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GRAEME MACRAE, “THE CONTRADICTIONS OF CONVIVIALITY…”

The argument was easy to follow and well- illustrated. Graeme outlined the notion of conviviality convincingly and used good case studies as demonstrations. One of the contradictions he pointed to was the tension between conservation of some species and the eradication of others regarded as pests. Given his use of indigenous knowledge to highlight the importance of reciprocity, would it be productive to harness the Maori concept of utu, which Mauss refers to briefly in his discussion of the hau of the gift as “a payment in return” (The Gift, p. 14)? In the endnote to that famous passage (p. 114), he adds that it “is used for the satisfaction experienced by blood-avengers”. 

When Graeme describes his case studies as ‘ethnographic’, he recruits ethnography in a very broad and perhaps metaphorical sense. I’m not averse to such usage but it might be taken too literally by the broadly non-anthropological audience he seems to have in mind. Also, hasn't Ingold, whose approach to research Graeme applauds, issued a stinging critique of ethnography (Hau 2014)? I’d love to have that contradiction unpacked by someone more knowledgeable about his work than I am.

I have heard Graeme discuss the work on environmental stress in Bali that he alludes to briefly and I wish that he had included more of that in his talk. For ethnographic purposes, nothing beats a personal perspective.

Incidentally, the section on Ingold contained some repetitious material that may have eluded a last-minute edit; and the reference to Wade Davis’ work was unnecessary. I never feel obliged to adhere religiously to an abstract so I don't think anyone else has to.

With some polishing and pruning, this would work well as a piece for a wide audience. Given that two of his main sources (Simard, Finding the Mother Tree, and Kimmerer, Braiding Sweetgrass) were written for a general readership, Graeme has clearly taken their examples to heart.

Overall, a thought-provoking presentation that used the topic of conviviality in the ways that Illich may not have had in mind but which I suspect he would have found congenial.


SIMON POPAY, “BETWEEN A ROCK AND A CHAINSAW…”

The PhD thesis out of which this presentation has emerged strikes me as an important and interesting piece of work. Boiling it down into a 20-minute slideshow was always going to be a challenge and Simon can be pleased with the result. He was obviously very engaged in the fieldwork in Cornwall and Calabria and I would have liked a little more detail on how long he spent in each setting, under what conditions and with how many interlocutors. The interview segment transcripts were enlightening (although perhaps not short enough to not require being read out verbatim, which tends to drag things out a bit).

I have a definitional issue that may stem from my unfamiliarity with the literature Popay references. ‘Agroecology’ seems to have a very restricted meaning, i.e., agriculture which ticks certain boxes: (a) mimicking natural ecosystems (which immediately raises the issue of what is ‘natural’); (b) implications for productivity (e.g., avoiding the kind of productivism and intensification of which the NZ dairy industry has become emblematic); and (c) adopting a critical perspective on science and technology. Leaving aside the role of technology for the moment, aren't all agricultural systems ‘ecological’ in some sense? I’m not (just) referring to those dairy farmers who tout their environmental credentials but to the fact that all agriculture relies on some sense of the ecological parameters at play (even while testing them to breaking point). The definition used here, then, is making an ideological claim vis-à-vis some ways of doing things that environmentalists disparage (often while consuming the resulting products). To the extent that agroecology employs technology that was not available one or two centuries ago (e.g., the 30-year-old tractor beloved of one of the Conrnwall participants), then it too is implicated in the kind of productivism that agroecology derides. To be fair, Popay alludes to some of these contradictions but I think they are more fundamental than the proponents of agroecology concede. Hasn’t agriculture (along with every other development in human evolution) always been based on labour-saving devices? And has it not become fashionable in evolutionary studies to take the invention of agriculture as the first step on a slippery slope to our current mess? 

Technology comes across as the essential ingredient in this mode of research. I’m not suggesting the approach is technologically deterministic but it does tend to focus on the tools at hand (literally). I don’t think any of this can be understood without explicitly taking into account background issues of capitalism and globalisation (neither term gets a mention, as I recall). Okay, the talk is already jampacked with material, much of it very interesting, but it does contain some hints of that wider context that tantalise but don’t quite satisfy. 

Two or three final questions: has Simon read John Berger’s studies of French peasant farmers and, if so, what does he think of them? And what the hell is a MIG welder?!

I found this talk very stimulating and I will look at garden centres differently from now on. If I come across as nit-picking over some conceptual issues, mea culpa.

MILICA KOCOVIC DE SANTO, “SOCIAL MOVEMENTS AS LABS OF CONVIVIALITY…”

Milica draws on Illich’s critique of unlimited and destructive consumption to make some telling points, for example, “reduce to live – and let others live!” Such clear injunctions were at times overshadowed, however, by the breadth of content covered. I would have welcomed more detailed discussions of the three Serbian movements alluded to: defending the rivers of Stara Planina, the “roof over head” actions against evictions, and Solidarity Kitchen. 


I did question whether Serbia can truly be described as part of the Global South. Part of the (European) periphery, yes, but equivalent in socio-economic status to India or most of Africa and Latin America? 

What really does come through from the case studies is the transition from socialism (whatever its defects) and the resulting sense of loss as neoliberal capitalism takes root in the remnants of communist Yugoslavia. That is an area I find fascinating and that Milica’s research has the potential to shed much-needed light on.

Finally, as a recommended source to follow related to decolonising knowledge, Linda Tuhiwai Smith’s pioneering work Decolonising Methodology may be relevant and useful.


