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A new @cienceQemerges where new problems are pursued by new methodsand
truthsare thereby discovered which open up significant new points of view.G

Over the past year we have been developing alongterm collaborative program
for work in the anthropology of the contemporary. Broadly speaking, our motivation for
doing so arose out of dissatisfaction with what is a |east onedomnant modd of
knowledgeprodudionin theinterpretive human sciences. This modd Btha of the
Ondividud projectOPrests on amyth of sui generisintellectud produdion. The
individud project modd assumes that interpretive and authorial virtuosty isthe
maingpring of goodwork. At its best, it produces genuindy innovaive and origind
scholarship. At itsworst, it resultsin workshops conference papers, collected volumes
and monogiaphs in which theemphasisis placed on individud perfformance, andin
which there is not much discussion or debae aboutwhat the key problemsfor thefield
are, and howto best approach them Bnoristhere evidence of shared nomsthat lead to
better undestanding of significant phenomena

In contrast, we wanted to explore amodd of academic produdionthat would
indudeindividud work buttha would also recognize the centrality of Band create

organizationd space for Bseriouscollaborative work. By collaboration we have in mind

! Max Weber, Werner Sombart and Edgar JaffZ, GDbjectivity in Social Science and Social Policy,Oin
Weber, Methodology, p. 68, cit. in Rabinow, Anthropos Today, p. 36.



two different kindsof work: first, thejoint produdion of pgpers and research; and
second, conoept development, collective reflection, and shared standads of evaludion.

We decided to call this collective endeavor a @aboratory.O On many important
points this endeavor diverges from alaboratory in the naural sciences Baswe will
describebdow. Andyet, therubric of alaboratory has provided a context in which to
make explicit, andto critically examine, variousaspects of how our collaborationis
organized.

At this point, thelaboratory remainsvery much in a process of formation. But
ove thecourse of the past year it has begunto functionin a practical sensein anumbe
of ways. Thelaboratory is centered aroundthree prindpd investigaors B Collier, Lakoff,
and Rabinow Bwho have met regularly over this period. It has an inditutiond honme at
theMolecular Sciences Inditute in Berkeley, California, butmuch activity has taken
place in New Y ork and San Diego. Close collaboretive relationshipswith a broader range
of students and colleagues have devel opeal in Berkeley (between Rabinow and a nunmber
of graduae students working on security) and in New Y ork (where Collier and L akoff
have collaborated with each other and with Lyle Fearnley). Findly, anumber of
preliminary projects Dempirical GoundingOPhave begun, on topics induding
syndromic surveillance, vaccinaion, synthetic biology, and risk management techniques.

It is also important to mention that this project is going onin close convasation
with severa other important attempts to explore new inter-connestionsamong
researchersin the human sciences, amongthem the UC Irvine Center for Ethnogiaphy
Initiative, the Rice project on the anthropology of expertise, and the BIOS Center at the

LondonSchool of Economics.



This discussion pgoer, then, is akind of stock-taking of aproject that is beginning
to take shape butis il inits early stages of development. First, it outlines our
motivation for working on new forms of collective and collaborative work in the
interpretive human sciences by describing our respective pathways to this project.
Second, it describes how we arrived at thelaboratory conaept and some of thereflections
it has provoked relative to dominant modds of knowledgeprodudionin our part of the

academy.

Badkground

Our motivation for forming alaboratory arose from both longterm interestsin
problems of knowledge produdionin theinterpretive human sciences and from short-
term chdlenges to which we felt tha alaboratory-type organization would be mog able
to respond.

For Rabinow, questionsaroundhow knowledgeis produced in the human
sciences have been long-term interests.? For Collier and L akoff, reflection on knowledge
produdion in anthropology began after returning from fieldwork. Asis perhapstypical at
this stage, questionsarose for them such as. howto integrate detailed [ther] research
material with broader questionsin the disciplineg? Wha broader claims could be made
based onther particular research? These questionsled to a series of convesationswith

Rabinow in Berkeley concerning problems of GnethodCin anthropology. Whereas most

2 See, for example, Paul Rabinow, Reflections on Fieldwork in Morocco. Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1977; Paul Rabinow and William M. Sullivan, eds., Interpretive Social Science: A
Reader. Berkeley: University of CaliforniaPress, 1979; Hubert L. Dreyfus and Paul Rabinow, Michel
Foucault: Beyond Structuralism and Hermeneutics. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1982. Paul
Rabinow, Anthropos Today: Reflections on Modern Equipment. Princeton: Princeton University Press,
2003.



discussion of GnethodGn the disciplinerevolved arounda specific techniqueof data-
gaheringBnamely, ethnogiephy Dit seemed important to begin a discussion aboutthe
noms of knowledgeprodudionin thefield, and aboutshared problems and conagpts tha
might be collectively worked on and developed. These convesationstook the form of
attempts to specify the meaningsand uses of certain conceptud tools for describing
research objects Dfor example, terms like Gappaatus OGissemblage, Oand Gromativity.O
In other words, our effort was to move Gnethodobgical Oconvesation in anthropology
beyondthediscussion of ethnogiaphy.

Over thefollowing years, we undeatook, both among ourselves and with others, a
number of efforts to initiate discussonsaboutconaepts that might link appaently diverse
anthropological projects throughcommon problems. Collier and Lakoff organized two
AAA sessions related to problems of methodand concept-formation? Collier, with
Aihwa Ong, puttogeher an SSRC-funded workshop and co-edited avolume, Global
Assemblages, to which both Lakoff and Rabinow contributed. The volume brought
togeher scholarsin anthropology, geography and sodology who shared an interest in
conaete practices at the intersection of technology, politics and ethics. Thehopewasto
generate a more sudained convesation aboutcomparable findingsand shared concepts,
and to create a context in which a more subgantive conversation might develop among
scholars with knowledgeaboutrelated issues.

Based on some of the contributionsto this volume, Collier and Lakoff wrote an

article, GEthics and the Anthropology of Modean Reason,Owhose god was to develop a

% These included apanel on GDbject and Method in Contemporary AnthropologyQin 2000 and on
Orechnologies of the HumanOin 2001.



conaept tha could both link togeher diverse individud research projects and generate
novd insghts throughthe comparison of cases.*

All of these prior efforts were rewarding at a number of levels. But fromthe
perspective of developing new modes of collaborative and collective work, they were
frudrating. Rabinow, for his part, foundtha therespong to his bookson method was
limited, and tha theingitutiond conditionsfor collective work in anthropology were
disappointing. Meanwhile, Global Assemblages stemmed from arewarding and
produdive event Ba conference in Praguein 2002.But ultimately the project served the
fundion tha mog collective publicationsin anthropology served Bto offer a vehicle for
roughly likeminded scholars to publish an article on whatever it was they were already
doing. In this sense, as an effort at tightening a community arounda clearer sense of
common problems or debaes, its success seemsto have been limited. Thiswas perhgos
dueto the pressures of individud produdion, and the difficulty of getting asugained
convesation going amongfar-flung people.

These longstanding interests in collaborative work and inquiry were renewed by
aseriesof chdlenges. A German gradude student at Berkeley, Tobias Rees, who had
worked with Rabinow on AnthroposToday, propcsed a doubtess nasve but nonghdess
ingpiring vision of acommunity alongthelines of agroupHansBlumenbeg was
involved with in Germany. This groupwould meet periodically to pursueakind of
(philosophical symposumOwhere thinkers engaged in open and convivial exchange It
was undear wha exactly such acommunity would look like for anthropologists given the

structure of the U.S. academy in the early 21% century, butit would clearly involve

4 Andrew L akoff and Stephen J. Collier, CEthics and the Anthropology of Modern Reason.O
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reflection onthe generation of shared topics of inquiry and onthe conditionsunde which
collaboration could take place.

Meanwhile, Roge Brent, amolecular biologist and head of the Molecular
Sciences Inditute, approached Rabinow with a series of chdlenges: what did the human
sciences have to say aboutbiosecurity and bioddense? And wha contributonshad
anthropology madeto the broader, non-academic world since the days of Ruth Benedict?
Rabinow took this chdlengeas an oppotunity to invite Collier and L akoff Blocated,
respectively, in New Y ork and San Diego Bto reflect onwhat kind of collaboration might
bepossible.

This topic Bbiosecurity, and, more generaly, new problematizationsof security B
was complex and heterogeneous We all had areas of expertise tha were orthogonéto
but not directly aboutthetopic. What is more, there did not seem to be compdling work
either in anthropology or, more broadly, the areas of critical soda theory uponwhich
anthropologists cusomarily draw, tha could orient usconceptudly to contemporary
security questions Findly, thiswas a complex field tha was devel oping simultaneousy
in many places. Leading labsin the molecular sciences were clearly oneplace to look.
But biosecurity clearly would have to betraced througha number of other domainsand
sites in which simultaneousdevel opments were taking place: public health organizations
security think tanks the U.S. military, internaiond organizations and so on.
Consquently, theissuewas not only tha thetopic of security provided an excuse for
doing something tha we already wanted to do Bi.e. work togeher. Moreover, thiswas a

topic tha seemed to demand collaboration, active work on conagpt formation, multiple



soundingsin diverse sites, and aresearch infrastructure tha would allow an approach that

was quite different fromtheindividud project modd.

Why L aboratory?

Initially, calling this kind of collaboration a QaboratoryOmay seem surprising,
since on many important points any endeavor in the interpretive human sciences has
noms, practices, and godsthat are very different fromthose of alaboratory in the
naural sciences (see table 1). Thus theterm QaboratoryOdoes not reflect any aspiration
to move anthropology to the stage of a mature disciplinetha would findly achieve a
postivigtic scientific rigor (presumably like econormics). We are not suggesting that
anthropology can or oughtto be anatura science. Nor do we propo areturn to the days
of the Human RelationsArea Files and similar efforts, which soughtto generate universal
claims aboutthe human condition by sendingindividud field workers off to multiple
sites and then gahering togeher theresulting daa unde therubric of agenera theory of
soda development.

Wha is more, there are many ways in which the practical organization of our
collaboration differs from alaboratory in the natural sciences. It isnotconfined to a
single site butis, rather, multi-sited. Initially, as nated above Berkeley and New Y ork are
themajor centers of activitiesin ourlab, althoughit may grow to incorporate other sites.
Our project does notinvolve the kind of division of labor or hierarchy foundin a
scientific lab. We do have an established hierarchy when it comes to dealing with
administrative questions But in matters of subgance, we have noneof thescientific lab®

sense that theintellectud directionis set by a headOof thelab. Rather, research is tied



Chart 1: A Natural Science Laboratory versusa Laboratory in the Human Sciences

Natural Science Laboratory

Laboratory in the Interpretive
Human Sciences

Geneate and stabilize novd

Develop concepts that make it

objects of knowedgeand possible to identify significant
intervention phenomena
Goals Develop knowledgeor technical | Reframe problems; diagnos
capacitiestha can bereproduced | stakesin problematic situaions
beyondthe space of the
laboratory Focuson specificity, making
contingency of thingsvisible
Physcally boundel; degpendent Physcally dispersed; virtud
on expeimenta devices, funding | infrastructure; loose and flexible
iscritical interrelationsbetween projects
Material-
institutional Authoritative role of Lab Director | Seniority guides key
form in determining research priorities | organizationd decisionsbut not
directionsof research or validity
of claims
Many people workingin different | Development and refinement of
Everyday roles on given experiment conaepts, proliferation of sites
practices

Lab meetingsto coordinae
activities, develop focused lines
of investigation

Independent research,
comparison of findings

Authorship and
originality

Contribution to QliscoveriesO
credited throughjoumd
authorship

Erasure of pesondity of
individud researcher in collective
practices of normal science

Creation of knowledgeremains
author-centered

Explicit reflection, Negotiation
aroundvariousforms of
authorship

Relationship to
broader field

Competition/ collaboration with
other laboratories pursuing
similar lines of investigaion

Loos ties to other human science
investigators

Relationship of
investigator to
obj ects of
investigation

Trandormation, objectification

Adjacency, which may indude
trangormation, objectification




togeher throughalooser structure of shared interests tha are mutudly inflected through
discussion and concept devel opment.

That said, we have foundthe modd of alaboratory hdpful in thinking aboutou
godsfor this project, and for thekindsof questionswe want to raise. We are very much
intrigued by theidea of greater rigor and seriousess in subjecting our claims to tests of
adequecy throughexperiment. But it isintriguing and chdlenging to ponde whether they
could rest, asin alab, on collective agreement and impersond noms.

At the same time, thinking aboutour collective endeavor as a laboratory has
provoked reflection on theforms of interpersond interaction and theinfrastructures
appropriate to Band necessary for Bsuch an endeavor. Here work fromthe sodal studies
of science has provided some useful ingghts. Thiswork has shifted undestandingsof
how scientific knowledgeis generated from concernswith theories of scientific method
to an emphasis on conaept development, material practices of experiment, and informal
noms that make possible trus and credibility. Both in thenaural sciencesandin our
vision of alaboratory in the human sciences the context of alaboratory is critical to
successful experimentation: informal noms, interpersond relationships material
infrastructures, etc., are all crudal to how conaepts, experimental objects can be
stabilized, criticized, and worked onin the process of scientific inquiry.”

Therubric of thelaboratory has also forced usto think actively aboutthenaure
of collaborative work, origindity, and authorship, and abouttherelationship of collective
tasks such as conaept building to wha seem to beindividud tasks, such as ethnogphic

fieldwork or focused historical research. Our object of inqury istoo extensve and

® See Karin Knorr-Cetina, 1992 "The Couch, the Cathedral and the Lab: On the Relationship between
Experiment and Laboratory Science”, in A. Pickering (Ed.), Science as Practice and Culture, Chicago,
University of Chicago Press.



heterogeneousto be successfully approached according to thetraditiond modd of the
single ethnogephe in afield. Thusthere are thingswe can achieve in ajoint project that
could notbedoneindividudly. Inturn, oursenseisthat the collaboration and argument
enriches and improves theindividud work we are doing. Moreover, the collaboration
has provided an oppotunity to try out new ways of generating knowedgein the human
sciences.

At the same time, the collective project demanded reflection Bon authorship for
example: we needed new ways of thinking abouthow knowledgeis generated and how
credit isgiven. Hereit isuseful to contrast the laboratory modd with theindividud

project modd.

ThelIndividual Project Model versusthe LAC

In developing our thinking aboutthelaboratory modd, it has been useful to
distinguish it from theindividud project modd, mentioned above(see table 2).
Obvioudy such adistinction always has therisk of caricature. In developingit, we do not
mean to attribute any particular postionto specific authors or groupsof authors, but
rather to propo® some generative contrasts that, we hope can serve to promote more
explicit reflection on matters of collaboration and the norms of knowledgeprodudionin

ourfield.

(1) Infragructure andIngitutional Organization
Work according to theindividud project modd isdone for themod part, by

scholars who hold professorshipsin universities, and they derive finandal and
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Chart 2: Thelndividual Project Model versusthe LAC

Individual Project Model

Laboratory for the Anthropology of the
Contemporary (LAC)

I nfrastr ucture
and I nstituti onal
Organization

¥ Academic departmert in universty.

¥ Conferences journals, academic presses

¥ Networks, loose affiliations, based on
mertor relations, sharedtopic areas

¥ Concernabout the legtimacy of
hierarches role of hierarcchy is hard to
undergand.

¥ Depenrdert on univerdty but
organizatonally adacen.

¥ Virtual infradructure linking afinite
number of sites meeings of principles
intensive work on discussion papers

¥ Ongoing relationships: role of intellectual
trust (based on serse of sharedconcepts,
problemg; but also changing nexus of
informal contactand collaborative work.

¥ Explicit and openly discussedlinesof
auhority for organizational decision-making
clearly separaedfrom authority in making
knowledge claims.

Authorship and
Originality

¥ QUi gererisintellectual production;
connecions amang authors mostly through
sharedinvocaion of Oheay.O

¥ OBandingOof original concefts by
individual authors.

¥ Colleciedwork (in volumes basdon
confererces workshops).

¥ Recanition of diffuse character of
authorship; individual authorship asa
OpoblemQreaquiring negotiation,
deliberaton.

¥ Emphadson the developmert of shared
concefsthrough acalecive proces.

¥ Cdlecivework Bintense discussion,
argumert in production of texts.

Experi mentation
and Validity

¥ Experimertation with form in writing,
stylesof fieldwork.

¥ Avant-garce effort to challenge/break
away from existing norms.

¥ Crisisin thinking about what constitutesa
valid claim.

¥ Authority connectedto individualistic
elemerts of fieldwork proces and writing:
OhickOdescription; virtuosic interpretation
and writing.

¥ Experimertation asaway to put concefs
to theted, edaldishedagreedupon
demastrations of adequacy.

¥ OSeesionistOeffort to conserve what
remains contemporary in existing normsand
to adapt themor innovate in new contextsin
relation to new problems.

¥ Seachfor impersonal methodological
norms Are concepts adequate for clarifying
significart problems? Are concefs
diacritical, i.e., do they make the distinctions
that mater?

¥ Recanition of legtimate authority based
on knowledge rather thanstatus.
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ingitutiond suppot from universities. Themajor infrastructures for communicating work
among scholars are conferences, joumds, and academic presses, alongwith persond
communicationsamongloos neworks of like-minded thinkers. On theonehand, the
individud project modd is notinterested in explicit reflection on collective norms, since
thefocusisonindvidud produdion. On theother hand, collective decisionsat thelevel
of theinditution (eg. hiring or tenure) mus bemade This meanstha tacit norms guide
inditutiond decision.

Thelaboratory also dependsontheuniversity, at least in the sense tha mos
paticipants (whether graduae students or faculty) are dependent on finandal suppot
fromtheuniversity. But its structure is adjacent to a university. It is also adjacent to the
ingitutionsof professiond assodation conferences, joumads, and academic presses.
Members of thelaboratory Peither individudly or collectively Bengagein these
ingitutions But thelaboratory is based on other infrastructures Bvirtud infrastructures
are paticularly important Dand other kindsof interpersond relationships which haveto
be explicitly worked on and cultivated. Findly, thelaboratory has explicit lines of
authority, paticularly in mattersthat are purely administrative. But it istheaspiration of
thelaboratory to separate these formal hierarchies from authority in making knowledge

clams.

(2) Authorship andOriginality
Theindividud project modd is based on wha we think is a myth of sui generis
intellectud produdion. In anthropology, this tendsto mean that theforce of creative

energy is assumed to arise from a uniqueencounter with thefield, and from the
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interpretive and autharial virtuosty of an individual. Orhick descriptionGand QbrillianceO
are themarks of goodwork. Prominence is gained throughranding,Oby which
individud scholars are assodated with specific conagpts tha they have invented. The
product of such work may be collected in volumesthat serve the purpo<, largdy, of
assembling wha authors are aready doingunde asingle cover. But collected volumes
are rarely more than the sum of ther parts, and they rarely reflect a collective process of
conaeptudization and thought

Theaspiration of thelaboratory, by contrast, isto more fully recognize the diffuse
character of authorship, asit isformed throughconversations borowed conaepts, and
expoaure to thework of scholars working onrelated topics. In this sense, in the
laboratory setting autharship is a roblemOto theextent that assigning individud
authorship is always problematic. As a consequence, the norms of credit and of authorial
claims are made an explicit object of reflection and discussion. Findly, alaboratory
creates collective rather than collected work. That is, it seeksto create work that is truly

shgped by the collective context in which it is generated.

(3) Experimentation and Validity

Oneimportant norm of work in theindividud project moded is Gnnovaion Onot
only in theadequae description of phenomenabutin theform of writingand in theory.
In this sense, it seemsto follow many aspects of the modd of the artistic avant-garde. It
seeks to chdlengeor break away from existing nomms. And the act of innovdion, asin
theartistic avant-garde, is very much focused onthe individud creative experience. The

validity of such innovdion, therefore, is profoundly persond. It seems, however, that this
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avant-gardist modd has not, in the interpretive human sciences, led to a satisfactory
modéd for thinking aboutwhat counts as goodwork, or aboutwha counts as an
authoritative claim.

In alaboratory, by contrast, GexperimentOdoes not refer to textud experiment.
Rather, it refers to Gontrolled experimentationCthat might lead to critical rectification of
conaepts and claims. In the course of experimentation conagpts are put at risk through
thar use and interaction with cases Deithe they work or not Here some ingghts about
how experimental systems work in the naural sciences may provefruitful. These
systems are material and discursive arrangaments for generating new things they involve
developing and sustaining a set of shared objects.® This vision of experimentation and
validity the validation of knowledge claims seeks to be depersonalizing rather than

emphasizing thevirtues and talents of an individud author.

An Experimental System

How, then, does thelaboratory fundionin practice? We are engaged in several
different kindsof work, induding: regular meetings amongthe princpas to hash out
ideas, which have led to severa jointly authored papers; targeted collaborationson
specific projects with other members of thelaboratory Bfor example, Collier@ work with
Lyle Fearnley on syndromic surveillance; field experiments, in which two or three
members of thelab interview a security expert together; and an experiment in teaching a

gradude semina with alaboratory approach, nowbeng undetaken by Rabinow.

® Hans-Jorg Rheinberger, Toward a History of Epistemic Things. Synthesizing Proteinsin the Test Tube.
Stanford: Stanford University Press 1997.

14



A critical part of thelaboratory@® projects is to develop or honeconaeptud tools
and putthem in motion Bin writings presentations and conveasations We have been
working on severa different types of such tools. Some concern ourrelationto ourfield
of inquiry Dexamples are Gecond-order observation OCudjacencyOand Qechnical
criticism.OOther concepts seek to describe the types of objects we are interested in, such
as Gappaatus Oor homative rationdity.O Findly, there are conaeptud toolsfor
andyzing the problematization of security. Here we have been developing the conaepts
of (preparednessOand Qrital systems security.O

Collier and Lakoff congructed these latter conceptsin relationto their own
empirical soundings such as historical research oncivil defense and emergency
management, as well as close work with colleaguesin thelaboratory. For example, Lyle
Fearnley@ research into syndromic surveillance hdped them to eaborate a key
distinction between insurance and preparedness as forms of rationdity. Similarly, Dale
Rose@ work on the smallpox vaccination program he ped them to see how elements of
public health appaatuses may beretooled, througharationde of preparedness, into
aspects of vital systems security.

Thuswe are honing concepts as tools that can fundionin an experimental system;
and trying to establish standadsamongs ourselves. What seems undear at the moment,
and wha we are exploring, is how far these experimental systems can be extended, and

what kindsof collectivities they mightindude
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