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Course Description


This seminar is intended as a space of reflection on anthropology as a world-wide practice that has been shaped by identifiable historical processes.  The goal of the seminar is to investigate the conditions for an epistemologically and political diverse set of world anthropologies.

One of anthropology’s strongest aporias has been its claim to be a universal discipline in spite of its Western foundations.  At an immediate level, the aim of the seminar is to complicate the picture of a single tradition emanating from the West that defines ‘anthropology’ as a modern form of expert knowledge.  According to this view, ‘anthropology’ has become universalized through national and sub-national traditions that are, to a greater or lesser extent, confined within a single epistemological space.  To problematize this view requires thinking about the discipline in a broader frame, that of ‘world anthropologies.’  ‘World anthropologies’ involves a critical awareness of both the larger epistemic and political field in which ‘anthropology’ emerged and continues to function, and of the micropractices and relations of power within and across different anthropological locations and traditions.  

Our seminar seeks to elicit a conversation about the diversity of world anthropologies and their relation to a contested, power-laden, disciplinary discourse. We will examine the conditions for the articulation of a diversified anthropology that is more aware of the social, epistemological, and political conditions of its own production.  We believe it is important to discuss these processes openly, given that anthropologies today, perhaps more than ever, function as/in a global field, albeit one in which some anthropologies have more paradigmatic weight--and hence more power and implied authority -- than others.  

The seminar begins with an examination of the history of ‘anthropology’ as a form of expert knowledge linked to the modern intellectual division of labor; it revisits debates on ‘anthropology’’s relation to colonialism to ask the question whether it can ever extricate itself from the “savage slot.”  This question is raised with the help of the Latin American framework of modernity/coloniality, coloniality being broadly understood at the constitutive axis separating Europeans and Others making possible specific structures of domination since the dawn of modernity (the Conquest of America).  Part Two examines various responses and approaches that provide elements towards a diversified anthropological project.  The last part is devoted to envisioning the plural space of ‘world anthropologies’ in terms of particular epistemological, professional, and institutional practices.

The goals of the seminar are thus twofold:  a) to examine critically the historical dissemination of ‘anthropology’ —as a changing set of Western discourses and practices— within and across national power fields, and the processes through which this dissemination has taken place; b) to contribute to imagining the conditions for a plural landscape of ‘world anthropologies’ that is both less shaped by metropolitan hegemonies and more open to the heteroglossic potential of unfolding globalization processes.  

Course requirements

As a research seminar, participants are expected to develop a substantial research paper and engage actively in class discussions.  Undergraduates will be given the option of writing two papers.  Paper topics will be discussed early in the semester.  Participants are also expected to do several oral presentations during the semester.  
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