram of Fernandes 
is designed to simultaneously evoke trust in 
an expert but also to enchant with his half-
real presence, and may be seen as 
embodying the ‘mystification designed to 
generate a sense of reality’ central to 
MacCannell’s theories on staged 
authenticity (1976:93).
 Despite the modern, technologically 
advanced projection system, at its core the 
show is three men in masks and costumes, 
performing traditional dances. While 
visitors perceived the salmon meal as 
authentic, the show is recognized as more 
authentic because, it seems ‘fundamentally 
Native’ (visitor interview, June 22, 2012). The 
dance show exists to fulfill the need of the 
visitor for an exciting, memorable, 
traditional and authentic performance. 
  The finale of the show, known as the 
Parade of Masks, is a loud and powerful 
dance.  Tourists leave the hall exhilarated 
from the performance, having just 
experienced a dance ‘unique and true to 
the Coast Salish Tribes’ (Tillicum Village 
n.d.b).  MacCannell (1976) wrote that ‘[t]he 
touristic experience that comes out of the 
tourist setting is based on inauthenticity 
and as such it is superficial when compared 
with careful study,’ an idea illustrated 
beautifully here (102).  At Tillicum Village, it 
does not even take careful study to learn 
more about this tradition presented as so 
unique to the Coast Salish—ask a dancer 
after the show, and they will tell you the 
Parade of Masks is from the 
Kwakwaka'wakw (Kwakiutl) society of 
hamatsa.  The Kwakwaka'wakw traditionally 
inhabit northern Vancouver Island and the 
surrounding mainland—they are considered 
a Northwest Coast group, not Coast Salish.  
Moreover, the inauthenticity of the dance is 
increased through the fact that ‘the 
drumming and singing doesn't go with 
those masks’ (Anonymous, personal 
communication, November 19, 2011). 
 Whether traditional and authentic 
or not, the Parade of Masks at Tillicum 
Village is still a sight to behold.  However, 
for the tourist consumption, a new 
‘synthetic arrangement’ has taken place—
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one that blurs the distinction between 
Northwest Coast and Coast Salish in an 
effort to create a memorable experience 
for tourists (Kahn 2011:149).  Dances 
specifically for tourists have developed 
wherever there is tourism in a culture that 
values dance. Miriam Kahn (2011) describes 
how in Tahiti, ‘performers now combine 
dance elements in nontraditional ways to 
keep the performances dazzling and the 
tourists happy’ (Kahn 2011:149).  This same 
process occurs at Tillicum Village—the 
tourist is satisfied with having seen the 
show that appeared just as advertised on 
the front of the flyer, as well as delighted 
with having experienced something 
authentic. For the visitors I spoke with, it 
didn’t matter if the dances weren’t really 
true or authentic, it matters that they felt 
authentic. 

Conclusion

Tillicum Village makes claims of 
authenticity, yet ultimately maintains its 
profit-oriented model that privileges the 
appealing and accessible over the 
authentic. Visitors to Tillicum Village are 
distracted from cultural inauthenticity 
during the dining and dance portion of the 
experience, dazzled and captivated by what 
is presented as authentic. The theater of 
Tillicum Village is expertly crafted, and 
gives casual visitors little reason to 
challenge or critique their experiences as 
potentially anything other than an 
appreciation of local Native culture.
 The identity work the Native 
performers do as ‘culture brokers,’ in 
addition to the confusion of visitors in 
regards to the performers’ cultural 
identities indicates a breakdown in 
authenticity. Beyond this, the spatial and 
temporal heterotopia of the site, the 
deliberate mixing of Coast Salish and 
Northwest Coast elements, falsifies the 
claims that Tillicum Village makes about 
being ‘unique and true’ to Coast Salish 
culture. Finally, the presence of Fernandes 
as both the expert and mystic authority 
figure is used as a means to sell the 
audience on the idea of an authentic 
performance.
 The discrepancies between the 
promotion and execution of Tillicum Village 

reflect the post-sale emphasis on Tillicum 
Village as a profit-driven enterprise. The 
incorporation of more Native viewpoints 
into the discussion around and operation of 
Tillicum Village could help mitigate many of 
the concerns raised by the Native 
community in relation to Tillicum Village, 
particularly in regards to fixing some of the 
most disjointed elements on display. 
Tillicum Village and Argosy have managed 
to sidestep any significant Native 
involvement in the attraction because there 
is no official tribal affiliation. Since Tillicum 
Village presents visitors with only a simple 
overview of regional Native culture, 
ensuring the little information and culture 
presented is accurate would substantially 
increase the educational value of the site. 
After all, most visitors explicitly stated that 
alongside fun, the most significant factor in 
their decision to visit Tillicum Village was a 
desire to learn more about regional culture. 
Addressing problems of inauthentic 
representation at the site would be an 
enormous contribution to Tillicum Village’s 
potential to be simultaneously a site of 
education, entertainment, and powerful 
cultural expression that could be 
appreciated and valued both by the visitors 
and the represented populations. 
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Fresh Fruit, Broken Bodies: Migrant Farmworkers in the United States. Seth Holmes. 
Berkeley: University of California Press. 2013. 234 pp.

Mounia El Kotni
State University of New York at Albany

In his award-winning ethnography (2013 
New Millennium Book Award from the 
Society for Medical Anthropology, 2013 
Anthropology of Work Book Award from the 
Society for the Anthropology of Work), 
medical anthropologist Seth Holmes 
incorporates five years of ethnographic 
work and one and a half years of 
ethnographic immersion in indigenous 
Oaxacan migrants’ lives. Holmes’ book sheds 
light on the human suffering behind the 
production of fresh fruits and vegetables in 
the United States. Building on 
anthropology’s holistic tradition, Holmes 
provides invaluable insight into the global 
mechanisms producing social inequalities. 
Holmes highlights the ways in which 
different factors perpetuate the 
reproduction of such inequalities, including 
neoliberal structural adjustment policies in 
Mexico, migration laws in the United States, 
the competition for lower prices between 
farm owners, and consumers’ growing 
demand for fresh fruits. 
 The organization of the book 
explores the role of these different 
structures, by following a group of Triquis 
migrants from the mountains of Oaxaca, 
Mexico, to the berry fields in Washington 
State, Oregon and California. The 
methodology of “critically embodied 
anthropology” (p. 44) is a guiding principle 
of the book, leading the reader from the 
experience of border crossing to the long 
days bent in the fields, the living conditions 
of the workers in labor camps, the health 
consequences they suffer, and their 
organizing for resistance and change. The 

book ends on a hopeful note, providing 
paths for social scientists and lay readers to 
act upon these inequalities. Holmes points 
out how the “continuum of 
violence” (Scheper-Huges and Bourgois 
2004) ranges from racist treatment in the 
berry fields to the workers’ encounter with 
health care providers. Each chapter of this 
ethnography ties research on the causes of 
structural violence to the consequences of 
that violence: the embodied suffering of 
migrant farmworkers. The different stages 
of the violence continuum severely damage 
the bodies of the migrants (and of the 
anthropologist). 
 Throughout this ethnography, 
Holmes critically questions the category of 
“choice” when it comes to migration, and 
provides a vivid portrayal of the 
consequences of economic reforms that 
undermine the health and living conditions 
of farmworkers. Attention to macro 
processes allows for the placement of the 
“choice” of migration into a global 
perspective: Mexico’s structural adjustment 
programs make crossing the border a risky 
choice, but perhaps not as risky as staying in 
Mexico without the means to sustain one’s 
family. Global economic reforms also affect 
farmers in the United States, where the 
competition for ever lower prices for fresh 
fruits limits their ability to increase farm 
workers’ salaries, and workers’ health 
deteriorates quickly from long hours 
bending in the fields and poor living 
conditions. The migrants’ bodies become 
reflections of the discrimination they suffer 
on a daily basis because of their structural 
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position in the global economy and on the 
farm. Revisiting the concepts of symbolic 
and structural violence (Bourdieu 1994, 
Farmer 1997), Holmes shows how racial and 
economic inequalities reinforce each other, 
making it difficult to pinpoint a single cause 
of the farmworkers’ suffering. The farm 
managers cannot take all the blame for 
creating the cycle of suffering, but could 
improve some of their workers’ living 
conditions. Similarly, every one of us has a 
part to play to end the violence continuum 
behind our fresh groceries. 
 One of the important contributions 
of this ethnography is the coupling of a 
strong theoretical background in the service 
of engaged or public anthropology. Holmes 
uses the tools developed by anthropology to 
bring the physical effects of structural 
violence to the forefront, and to describe 
the process of naturalization that renders 
those effects invisible. By interrogating 
different actors involved in the process, 
Holmes reminds the reader that “position, 
perspective, and context are always involved 
in the production of knowledge” (2013: 200). 
As an engaged anthropologist, Holmes 
provides his readers with theoretical and 
practical tools for transformation. This 
research brings forward how theories on 
social reproduction (Bourdieu 1994) also 
create spaces for change. The author 
suggests possibilities of change in regards to 
the word “farmworker”, which echoes the 
racist and classist stratification on the farm, 
between manual migrant workers 
(farmworkers) and their supervisors. Social 
scientists can raise awareness at a national 
level so that “health reform legislation … be 
broadened to include structurally vulnerable 
populations, such as migrants” (2013: 26). 
 An attention to methods permeates 
Holmes’ ethnography and will be 
particularly useful for graduate students 
preparing to conduct fieldwork or for 
undergraduates learning about 
ethnographic methods for the first time. 
The subtitle of the Appendix, “Or, Why This 

Book Has No Methods Section” is misleading 
- both undergraduate and graduate 
students will be particularly interested in 
the methods developed by Holmes, an 
extreme form of participant-observation, 
where the body of the anthropologist is 
used as a primary source. This personal 
experience adds on to the classic methods 
of interviewing a wide range of actors 
(farmworkers, management, health workers, 
border patrols), and offers insight on a 
broad spectrum of opinion and experiences. 
 As powerful as Holmes’ analysis is, 
the book lacks some historical 
contextualization. The link between global 
politics and the migration of Triqui people 
to the United States might not be so evident 
for readers unfamiliar with neoliberal free 
trade agreements such as NAFTA. An 
introduction to neoliberal politics might be 
necessary for Fresh Fruit, Broken Bodies, and 
would make Holmes’ argument about the 
violence of forced migration more 
compelling. 
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Deep China: The Moral Life of the Person: What Anthropology and Psychiatry Tell Us 
about China Today. Arthur Kleinman, Yunxiang Yan, Jing Jun, Sing Lee, Everett 

Zhang, Pan Tianshu, Wu Fei, and Guo Jinhua, eds. Berkeley: University of 
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Gil Hizi
University of Sydney

The 2011 book Deep China: The Moral Life of 
the Person directs our gaze to “morality” in 
the context of contemporary China. The 
dramatic socioeconomic shifts that the 
Chinese society is undergoing in the post-
Maoist era are producing new moral 
uncertainties, some embodied in the 
everyday life of ordinary citizens, some 
unraveling by cases of corruption, illness 
and social exclusion. While Deep China sets 
understanding on “how Chinese themselves 
see where China is headed, understand who 
they are, and prioritize what is at stake in 
their lives” (p. 2) as its principle objective, its 
primary focus is on the “extreme,” i.e. 
domains that magnify moral dilemmas to 
the highest valence. What distinguishes this 
book from other essays that examine the 
modern Chinese experience is its 
application of medical anthropology and 
ethnopsychiatry as its main languages of 
inquiry.
 Although Deep China presents a 
collection of essays, written by different 
scholars, it offers an impressive cohesion 
between the chapters. All participating 
researchers are past students or 
postgraduate fellows of Prof. Arthur 
Kleinman at Harvard University. Thus, they 
are invested in common academic 
explorations and have compiled this book 
collectively. This allows the reader to follow 
a continuous thread from one article to the 

next. At the same time, it implies that the 
authors stem from a common academic 
framework, which adopts a certain 
viewpoint on Chinese society.
 The chapters by Yan Yunxiang and 
Everett Zhang are perhaps the most 
profound accounts in this book. They rely 
on long-term research and consider 
multiple arguments that could be applied on 
their data. Yan’s “The Changing Moral 
Landscape” explores themes such as 
transformations in the value of filial piety 
(xiao), a shift from the ideal of “self sacrifice” 
to individual “self development” and the lack 
of moral authority in the lives of many 
Chinese. In “China’s Sexual Revolution,” 
Zhang provides an extensive discussion of 
the changing sociopolitical constructions of 
meanings attached to social, individual, and 
bodily phenomena, specifically sexual 
intercourse. The birth control policy of the 
early 1980s has led to the promotion of 
contraception and improved the moral 
status of abortion. This has resulted in the 
decoupling of sexual intercourse from 
procreation. In recent years “sex” in China 
has further extended its moral grasp beyond 
the realm of conjugal and romantic 
relationships. Both Yan and Zhang cover 
large time-scales in modern China, which 
are saturated with structural 
transformations. While this limits the 
authors’ capacity to offer a high-resolution 
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description of individual phenomenology, 
they nevertheless succeed in delineating 
how residents reconfigure “morality” in 
correspondence to sociopolitical 
developments.
 Unlike the accounts by Yan and 
Zhang, most chapters in the book delve into 
the terrain of “social suffering.” HIV, 
depression, suicide and social stigmas are 
among the burning issues these articles 
discuss. These phenomena, as the chapters 
imply, should not be seen as isolated from 
the routine life of Chinese society. However, 
as the authors direct their discussions to 
alarming outcomes, they tend to draw a 
conceptual link between “suffering,” “moral 
experience” and “contemporary Chinese 
society.” This risks viewing Chinese society 
as a whole as morally polluted. 
 In general, an approach that extends 
between medical anthropology and 
ethnopsychiatry can offer a double-edged 
advantage: It fuels the resourcefulness of 
therapeutic services in accord with 
sociocultural conditions while, on the other 
hand, it contributes to anthropological 
knowledge, as we learn about society 
through a medical lens (Devereux 1969:1). 
Arthur Kleinman’s (1980) observations in the 
late 1970s on the tendency of Chinese 
patients to somatize distress (i.e. experience 
burdens as bodily, rather than mental, 
phenomena) is a striking example of the 
potential of this discipline in understanding 
how self-perception negotiates with 
sociocultural conceptions amid a medical 
environment. Applying a similar prism to 
link between social crises, sociopolitical 
conditions, everyday life and the individual 
psyche is, nonetheless, a much more 
aspirational enterprise. Dealing with a vast 
entity as “China” makes this yet an even 
riskier task. 
 When Wu Fei, for example, states in 
“Suicide, a Modern Problem in China” that 
“suicide can tell us about strained familial 
bonds and other experimental effects of 
modernization for ordinary Chinese” (p. 216), 
readers should keep in mind that despite 
alarming statistics, there is no concrete 
evidence that suicide rates are or have been 

rising in the reform era  (for example see 
Phillips et al. 1999:25-27, on the problems in 
assessing long-term changes in suicide 
rates in China). When Sing Lee, in his 
chapter “Depression: Coming of Age in 
China,” refers to surveys about happiness of 
Chinese residents or argues that capitalism 
“breeds depression and a cluster of other 
health problems such as alcoholism, drug 
addiction…” (p. 207), he doesn’t fully 
question the diagnosis ascribed by medical 
institutions. Perhaps we cannot expect that 
psychiatrists who write ethnographies 
completely deconstruct the mental health 
disciplines that they identify with to a 
certain degree. Attenuating the critique of 
medical discourses in this case, however, 
brings upon a risk of pathologizing “Chinese 
experience” and assuming that medical 
terminology (whether it stems from 
Western or local medical knowledge) can 
suffice to reflect social 
complexities.
 China is a rich field for the study of 
morality, due to the dynamic and often 
turbulent transformations that extend to 
the “everyday” and the mental life of almost 
every mainland Chinese. Conflicts between 
“modernity” and “tradition” are certainly 
phenomena of great research potential. Yet, 
when one considers endemic values as an 
underlying cause for problems, the account 
might convey cultural essentialism. In 
recent years, anthropologists of China have 
even refrained from labeling social practices 
as Confucian, cautiously avoiding the 
engagement in “Orientalist” representations 
(Kipnis 2011:16). In light of this, Arthur 
Kleinman’s assertion in the chapter on 
“social stigma” that in China “an individual 
who is considered unable to fulfill this social 
obligation (engagement in interpersonal 
exchange relationships and maintaining a 
social status) will be seen as a 
nonperson” (p. 243) is a surprising retreat to 
timeless cultural criteria (Kleinman relates 
this idea to the ancient Confucian concept 
of “becoming a person,” zuoren). He adds 
that “stigma appears to be stronger where 
there is an absence of programs and 
practices that enshrine humanitarian ethics 
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and human rights” (p. 258). I doubt if this 
argument could evade the critical eye of the 
scholar, who has criticized media 
representations and humanitarian projects, 
warning that “the authorization of action 
through an appeal for foreign aid, even 
foreign intervention, begins with an 
evocation of indigenous absence, an erasure 
of local voices and acts” (Kleinman 1996:7). 
The fact that anthropology does not erase 
local voices altogether does not make it 
necessarily immune to similar criticisms.
 Overall Deep China does offer an 
impressive outlook on an intriguing 
scholarly domain through a lens that was 
previously applied quite sporadically. It puts 
the individual experience, rather than the 
Chinese political system, in the center of its 
gaze, reminding us of the burden that 
ordinary people carry when embodying 
modernization. Students and readers who 
are familiar with the anthropology of China 
are likely to draw meaningful insights, and 
may add their critical approach in 
discussions where the authors do so in a 
minor key. Students who regard this book as 
an initial encounter with contemporary 
Chinese society could have their curiosity 
enlivened by the interesting accounts, while 
keeping in mind the manners by which the 
authors’ specific disciplinary dispositions 
may shape some of the arguments that 
prevail in this text. 
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Merchants, Markets, and Exchange in the Pre-Columbian World. Kenneth G. Hirth 
and Joanne Pillsbury, eds. Washington, D.C.: Dumbarton Oaks. 2013. 472 pp. 

Rachel A. Horowitz
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This volume consists of 18 chapters focusing 
on economies in state-level societies across 
the pre-Columbian world, specifically 
Central Mexico, the Maya area, and the 
Central Andes. It brings together scholars 
specializing in each of these areas to 
address the diversity of economic systems. 
As a whole, the volume challenges ideas 
concerning the lack of markets in Pre-
Columbian societies which have been deeply 
embedded in archaeological studies since 
the work of Karl Polyani in the 1940s and 
1950s which suggested markets did not exist 
in the ancient world. The geographic, 
methodological, and temporal breadth of 
this volume make it an important 
contribution to economic studies and an 
excellent resource for anyone studying 
ancient or modern economies.  In addition 
to an introduction (Hirth and Pillsbury) and 
summary (Isaacs), this volume contains five 
chapters about Central Mexico, four on the 
Maya, and seven about the Andes. This 
review examines the chapters within their 
geographic focus.  
 The Central Mexico chapters focus 
primarily on the Aztecs. Two of the chapters 
(Nichols, Gutiérrez) discuss the Aztecs, one 
the economy of Teotihuacan (Carballo), and 
the remaining two are theoretical papers 
applied to Central Mexican examples and 
themes (Blanton, Hirth). The Aztec chapters 
are complementary as they discuss different 
aspects of the Aztec economy. Nichols 
examines the Aztec economy from outside 
the core area, while Gutiérrez examines 
Aztec tribute and the effect of tribute on 
production and economic organization.  

 The most intriguing paper in this 
section was Carballo’s paper examining the 
economic organization of Teotihuacan. 
Although much archaeological research has 
been performed at the site, little knowledge 
of its political or economic structure is 
known. Carballo’s chapter brings together 
previous investigations of craft production 
at Teotihuacan to discuss the production 
and distribution of four commodities 
(obsidian, lime, cotton, and export 
ceramics). Carballo emphasizes the 
heterogeneity of the economy at 
Teotihuacan; each of the commodities 
discussed was produced and distributed 
through different economic mechanisms 
with varying levels of state control.    
 Discussing obsidian production at 
Teotihuacan is a difficult task due to the 
controversy concerning the number of 
production areas and their importance in 
the economic and political structures of 
Teotihuacan (e.g. Clark 1986; Spence 1967). 
Carballo focuses on differences in the 
procurement of obsidian for the production 
of ritual versus utilitarian commodities 
concluding that the acquisition of raw 
material for ritual production was state-
controlled, while that for domestic 
production was not. Still, information on the 
use of different sources in the production of 
varying types of tools would further support 
his argument. Lithics experts have long 
understood that certain raw material 
sources were favored for the production of 
specific types of goods (see Andrefsky 1994). 
Spence (1967) argues that, at Teotihuacan, 
Pachuca obsidian was used for core-blade 
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technology while bifaces were produced 
with Ucareo obsidian. The effect of 
differences in raw material preference for 
different tasks could influence raw material 
acquisition and its control. A more nuanced 
discussion of raw material preferences and 
their effect on the economic organization of 
these materials would strengthen the 
discussion of obsidian production at 
Teotihuacan.  
 The four Maya chapters (Tokovinine 
and Beliaev, Masson and Freidel, McAnany, 
Kovacevich) complement each other 
through their discussions of disparate but 
related economic phenomena. As a whole, 
these chapters emphasize the complex and 
varied nature of the ancient Maya economy. 
McAnany emphasizes elite economies 
through an examination of status good 
production at royal courts. Masson and 
Freidel, on the other hand, focus on 
commodities utilized by all peoples, 
particularly non-elite individuals. 
Kovacevich bridges the gap between these 
two papers by examining jade production, 
performed by both elites and non-elites 
depending on the production stage.  She 
uses jade production to emphasize the 
complex nature of economic systems. 
Tokovinine and Beliaev add an iconographic 
perspective, focusing on evidence of 
markets and market exchange in Maya texts 
and iconography. These four chapters 
provide a well-rounded over-view of some 
of the major issues in Maya economic 
studies today including the types of 
economic systems that operated and the 
role of elite and non-elites in these 
economic systems (see McAnany 2010). 
 The remaining seven chapters 
address the Andes. These chapters are a 
particularly important contribution because 
of the deep-seated opinion that market 
economies did not exist in the Inca empire, 
and by extension, the rest of the Andes. 
These ideas have their origins with Polyani 
and John Murra (1972) who proposed that 
embedded economies were the norm in 
Andean societies. These papers aim to 
examine that idea from a critical viewpoint; 
that is to examine each case individually 
rather than making broad generalizations. 

Three of these chapters (Dillehey, Mayer, 
Nielsen) cover a wide temporal span, 
focusing on temporal variation in economic 
practices. The remainder of the papers 
focus on Chavin (Burger), Tiwanaku 
(Goldstein), the Inca (Stanish and Cobean), 
and Chan Chan and Ecuador (Topic). The 
temporal and spatial variation provides an 
interesting cross-section of economic 
practices across the Andes. These papers all 
emphasize that economic organization must 
be evaluated using archaeological, 
ethnohistoric, and/or ethnographic 
evidence. Goldstein, for instance, examines 
economic practices at Tiwanaku and finds 
that they indicate an embedded, nonmarket 
economy, supporting colonial period 
sources which failed to identify markets in 
the region. Alternatively, Stanish and 
Cobean identify barter markets in pre-Inca 
and Inca times when markets were thought 
not to exist.   
 An important contribution of Stanish 
and Cobean’s chapter is the suggestion that 
the exchange of utilitarian goods was not a 
focus of Spanish examination and writings, 
so extant ethnohistorical sources might not 
explain all economic practices. 
Ethnohistorical sources discussing the Inca 
(e.g. Garcilosa de la Vega and Guaman Poma) 
do not mention market exchange, in 
contrast with Aztec ethnohistories (e.g. 
Bernal Diaz de Castillo and Sahagun), which 
include extensive descriptions of market 
activities. Stanish and Cobean present 
evidence from contact-period dictionaries, 
histories, and indigenous accounts to argue 
that the Inca concept of markets differed 
from that of the Spanish and thus was not 
understood as such. This approach to 
ethnohistorical documents provides an 
important way to critically examine these 
documents. However, Stanish and Cobean 
do not provide any archaeological evidence 
for markets in Inca or pre-Inca times. The 
presence of archaeological, or other pre-
contact era sources of information, would 
strengthen their arguments, particularly as 
they aim to project the presence of barter 
markets back in time before Spanish 
contact. The quantity of archaeological 
evidence for state-controlled economies 
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among the Inca, rather than for markets, is a 
major factor in the identification of Inca 
economic practices as state-controlled 
(Covey 2008).  
 This volume is an excellent 
contribution to our understanding of Pre-
Columbian economic systems. The volume, 
while an excellent overview and summary, 
balances that aspect with the presentation 
of new information concerning each of the 
three world areas discussed. This volume 
also provides wide temporal and spatial 
coverage and an overview of methodologies, 
theories, and mechanisms with which to 
study ancient economies.   
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Markets of Sorrow, Labors of Faith: New Orleans in the Wake of Katrina. Vincanne 
Adams. Durham: Duke University Press, 2013. 228 pp. 

Saira Mehmood
Southern Methodist Univeristy

In Markets of Sorrow, Labors of Faith, 
Vincanne Adams discusses the rebuilding 
process in New Orleans after Hurricane 
Katrina breached the levees in 2005. Adams 
does not focus on the hurricane itself in the 
book but concentrates on the privatization 
of public social services and how this has 
affected the recovery process. Adams 
argues that many government policies failed 
residents of New Orleans during the 
recovery process, while companies that the 
government subcontracted to during the 
rescue-and-relief process made vast profits. 
On the other hand, the response from 
charities, grass-root NGOs, and faith-based 
organizations was overwhelming, but this 
volunteer recovery movement in itself 
represented a critique of the failure of the 
government programs and subcontracted 
companies. The resulting paradox is that the 
same for-profit subcontracted companies 
exploited these charities, manufacturing 
additional profit from the disaster.
 Adams attempts to describe the 
long-term recovery process in New Orleans, 
conducting fieldwork with several research 
assistants during a four-year period from 
2007 to 2011. Her research included visits to 
New Orleans with family and friends, 
participating in the volunteer cleanup and 
rebuilding efforts, thus gaining firsthand 
experience of the process she set out to 
study. In addition, Adams and her research 
assistants conducted formal interviews with 
163 residents of New Orleans, which provide 
rich, personal accounts of how government 
policies affected residents from various 

neighborhoods and backgrounds. The 
stories from residents, focusing on struggles 
to rebuild homes and lives, form the heart of 
the book and effectively illustrate how 
macro-level policies affected families at the 
individual level. It becomes clear from these 
stories that Katrina is an ongoing disaster, 
and the recovery process has caused 
additional suffering. Some of these stories 
describe physical and emotional suffering 
that are difficult to bear but are necessary 
to understand the central argument of the 
book.
 At the theoretical level, however, the 
book fails to clearly define some of the 
terms it relies heavily on. For example, 
Adams discusses neoliberal capitalism but 
does not provide her own definition of what 
it is. This may be an intentional strategy by 
the author to allow readers to formulate 
their own ideas of what neoliberalism is or 
how it may evolve. The definition has been 
debated, and Adams argues that post-
Katrina New Orleans is not simply an 
example of a declining welfare state or the 
rise of crony capitalism. Instead, post-
Katrina New Orleans is an example of a new 
affect economy, where the lines between 
public-sector interests and private-sector 
opportunities often became blurred. 
 The author’s use of disaster 
capitalism, the ability to profit from human 
calamity, is better demonstrated throughout 
the ethnography. Borrowing the notion from 
Naomi Klein (2007), disaster capitalism has 
already been used in studies of other post-
Katrina recovery analyses in New Orleans 
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(Perez and Cannella 2011). Adams traces the 
policies of several failed programs that were 
meant to help residents, such as Road Home 
and the Small Business Administration. She 
discusses how these programs left residents 
feeling abandoned years after Hurricane 
Katrina, and how specific for-profit 
companies funneled resources—connecting 
the dynamics of how this occurred 
throughout the book. 
 Unlike popular media that often 
romanticize New Orleans with Mardi Gras, 
Bourbon Street, and the French Quarter, 
Adams does not try to assert how New 
Orleans is unique from other American 
cities. Instead, she argues how New Orleans 
is and could be like other cities in the U.S. if 
a similar crisis from a disaster and 
capitalistic recovery process occurred 
elsewhere. Although Adams does not spend 
four consecutive years in New Orleans for 
this study, and at times the reader wonders 
how present she actually was in New 
Orleans, through the notes of her research 
assistants and her frequent trips to the city, 
she is successful in providing an emic 
standpoint of the recovery process through 
the lens of local residents. This point is 
illustrated through her notion of Katrina 
fatigue. A few years after the hurricane, 
news media and outsiders became tired of 
hearing about and focusing on Katrina 
recovery. Both the New Orleans Saints 
Super Bowl victory in 2010 and the BP 
Deepwater Horizon oil spill off the Gulf 
Coast the same year shifted focus away 
from Katrina recovery, while residents of 
New Orleans were becoming tired of 

fighting the problems that surfaced with the 
recovery process. Katrina fatigue 
demonstrates how a calamity of this 
magnitude can temporarily fade away from 
memory, but will eventually return in the 
lives of the residents affected by it, as well 
as through the mediums of books, movies, 
and documentaries.
 Markets of Sorrow, Labors of Faith 
would complement readings for upper level 
undergraduate students and graduate 
students taking courses in economic 
anthropology, disaster studies, and urban 
anthropology. The writing is clear, and the 
organization of the book allows the reader 
to follow the central argument. The main 
points in the book offer stimulating topics 
for students on methods and theory, whilst 
also provoking discussion on the meaning of 
disaster and how disaster relief should 
occur. 
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Differentiating Development: Beyond an Anthropology of Critique. Thomas Yarrow 
and Soumhya Vanketasan, eds. New York: Bergahn Books, 2012. 248 pp. 

Abigail Muscat
Durham University 

Differentiating Development is a collection 
of essays and reflections on the changing 
relationship between anthropology and 
development. The authors’ and editors’ 
primary aim is to continue Gardner and 
Lewis’ (1996) project of debunking the 
postmodern or post-structuralist critique of 
development, arguing that the critique has 
exhausted itself and revealed itself as 
“mostly an intellectual exercise” (p. 25) that 
has done little to ameliorate the material 
realities of the poor. The editors, Yarrow 
and Vanketasan, acknowledge in the 
introduction that while so-called “post-
development” critiques typical of authors 
such as Escobar (1995) and Ferguson (1990) 
have been not only fruitful but also 
necessary, such critiques have reached an 
impasse. It is now necessary not only to 
provide a counter critique but also to find 
ways of enacting an anthropology of 
development or rather “an anthropology in 
development” (p. 34). The book is divided in 
five sections: “Anthropology and 
Development Reconsidered” which 
addresses previous critiques of 
development, “Enacting Development” 
which specifically deals with development 
as praxis and “Doing and Knowing” which 
leads on from the previous section and deals 
with the production of development 
knowledge and its dissemination in practice. 
Other sections include “The Promise of 
Progress” and “Forms and Effects,” each 
dealing with classical themes in the 
anthropology of development, such as the 
relation between action and knowledge and 
the idea and promise of “progress.” There 

are three chapters in each section, and 
every third chapter is an intersection, that 
is, a short reflection upon the previous two 
more substantive and ethnographically 
based chapters. 
 The editors draw interesting parallels 
between anthropology and development, 
arguing that the two are implicated in the 
same sorts of moral relations with the same 
morally implicated historical baggage. The 
editors emphasize that the volume is 
focused on understanding anthropology and 
development practices in the same terms, as 
opposed to looking at development and 
anthropology as two opposed sets of 
practices, as well as on comparing the 
possible relations between their different 
maneuvers and production of knowledge. In 
fact, that this volume is very much about 
relation is evident through the emphasis on 
relationships between anthropologists and 
the various groups implicated in 
development rather than the relation 
between anthropology and development. 
This approach rests on the fundamental 
idea that development, like anthropology, is 
multiple; as such this constitutes one of the 
many reasons given why post-development 
critique is inadequate, since it hinges upon 
the idea of development as monolithic. In 
many ways this volume addresses the need 
for a hopeful space in development 
literature. While the editors recognize that 
to ignore the post-development critics 
would be “churlish” (p. 17), they frame 
Differentiating Development as a way 
forward for all anthropologists either 
working in development or hoping to enact 
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some beneficial change for the poor and 
disenfranchised.
 Chapter 1 by John Friedman 
addresses the Epupa project in Namibia’s 
Kaokoland. He uses an internal dispute 
between two historically warring factions to 
argue that context trumps (post-
structuralist) text. In other words, the 
setting that development workers often find 
themselves in is not uniformly shaped by the 
post-colonial discourse, but can also shaped 
by social agents themselves. Friedman’s 
chapter on post-structuralism, while a 
relatively textbook consideration of the 
classical anthropology concerns of agency 
versus structure set in new terms, sets the 
tone for most of the volume. Nevertheless, 
the thematic unoriginality of the chapter, 
which repeats older criticisms, renders it 
the weakest chapter in a collection 
concerned with covering new ground for 
the anthropology of development.
 More often than not, the short 
intersections add more to the discussion 
than the chapters themselves. In this vein, 
Veena Das’ intersection, a theoretical piece 
discussing representation via Donna 
Haraway, Nietzsche and Foucault, adds a 
great deal to Friedman’s chapter by 
contextualizing poststructuralist theoretical 
thought. Another excellent intersection is 
that by Annemarie Mol, who outlines a very 
clear and practical direction for 
anthropological knowledge of development, 
looking at the directions in which 
knowledge moves and for whose benefit. 
She provides a set of practical suggestions 
that go beyond ideas of giving back to the 
people through social research, arguing that 
such ideas can be as inaccessible as 
developmental policies. She therefore 
suggests translating knowledges of the 
powerful in “interesting and compelling 
formats in the village” (p. 104) as opposed to 
translating indigenous cultures to largely 
Western audiences. Mol’s suggestions give 
constructive and prescriptive weight to the 
more distinctly analytical chapters by Kelly 
and by Jansen and Winthereik. Jansen and 
Winterheik discuss emerging notions of 
partnership in development, specifically by 
looking at the of the Danish Development 
Council in Vietnam, while Kelly looks at 

similar notions in the context of the UK’s 
Medical Research Council projects in 
Gambia. Both chapters fall short of explicitly 
suggesting exactly what this new 
development could possibly mean, 
especially in terms of the now ubiquitous 
notions of participation and partnership in 
development. 
 Other themes of the volume include 
examinations of Marilyn Strathern’s relation 
in terms of development (Chapter 3), the 
notion of the gift in development (Chapter 
10), as well as the implicated positions that 
anthropologists often enter into when 
conducting developmental fieldwork 
(Chapter 7). Jimenez, who writes the final 
intersection chapter, successfully manages 
to straddle the complexities of development 
politics with a discussion of justice theorists 
from Aristotle to Rawls. Jimenez’s argument 
is that philosophers and political theorists 
have always imagined justice in terms of the 
balancing of form, that is, the filling of the 
gap between reality and reason.
 While there are some weaknesses 
within the volume, such as the intellectual 
inaccessibility of some of the more abstract 
intersections (notably Chapters 3 and 15) for 
readers more interested in practical ways 
forward, or the thematic insularity of the 
more policy oriented chapters for readers 
more interested in wider issues in 
development and anthropology (Chapter 2), 
Differentiating Development largely 
succeeds at opening up spaces for hope for 
the future of development.
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Ties that Bind: Cultural Identity, Class, and Law in Vietnam’s Labor Resistance. 
Tran Ngoc Angie. Ithaca, NY: Cornell Southeast Asia Program Publications, 

2013, 340 pp. 
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Recent political-economic theories 
contradict the stereotype that vulnerable or 
powerless populations lack power and 
agency, arguing instead that groups are 
agentive to different extents (Comaroff and 
Comaroff 1991; Scott 1985; Sewell 2005). 
Tran Ngoc Angie’s most recent book, Ties 
That Bind: Cultural Identity, Class, and Law 
in Vietnam’s Labor Resistance fits well into 
this literature. Combining archival research 
and ethnographic methods in a 
comprehensive analysis of Vietnam’s labor 
resistance over the past century, she 
demonstrates the development of class 
mobilization and political protest among 
Vietnamese workers.  
 Beginning with peasant and migrant 
workers’ protests during the French colonial 
period (1880-1954), Angie shows how 
workers developed productive political 
relationships used to later defy colonial 
corporations. Discussing protests in the 
Republic of Vietnam and labor activism in 
foreign invested factories and companies, 
Angie shows mobilized workers utilizing 
laws to protect workers’ interests. This 
comprehensive research shows similar 
styles of protests building on successful 
methods and achievements over a century 
of tumultuous governments and politics, 
which is valuable for students studying the 
development of economic and political 
demonstrations over long periods.   
 Angie argues that members of the 
working class developed productive 
relationships inside and outside the 

workplace. In times of crisis, these bonds 
developed into “class moments” where 
workers developed class consciousness, 
which led to specific types of protests: 
Marxian and Polanyian. A Marxian struggle 
is based on class differences, while a Polanyi 
struggle is based on preserving social 
substances from a capitalist society. These 
differentiations are significant because they 
indicate changing foundations of protests: 
workers drew on class consciousness rather 
than ethnic or religious foundations for 
protests. These workers relied on Marxian-
styled protests to preserve the class 
consciousness that they had developed, and 
on Polanyian-styled protests to preserve 
social substances they believed were legally 
theirs. These styles had both immediate and 
future consequences for Vietnamese 
workers. Because foundational distinctions 
between types of protests are important to 
resistance and protest research, this book 
could be used in courses teaching these two 
types of protests. This book shows how 
these protests were developed and 
executed in Vietnam, but also shows their 
practical and theoretical outcomes.
 Angie also illustrates the evolution of 
the use of law in workers’ protests as class 
consciousness developed and protests 
became more sophisticated. She shows that 
initial protests were comparatively 
disorganized and relied on basic methods of 
resistance, including foot-dragging, 
desertion, squatting, and sabotaging means 
of production. Within a couple of decades, 
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economic protests became more 
sophisticated and had a political emphasis 
as protesters demanded legal rights and 
appealed to the laws of colonial and 
Vietnamese governments. This book further 
shows how protests can evolve from 
scattered demonstrations to elaborate legal 
remonstrations over a century, in spite of 
political upheaval and war. While Angie does 
not directly cite Sewell, this book 
emphasizes the interplay between workers’ 
knowledge and agency, which resonate with 
Sewell’s concepts in Logics of History (2005). 
Sewell argues that people assert agency and 
make alterations to structures through their 
knowledge of resources and schemas. In 
parallel fashion, Angie emphasized workers’ 
knowledge and use of resources (in this 
case, the law) that allow them to change the 
law and protect themselves and their 
interests. 
 This book’s thorough methodology 
leads to a comprehensive analysis. Each 
chapter is dedicated to different political 
periods, with the author first presenting 
necessary historical detail and then 
analyzing historical government documents, 
letters, news articles and personal 
narratives regarding the incident. Angie 
analyzes comprehensive data that gives a 
fuller picture of the factors contributing to 
each resistance movement. However, this 
book takes narrative data at face-value—a 
problematic methodological approach since 
narratives often reflect current political 
circumstances and can be used by narrators 
to reshape the way people see the past 
(Tapp 2002). Recognizing the abilities and 
limitations of narratives as data would have 
put this data into fair context. 

 Angie makes theories of resistance 
accessible to students and newcomers to 
this field. This book provides solid 
ethnographic, historical research. The 
author incorporates relevant political-
economic theories, and makes a unique 
contribution by applying Marxian and 
Polyanian resistance types to Vietnamese 
workers’ protests. This book could be used 
in contemporary theory or political-
economy courses, as well as in courses on 
the anthropology of protest and resistance. 
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The Security Archipelago: Human-Security States, Sexuality Politics and the End of 
Neoliberalism. Paul Amar. Durham: Duke University Press, 2013. 328 pp.

Spaces Between Us: Queer Settler Colonialism and Indigenous Decolonization. Scott 
Lauria Morgensen. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2011. 336 pp.

Joseph Jay Sosa
            University of Chicago

Queer anthropology is expanding its 
conceptual frameworks to link analyses of 
sexual life to critiques of state power. 
Ethnographies working at this intersection 
have often privileged either broad 
biopolitical logics (where state regulation 
diminishes certain sexual practices and 
personae so that others might flourish) or a 
healthy anti-neoliberal cynicism (globalized 
gay discourses proliferate around 
recognition politics and consumer-citizen 
practices). Two recent books challenge 
queer anthropology to rethink its political 
attachments and offer new approaches to 
sex and the state. Scott Morgensen's Spaces 
Between Us places settler colonialism -- the 
ongoing occupation of native land and 
sovereignty -- at the center of non-Native 
U.S. sexuality and white gay male identity in 
particular. Paul Amar's The Security 
Archipelago examines urbanizing projects in 
Cairo and Rio de Janeiro that deploy military 
forces as agents of humanitarian 
intervention and sexual-moral policing. 
These books do more than apply the 
scrutiny of settler colonial analysis and 
human security critique to their 
ethnographies of sexual minorities. In their 
attention to the interstitial ethnographic 
locations (the archipelago, spaces between), 
Morgensen and Amar engage anti-colonial, 
global South and indigenous politics in ways 
that provide new directions for queer and 
feminist anthropology and anthropologies 
of the state.  

 As the title of his book suggests, 
Morgensen's ethnography of queer politics 
and settler colonialism centers on the 
spaces between indigenous North American 
gender erotics and settler sexuality that 
animate these two positions. Morgensen 
draws on Jasbir Puar's foundational work on 
homonationalism, where she demonstrated 
how U.S. and European state tolerance of 
gay sexuality domestically was reworked to 
justify anti-Muslim and neo-imperialist 
foreign policies (Puar 2007). Puar focused on 
the sexual stigmatization of broad 
populations (e.g. Muslim and Arab people) in 
the service of protecting U.S. empire, while 
Morgensen demonstrates how the colonial 
sexuality was first and continually deployed 
against Native American peoples. Modern 
settler sexuality allowed European colonials 
to determine when Native societies failed to 
produce consistent gender and sex norms. 
This justified mass social restructuring in 
education, health, and kinship that 
perpetuated and naturalized the ongoing 
erasure of native peoples (p. 42). Morgensen 
examines appropriations of indigeneity by 
settler gay advocates, who used Native 
gender practices as metaphor for their own 
dissident sexualities while demanding 
inclusion in the settler state. Such queer 
settler appropriations of indigeneity are 
polysemic: partially empowering and 
ethnocentric (Povinelli 2006). Morgensen 
traces these contradictions throughout his 
ethnographic location: mainstream gay and 
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lesbian community activism in Northern 
California.
 In each chapter, Morgensen 
addresses a different node between settler 
sexual politics and its native erasures. 
Chapter two should be of particular interest 
to anthropologists committed to 
dismantling colonial legacies of their 
inherited analytic categories. Morgensen 
investigates the role that 'berdache,' an 
invented native third gender, played in the 
consolidation of gay and lesbian 
anthropology, 'radical fairy' gay agrarian 
communities, and in Native Two-Spirit 
counterdiscourses. Chapters three and four 
are an ethnographic reflection on 
Morgensen's critical experience with LGBT 
organizing in Northern California and 
radical fairy intentional communities 
respectively. The analysis broadens in scope 
through chapters five and six. Morgensen 
documents the challenges native queer and 
Two-Spirit activists pose to placing the 
nation state at the center of transnational 
and AIDS politics. In many ethnographic 
vignettes, Morgensen examines the 
awkward intimacy of demanding racial 
equity within predominantly settler and 
white gay institutions. His observations 
often center on the ones who do not speak, 
for example, the two Latina activists at a 
meeting who give up trying to convince 
their colleagues to do outreach in non-
white neighborhoods or the single man of 
color in the radical fairy collective who 
wanders off from group events. Sometimes, 
Morgensen offers hypothetical 
interpretation of these silences, and he 
attributes motivations and resistances that 
can only be assumed in his ethnographic 
recounting. In these instances, the 
oppressive force of what cannot be said 
might stand for itself. Nevertheless, the 
'spaces between' captured here feel as 
painful as they feel familiar to activists.
 'The End of Neoliberalism' is Paul 
Amar's subtitle that is anything but subtle. 
Amar boldly writes: "Late-twentieth-
century market-state logics, in their 
neoliberal form, are struggling to survive 
early-twentieth-first-century era of 
financial crisis and geopolitical realignment. 
But security-state logics are doing fine" (p. 
14). Amar encounters these security state 
logics in an 'archipelago' of humanitarian 

militarism that he investigates primarily in 
Cairo, Egypt and Rio de Janeiro, Brazil. He 
argues that governing sites on what was 
once called the global semi-periphery have 
been in a process of political reorganizing. 
Brazil and Egypt, for instance, both have 
longstanding traditions of strong states and 
military involvement with politics and are 
building infrastructures that resist 
neoliberalism but not necessarily from the 
standpoint of leftist anti-capitalism. Instead, 
these regimes turn national security 
practices inward as a parallel form of nation 
building, protecting the physical, moral, and 
sovereign integrity of its populations. 
 The lynchpin of militarized 
humanitarianism is the deployment of 
sexuality in order to stigmatize and render 
visible human security targets (e.g. 
transgender sex workers in Rio; insurgent 
working class male youth in Cairo marked as 
'sexual predators' by police and press). On 
the ground, these coalescing security logics 
manifest in contradictory ways. Each 
chapter serves as a case study where Amar 
traces these contradictions through 
alignments of unconventional political 
actors, e.g. workers' advocates, moral-
religious populisms like pious Islam (in 
Egypt) and neo-Pentecostalism (in Brazil), 
professional military officials and 
entrepreneurial police. Chapter five, for 
instance, focuses on Operation Princess, an 
anti-sex-trafficking initiative in the 
Copacabana neighborhood of Rio de Janeiro. 
The initiative took shape through competing 
paradigms from international human rights 
programs, social-welfare-oriented 
governments, and anti-vice local officials. 
Here, Amar pulls together a heterodox 
archive of investigative journalism, Brazilian 
and international anthropological critiques, 
state and NGO auto-documentation, and 
the arguments of social movements. He 
shows the institutional drift of the project 
from protecting coerced minors to arresting 
legally-operating sex workers. The reader 
learns less from the sex workers themselves, 
as the analysis hovers at the level of policies 
and outcomes. Even with such omissions, or 
perhaps because of them, Amar is an elegant 
synthesizer of very complex events.   
 The two 'hotspots' Amar studies, Rio 
de Janeiro and Cairo, are rarely compared 
with such thoroughness. And Amar's 
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counterintuitive combination of sites yields 
the greatest intellectual reward in his 
description of global forces structuring the 
security archipelago. Anthropologists have 
already cautioned against a purely 
celebratory reading of post-authoritarian 
Brazil, for instance, in the areas of AIDS 
politics (Biehl 2005) and policing (Caldeira 
2000). Amar is assembling a new story. His 
scale-shifting and multi-sited narrative 
weaves together an impressive parallel 
history of an intensifying human security 
paradigm in Cairo and Rio. He begins with 
U.N. humanitarian world summits and urban 
renewal projects that accompanied them in 
the 1990s, through social unrest and 
militarized response in Tahrir Square and 
the Rio urban pacifications programs (UPPs) 
that have cleared communities in advance of 
the 2014 World Cup and 2016 Olympics. And 
had Amar published just a few months later 
in 2013, he surely would have found even 
more parallels with the June 2013 protests 
that swept through Brazil. 
 Both Morgensen and Amar challenge 
anthropologists of sexuality to estrange the 
explicitly Northern and implicitly white 
histories of sexuality that haunt queer 
ethnographies set in locations across the 
globe. Both books expose the charged 
stakes of contemporary sexual politics on 
scales that range up to international human 
rights policy and down to the intimacy of 
activist collectivism. As such they offer 
compelling new directions for political and 
queer anthropology. Amar and Morgensen 
both work on the creative edges of 

anthropology as they border other 
disciplines -- gender studies, political 
science, public policy, critical race and 
ethnic studies. They use ethnography 
sparingly but strategically within broader 
textual and macropolitical inquiries. 
Nevertheless, the perspectives they employ 
and the questions they ask are profoundly 
anthropological in character. 
Anthropologists interested in activism, 
development, policing, or the global left 
should find in each book a unique 
examination of the erotic logics of state 
power. 
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Debt: The First 5000 Years. David Graeber. Brooklyn: Melville House. 2012. 534 pp. 

Mengqi Wang
Brandeis University 

David Graeber’s book Debt: The First 5000 
Years aptly demonstrates how anthropology 
could convey its stance on contemporary 
issues to the general public. The recent 
financial recession, characterized by the 
subprime mortgage crisis in the United 
States, has resulted in millions of 
foreclosures, job losses, and bankruptcies. 
Graeber’s timely book, summoning 
historical and cross-cultural evidence, 
provides a holistic anthropological 
discussion of the problem at the core of the 
financial crisis: the debt.
 The book states early and clearly, 
that it aims to challenge “the very 
assumption that debts have to be repaid” (p. 
3). Graeber italicized the word “have” to 
emphasize the moral implications entailed 
in relationships between creditors and 
debtors. According to Graeber, the popular 
neoliberal assumption that debts devalue or 
even criminalize some debtors is, in fact, a 
capitalist ideology that contradicts the 
conventional moral values of pre-capitalist 
and non-capitalist societies. Moreover, this 
ideology only targets debts taken by 
ordinary citizens; whereas debts taken by 
big corporations (banks, financial 
companies, governments, etc.) are free of 
stigmatization and criminalization. To prove 
this point, Graeber undertook an ambitious 
endeavor in this book, tracing histories of 
the use and conceptions of debts in ancient 
civilizations (e.g. Mesopotamia, Ancient 
Greece, Egypt, China) for up to 5000 years. 
Along this intellectual journey, Graeber 
makes several interrelated arguments. The 
central stronghold of the whole book’s 

argument is his claim that debt relations are 
social and cultural relations. He also 
debunks the myth of the spontaneously 
evolved “free market” and the moral 
superiority thus implicated, exposes the 
current political and economic hierarchy, 
and reaffirms his moral standings on the 
current debate about the subprime 
mortgage crisis. 
 As in the case of books that try to ask 
and answer big questions, many themes 
touched in this book are not new. Karl 
Polanyi (1944) showed the interactive 
development of the modern market 
economy and the modern nation-state 
molded the image of an atomic individual 
constantly maximizing personal gains in 
popular mentality. Aided by insights from 
his ethnography of the Indian caste system 
and careful readings of several social 
thinkers (Adam Smith, David Richardo, and 
Karl Marx), Louis Dumont (1966, 1977) 
demonstrated that equality and 
individualism, the core moral appeals of 
capitalism, are not applicable to non-
capitalist moral systems based on the 
difference rather than the equivalence of 
human beings. In Debt, besides invoking the 
above arguments, Graeber attacks the myth 
of homo economicus in light of the global 
financial crisis through insights obtained 
from concrete, everyday life experiences. He 
reminds us that any kind of social 
communication (passing the salt, buying 
stuff in the market, etc.) functions on some 
degree of mutual trust. He calls this 
assumed and often unnoticeable trust 
“baseline communism” (p. 98). By not 
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keeping record of who owes exactly how 
much to whom, this “baseline communism” 
“makes society possible” (p. 98). In other 
words, the debt we owe society is “the 
essence of society itself” (p. 56).
 The biggest contribution of this book 
is its historical and theoretical exposition of 
financial debt. Graeber shows how, with the 
coming of capitalism, shifting social 
paradigms have changed the moral 
implications of debts. In pre-capitalist and 
non-capitalist societies, social exchanges, as 
well as debtors and creditors, were 
embedded in social networks of duty, honor, 
and mutual connectedness (Mauss 1990). 
For instance, the debt taken to cover 
expenses incurred in a marital transaction 
was integral to the functioning of social lives 
and the construction of new social relations. 
Quantifiable and transferrable debt, on the 
other hand, is abstracted from the social 
context in which the debt was created. 
Whether the debt was created for a wedding 
or gambling could be legitimately discarded. 
Furthermore, due to the assumption that 
debtors and creditors are equal and 
separate human beings who are both 
subjected to rules of “the free market,” 
indiscriminative punishment is morally and 
institutionally applied to those who fail to 
pay back the debt. In contrast, in non-
capitalist societies, “lending money at 
interest must be illegitimate, since it means 
using money as an end in itself” (p. 281).
 The book’s scope is both its strength 
and its weakness. Designed to pursue big 
questions and answers to contemporary 
issues, the book communicates its messages 
straightforwardly. However, there are many 
more materials on historical and cultural 
understandings of debt than that could be 
possibly discussed within 400 pages. It also 
seems that, perhaps for the sake of the 
coherence of the overall argument, Graeber 
does not go deeper on some topics that 
have great theoretical potential. The 
monetization of debts is one example. The 
trading of debts in the derivative market, 
argued by Graeber, reflects the 
“democratization of finance” in which 
“capitalism became the organizing principle 
for almost everything” (p. 376). However, 
apart from repeating the power structure 

built in these capitalist institutions and 
financial practices, Graeber talks little about 
the detailed functioning of the derivative 
market, which is considered the chief 
criminal behind the financial crisis. How 
does the derivative market differ from and 
interacts with other economic institutions? 
How does it affect people’s everyday life 
experiences? Explorations of these 
questions would tell us how neoliberalism 
brings the alienation of people and the 
financialization of everyday life. A discussion 
of these questions is also practically useful. 
Since Graeber is not suggesting that we go 
back to a pre-capitalist society, but rather 
keep our eyes open for alternatives, an in-
depth look at these specific economic 
formations may provide a remedy for the 
economic and social crisis. 
 Overall, both intellectually 
stimulating and publicly engaging, this book 
would make a good read for undergraduate 
courses and is going to be read widely 
beyond the academic circle. The many 
strands of inquiry woven in the text provide 
a reservoir of thoughts for future 
discussions.
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Photo Essay

 ‘Stay Calm and Carry On?’ 
Adventurers in the Neighborhood of Joy and Machetes 

Sebastien Bachelet
University of Edinburgh

Abstract

“Adventurers” is the nickname that “irregular” sub-Saharan migrants—in Morocco and 
beyond—have given to themselves. Heroic discourses surrounding migrants’ journeys 
and their exploits towards Fortress Europe are the antithesis of what Hage (2009) 
describes as “heroism of stuckedness”; that is a conservative governmentality which 
delegitimizes impatience and disruption in a permanent time of crisis. “Boatpeople,” 
“illegal migrants,” who do not “wait out” the crisis, are perceived as hordes of savages 
assaulting Europe. This photo-essay aims to depict migrants’ liminality and complex 
agency in a marginal neighborhood of Morocco, Douar Hajja. A poor and over-crowded 
part of Rabat, Douar Hajja is where sub-Saharan migrants’ im/mobility is grounded as a 
result of Europe’s externalization of border controls. It is a space in constant (re)making 
where migrants’ establishment is not fully realized as they wait to decide whether to 
stay in Morocco, go on, or return. Though legally and materially marginalized, migrants 
in Douar Hajja engage in socio-political activities: they organize life in collective houses, 
open businesses, and set up political organizations.

Keywords: Morocco; irregular migration; waiting
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Figure 1

This photographic 
essay draws from 
pictures I took 
during the 
participant-
observation I 
carried out for my 
doctoral fieldwork 
(May 2012 – August 
2013) in Morocco. 
It explores the 
everyday life of 
“irregular” sub-
Saharan migrants 
in the marginal 
neighborhood of 
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Douar Hajja, Rabat. Administratively known as Hay el-Farah (the neighborhood of joy), sub-
Saharan migrants nicknamed it Douar Hajja (Figure 1) the “neighborhood of machetes,” on 
account of regular racist and violent attacks from neighbors and the policeman.

Figure 2

Migrants attempting to reach Europe irregularly are akin to the supernumerary, superfluous 
“human waste” (Bauman 2003). European countries and institutions portray them as a 
destructive horde at the borders of Europe or as an indistinct mass of victims in need of 
protection, albeit as far from Europe as possible (Lutterbeck 2006). The European Union’s 
twin-discourse of protection and security has resulted in the “ubiquity of borders” (Balibar 
2004), the proliferation of “spaces of exception” (De Genova 2002), as well as the 
militarization and externalization of border controls (Baldwin-Edwards 2006). Activists and 
scholars have denounced Morocco’s role of “Gendarme of Europe” (Belguendouz 2005) for its 
adoption of mostly repressive migration policies (i.e. Law 02-03), police brutality in the 
borderlands, and lack of enforcement of migrants’ rights. As a result, migrants’ stay in 
Morocco has become extremely difficult, and their journeys onwards increasingly perilous.

Figure 3
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My sub-Saharan informants in Douar Hajja often refused the term “migrant” and called 
themselves “adventurers.” As Patrick from Central Africa put it, “adventure is when you leave 
your country for whatever destination, with all the obstacles that you may find on the way.” 
Adventurers in Douar Hajja are mostly single men in their twenties from western and central 
Africa (especially from Cameroon, Nigeria, Ivory Coast, and Guinea). However, there is a 
growing visible presence of unaccompanied minors, elderly men, families with young 
children, and women of all ages. From diverse socio-economic backgrounds, migrants share 
“the same conditions,” a recurrent understatement referring to harsh life in Morocco. 
Estimates for the population of sub-Saharan irregular migrants in the country vary between 
ten-to-fifteen thousand, according to NGOs, and fifty thousand, according to the 
government. The basis of such estimates is dubious and problematic.

Figure 4

Collective solidarity and reciprocity were necessary. Figure 2 shows a daily collective meal in 
an Ivoirian house. Mutual help was indispensable to reach the “objective,” often loosely 
described as “to find one’s life” [chercher sa vie]. Destinations and aspirations were diverse 
and also changed depending on opportunities. Figure 3 shows a football poster in a room 
where young Cameroonians, like many others, dreamt of football glory in Europe. In 
adventurers were intertwined several, and sometimes conflicting, ties towards families left 
behind, and other adventurers who shared the same “suffering.” Figure 4 depicts a graffiti 
(“suffering is a school of life”) in a building occupied by Cameroonians. 

Figure 5
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For those heroes who seized the transnational spaces of opportunity usually reserved to the 
global elite, Douar Hajja was part of a complex web of places in which their im/mobility was 
grounded. There, migrants could find irregular (precarious and poorly paid) jobs, usually 
heavy lifting on construction sites, which they called “forced labor.” Figure 5 shows a group of 
Cameroonians doing the laundry and training with hand-made weights on a day off. There, 
migrants prepared “attacks;” paddling on over-loaded “zodiacs,” or climbing over the fences 
around the Spanish enclaves. Figure Six shows a group of Cameroonians packing handmade 
wooden paddles before going to the borderlands. Such endeavors were risky, as the prospect 
of being wounded or killed by Moroccan and Spanish forces was real (Human Rights Watch 
2014). Figure 7 shows a wounded Cameroonian after a failed attempt at crossing into Melilla. 
Those who failed because they were too tired or had been arrested, suffered beatings from 
Spanish and Moroccan forces, or were deported to the Algerian desert, often came back to 
Douar Hajja, a rear-base where migrants would weigh their options, rest, share information, 
and save money before another “attempt.” 

Figure 6

Figure 7
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Douar Hajja was also a place of boredom and wait. Figure 8 shows an Ivoirian man idle in his 
room during another day without finding work. However, the heroism of the “adventurers” in 
Douar Hajja was no “heroism of stuckedness” (Hage 2009). Indeed, Hage claims that the 
latter’s pervasiveness “heralds a celebration and organization of waiting in times of crisis. It 
signals a conservative governmentality that aims at de-legitimizing impatience and the desire 
to disrupt ‘the queue’ even in the face of disaster” (2009:7). Whilst Europe is invaded by 
merchandise bearing the “stay calm and carry on” motto, irregular migrants readily waiting at 
the doors of Europe are portrayed as an uncivilized threat. They do not wait for the crisis to 
pass: in their own words, they “shock” (choquent) the border, like Moroccan migrants have 
been burning (harrag) it before them to reach Europe. 

The present pictures attempt to capture migrants’ complex agency; rather than mere “bare 
lives” (Agamben 1998) in a “state of exception,” sub-Saharan migrants in Douar Hajja showed 
resilience. Like the refugee camps described by Agier (2010), Douar Hajja was a place of 
possibility, being constantly reshaped by migrants’ presence, but without yet taking a definite 
form. 



Figure 8

Figure 9
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Businesses such as hairdressers, restaurants, and even internet cafés run by and for sub-
Saharan migrants emerged, but they opened and shut as quickly as their highly im/mobile 
clientele and managers moved in and out. Figure 9 shows a hairdresser salon set up by 
Ivoirian Charly in Douar Hajja. Migrants were also self-organized in different kinds of houses, 
ranging from overcrowded and hierarchical “ghettoes” to two people living in a room. Politics 
was at the heart of Douar Hajja where two houses were aptly nicknamed le consulat 
(consulate) and l’ambassade (embassy). During my fieldwork, I also observed the formation 
and development of a sans-papiers organization: ALECMA (Shedding Light onto Clandestine 
Emigration Association), which was involved in the summer 2013 campaigns against racism 
and human rights infringements (Bachelet 2013). Figure 10 shows a representative from 
ALECMA in front of the Moroccan Parliament during a visit by French President Hollande to 
discuss matters which included irregular migration. 

Following pressure from civil society (including migrants’ associations such as ALECMA), 
royal directives for a “radically new” politics of migration have put hopes up for sub-Saharan 
migrants, including their regularization. However, several documented cases of police 
violence (some of them leading to death) in the borderlands and uncertainties over migrants’ 
future in Morocco have showed the need for renewed scrutiny over the effective 
enforcement of human rights (Bachelet 2014). In the current context, notions such as “transit 
migration” and “immigration by default” are politically contentious terms. These pictures do 
not make claims to migrants’ destination countries, but rather, illustrate a space where 
decisions (continuing, staying, or returning) are in constant turmoil. 
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