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1 Introduction: on recombinant knowledge 

and debts that inspire 

Jeanette Edwards and Maja Petrovic-Steger 

The chapters in this collection are connected through the inspiration they 

draw from the scholarship of Marilyn Strathern, one of the most 

compelling and innovative social anthropologists of contemporary 

times. From early fieldwork and a series of monographs on the Hagen 

people of Papua New Guinea, Strathern earned a reputation as a 

Melanesianist, but her theoretical interests have always also been ori­

ente towards Euro-American (that is, her own) society. Scholars in both 

the social sciences and the humanities know her as a feminist and 

trailblazing anthropologist of, amongst other things, new reproductive 

technologies, gender, kinship, economics and law. Over a forty-year 

career, Strathern has insisted on the constructed nature of such marks 

of professional and other identification, often convening them into new 

relations or radically recasting their accepted bearing to each other. 

Strathern's reconfigurations have yielded a number of particularly 

invigorating conceptions of knowledge that have surprised in both their 

representations and their effects. Her pioneering works on the social and 

cultural dimension and implications of a range of technological and ethical 

changes in our time have had a defining, or perhaps a definitively unsettling, 

role in articulations of what is at stake in a number of current research 

projects across the humanities and social sciences. How, then, to begin to 

unpack and introduce Strathern's enormous contribution to scholarship 

generally and social anthropology specifically? Chronologically? Themati­

cally? Through an archaeology of her key concepts? A review of her writ­

ings? Such strategies seem inadequate -inappropriate even. They go against 

the grain, risking the imposition of an arbitrary structure on a contribution 
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that defies a linear account and is as immeasurable as it is uncontainable. 

Strathern's writings hold up for scrutiny familiar and 'taken for granted' 

concepts and she pays sharp attention to the premises on which 'western' 

scholarship is built. Such a compulsion is as destabilising as it is exhilarat­

ing and its impact, as noted above, is felt beyond the discipline of social 

anthropology. Yet 'impact' ,  again, does not seem quite the right word. 1 

Strathern's insights are subtle. They get under the skin and niggle. They 

work on you as much as you (have to) work on them. 

The authors of the chapters presented in this collection take various 

strategies and we take our lead from them. Their brief was to pick up, run 

with and depart from key Strathernian concepts by way of their own 

current research. The result is something more stable than such meta­

phors of flight suggest. Instead of running, the authors of these chapters 

have decided to dwell. Debbora Battaglia (beginning this volume), for 

example, remarking on the generosity with which Strathern cites her 

students and colleagues and on how she reworks and re-worlds their 

ethnographic accounts, shows what it might mean to accompany rather 

than depart from Strathern: in her words, to go a-worlding with her. 

Adam Reed (ending this volume) is more cautious: for him, it is a moot 

point whether Strathern's generosity in citing her students is evidence of 

her having been inspired by them: but, dwelling on the concept of 

inspiration itself, Reed reveals its unbidden, all-encompassing, dynamic 

and deeply social and sociable nature. Multiple flows of inspiration run 

through the various chapters in this volume and not only between 

Strathern and her students. Bearing in mind, however, that Strathern's 

analytical categories have a tendency to dislocate and introduce incom­

mensurabilities of time, place and scale between what, from another 

perspective, are tokens of the same current social meaning, our attempt 

to dwell in analytical restlessness poses a particular challenge. 

In After nature, Strathern outlines a working conception of mero­

graphic connection. Similar to but not the same as the relationship between 

part and whole, a merographic connection depicts the capacity in Euro­

American thinking to connect up entities, tropes, images and so forth in 

1 And even less so at a time when 'impact' is mooted in the UK as an appropriate measurement 
of the worthiness of research. 
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domains of knowledge: connection in one domain entails disconnection 

from another. 'Nature' and 'culture', for example, are similar (connected) 

in the sense that they operate in comparable ways while having laws of 

their own. 'Culture' and 'nature' work in different fields of fact; each 

elicits, and is elicited by, sets of connections which differentiate the pair. 

Difference, then, becomes 'connection from another angle' ( 1992a: 73). 

Strathern's tendency and capacity to rework and recombine knowledge 

originating elsewhere - in other persons and other relations - can itself be 

seen as an instance of the merographic. She unmoors ethnographic insight 

from its origins, and unhitches common idioms from familiar domains, 

mobilising them in a different conversation and connecting them in often 

unexpected but always productive ways. The authors of the chapters in 

this book follow suit: they make connections between their work and hers 

and in so doing make explicit her influence. They also, however, work their 

ethnography through contiguous research in their field and with the 

subjects and persons of their study. It is the duplex characteristic of 

these chapters specifically and the book generally that we want to flag 

here. While this volume pays tribute and is profoundly connected to 

Strathern it is also devolved from her and pursues its own lines of enquiry. 

Continuing the theme of the duplex, we introduce the authors to you 

twice: once through some of their specific concepts and then through 

their place in the structure of this book. First we should note that the 

thematically diverse chapters in this volume are also linked by the person 

of the authors. They were all supervised by Strathern as PhD students 

and their diversity in terms of ethnographic sites, styles of writing, and 

what they have chosen, or felt compelled, to do for a volume that 

deliberately makes reference to her ideas and influence is indicative of 

her eclecticism and intellectual generosity. Strathern has a canny 

capacity for forging and maintaining relationships across institutions 

and disciplines, but perhaps more noteworthy, here, is her capacity for 

nurturing relationships with and between individuals 'across the board'. 

This latter characteristic is recognised by colleagues (see, for example, 

Benthall l 994) perhaps because, in itself, it is remarkable in the world of 

British academia where antennae are often, and still, finely tuned to all 

kinds of distinction. It is almost an anthropological truism to say that 

Strathern takes 'the relation' seriously at all levels. 
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Recombinant knowledge 

The anthropological relation that Strathern unpacks is a duplex: simul­

taneously conceptual and interpersonal (and see both Riles and 

Putnil}a, this volume) . Connections between idioms of thought run in 

tandem with connections between persons (with specific histories) . This 

volume is itself an example of the duplex nature of the anthropological 

relation. Its contributors have benefited from their relationship with 

the person of Strathern and owe a personal debt which they cannot, 

should they wish to do so, completely unhitch from the relationship 

between their and her ideas (and see Reed, this volume) . Yet even 

though the duplex nature of 'the relation' might mean it is partisan to 

privilege one aspect (for example, the conceptual) above the other (for 

example, the interpersonal), our intention was to be partisan: to black 

box the interpersonal and engage the conceptual. The authors have 

succeeded in doing this: they have engaged Strathern conceptually and 

run with her ideas in novel and unpredictable ways. Moreover, in the 

nature of the anthropological relation, the following chapters are also, 

and significantly, each an instantiation of a specific interpersonal 

relationship .  

The anthropological relation that Strathern unpacks i s  also a tool: 

anthropology's technology. Like the biotechnologist's use of enzymes to 

splice and combine DNA where 'life is put to work on life . . .  the 

anthropologist uses relations to explore relations' (Strathern 2005a: 7) .  

Extending the analogy with recombinant DNA, we draw on the notion 

of recombinant knowledge to flag the novel entities forged through 

splicing and melding different ways of knowing. Recombinant knowl­

edge serves as an organising trope for this collection on various levels. 

First, as a whole, the volume brings together (recombines in novel form) 

the writing and ideas (knowledge-making) of anthropologists whose 

regular stomping grounds do not usually overlap. Here, researchers 

who work on Melanesian law and aesthetics enter into conversation 

with those exploring Japanese corporate business models, insect 

experimentation in Africa, and same-sex parents in Latvia: how might 

Strathernian projects link relations among such authors? Second, the 

term introduces individual chapters which themselves recombine 
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different kinds of knowledge: for example, anthropological and entomo­

logical (Kelly); categorical and relational (Putni1;1a); customary and judi­

cial (Demian); design and feminist (Berglund). Third, each author 

engages (combines) Strathern. While it might be trite to note that they 

deploy different Strathernian concepts and draw on different writings, 

and that, between them, they cover publications that span three decades 

and more, it is nevertheless exciting to see the range of insights that have 

'grabbed' them and how they have, in turn, put those insights to work. 

As Strathern herself remarked, '[t]o argue with an idea is to be captured 

by it' (2006a: 203) . The authors here have clearly been captured by 

Strathern but their chapters also show that they have not been held 

captive. 

Recombinant technology 

Paul Berg received the Nobel Prize in Chemistry for his part in developing 

techniques for recombining DNA in vitro in 1 980. The award was not given, 

however, without dispute over the 'true' origins and 'real inventors' of the 

technology. As in all ground-breaking science, perhaps in all science, a linear 

narrative with a focus on a single scientist hardly captures the sources, 

pooling and sedimentation of knowledge that makes for any 'breakthrough' 

(a theme explored also in Demian's and Berglund's chapters of this volume). 

Such narratives will not do j ustice to the ways in which ideas circulate, lose 

their moorings, get appropriated, rerouted and adapted and are put to work 

for different ends than those for which they were conceived. Nonetheless the 

technology that allowed two DNAs to be combined was granted a patent 

the same year that Berg received the Nobel Prize. The patent named Stanley 

Cohen and Herbert Boyer, responsible for developing the technique that 

allowed DNA to be cloned, as 'sole inventors' .  

Reconstructing an inevitable multiplicity of origin, Doogab Yi (2008) 

has assembled the key actors and events that led to the Asilomar 

Conference of 1 974 and the application for a patent on DNA cloning 

technology the same year. As a historian of science, Yi connects key 

actors, a chronology of events and the social and political climate in 

which they occurred. His purview and connections differ from those of 

the scientists; in Strathernian terms, he 'summons other contexts'. Berg 
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himself writes that the exact chain of events in developing recombinant 

technology has escaped him: 'Time and faulty memory have obscured 

some of the circumstances and events that led to the scientific breakthrough 

and the path to Asilomar' (Berg 2004). For Yi, it was Berg's paper reporting 

on his method for inserting genetic information into viral DNA, published 

in 1 972, that 'heralded a new era for gene manipulation' (Yi 2008: 6 13) .  This 

paper paved the way for the creation of hybrid genes stemming from differ­

ent organisms. Berg's subsequent research, which aimed to insert viral DNA 

into Escherichia coli bacteria, rang alarm bells, however, and concerns 

were raised about the safety of the procedure. What were the risks in creating 

transgenic bacteria for which there were no known antibodies? Could 

they be controlled? Would they constitute a biohazard? The Asilomar 

Conference of 1 974 in northern California is remembered for agreeing a 

voluntary moratorium on further rDNA research and being instigated by 

the scientists themselves. 

Yi writes of how, after the conference and the agreements reached 

there, the move by Cohen at Stanford University and Boyer at UC, San 

Francisco to file patent for rDNA came as a surprise. In the subsequent 

controversy, Cohen and Boyer claimed that universities rather than 

industry should benefit from the commercial potential of the technology. 

For their critics, not only was the timing bad but also the fact of the 

application itself was questionable. Should those who called for a mor­

atorium now be seeking right of ownership on research that had been 

suspended? Why were there only two named 'inventors'? Should higher 

education institutions benefit from research that had been funded by 

taxpayers? These questions and more exercised critics and supporters 

alike. 

The patent application was initially rejected on the grounds of 'prior 

arts ' .  It was, eventually granted, however, in 1 980 and two other rDNA 

patents followed in 1 984 and 1 988. According to Yi, the first patent of 

1 980 helped 'transform this new techno-cultural entity - genetic engi­

neering - into a new legal and commercial form - biotechnology' (Yi 

2008: 628). It struck the spark that ignited the explosion of the 

biotechnology industry on North America's west coast. 

Strathern has eloquently charted the implications of a shift from 

discovery to invention. Invention, she points out, modifies nature; 
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exploited by entrepreneurial biochemists and molecular biologists. There 

was a mass migration of biochemists and molecular biologists from 

prokaryotic (bacteria) to eukaryotic (higher order) systems, with viruses 

being construed as the link between 'basic' and disease-orientated 

research. One further element of Yi's account of the provenance of 

recombinant DNA technology is noteworthy among these relations. By 

the early 1 980s, commercialisation had become a significant social activity 

for North American universities, coming to figure in their mission 

statements. Universities thus felt bound by the moral imperative that 

academics should exploit and market their research findings for the 

financial benefit of the institution. 

Yi tells a North American story, but one that resonates with research 

culture in the UK. Turning to British universities and to the keen ethno­

graphic eye Strathem brings to the management of knowledge, and to 

the conditions in which research thrives (or not), we can follow again the 

contributors to this volume and attend to Strathern's analyses of the 

ratcheting-up of institutional mission statements and the tyranny of insti­

tutional practices of audit and transparency (which intriguingly, as Riles 

addresses in this volume, did nothing to curb the excesses of banks which, 

amongst other things, precipitated the current financial crisis) . 

Mission creep 

Strathern has a prescience second to none for identifying key questions 

of the day, both political and theoretical. As well as compelling us to look 

at our own concepts (whether the 'ours' is the generic anthropologist or 

the generic Euro-American) with a critical eye, Strathern has commented 

astutely on the underlying assumptions and rhetorics of persuasion 

deployed by the two major political regimes of late twentieth- and early 

twenty-first-century Britain. While Prime Ministers Margaret Thatcher 

and Tony Blair do duty as proxies for these two regimes, they also stand 

for a broader 'environment of fact' which Strathern charted and 

articulated precisely. It may seem odd to emphasise Strathern's political 

sensibility - she is not one for public emotion, soapboxes, denunciations 

or the like. Perhaps this is partly why her critique is so effective; why, 

indeed, it has been so apt. While statements from Thatcher such as 
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'there is no such thing as society' were never going to go unremarked, it 

was Strathern's fine-grained analysis of its connotations and her mer­

ciless unpacking of 'enterprise' that captured the mood of the day.2 

And while some of us will remember relief bordering on euphoria at the 

prospect of regime change in 1 997,  there were already hints that Blair's 

New Labour and Thatcher's Conservatism were in some respects 

shades of a similar hue. Strathern had her finger on the pulse and did 

not miss a beat: from 'enterprise' to 'prescriptive consumerism' she 

moved on to the tyranny of accountability, transparency and audit. 

Her analysis of the political zeitgeist was all the more pertinent for not 

focusing directly on [P]olitics. Her remarkable rendering of the mores 

of the day was routed first through debates on new reproductive 

technologies, then through changes in higher education and the man­

agement of British universities: both cultural revolutions in their 

own way. 

To exemplify the tone and texture of Strathern's critique of some of the 

innovations in the management of higher education that have occurred 

during her watch, we draw on just one of the many seemingly mundane 

materials that she productively engages - the mission statement (Strathern 

2006b). In an unflinching (and witty) analysis of the format (bullet points for 

the first time in 1 29 years) and content (a mixture of exhortation and hope) 

of the 1 996 mission statement of Cambridge University, Strathern describes 

how mission statements have become the University's (not just 

Cambridge's) form of 'bullet proofing'. Laying out its mission to 'respond 

to the needs of the community' and 'encourage and pursue research of the 

highest quality across the full range of subjects', the University displays 

evidence of high quality within and wards off accusations of poor gover­

nance and intervention by central government. Strathern describes the 

mission statement as a 'protective aversion tactic', and to be effective it 

borrows the language and format of its auditors. The problem comes when 

the universities not only respond to external audit in the language of 

2 The difference between the last Conservative government and the recently 'elected' Con/Dem 
coalition (2010) might be crudely caricatured as a shift from 'no society' to 'the big society'.  
Strathern's unpacking of the concepts underpinning visions of society promoted by prime 
ministers Thatcher and Blair will be invaluable when we come to investigate the voluntarism 
and 'people power' entailed in prime minister David Cameron's appeal to the 'big society' 
(launched in July 2010). 
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'assessment-accountability' but then go on to deploy the same in their 

internal regimes. This, of course, is not peculiar to Cambridge University. 

It resonates not only across most other UK universities but also across 

public and private sector organisations more widely (see Berglund, this 

volume). Again Strathern's insight was prescient. As the language, once 

borrowed to deflect, became ubiquitous, it gained traction shaping not only 

the way in which institutions reflect on themselves and each other but also, 

now, on the way in which its members reflect on themselves and each other. 

After four research assessment exercises, it could be argued that British 

academia is a leaner and meaner machine. In the exercise of explicitly 

valuing selected items of academic achievement, which are then made the 

measures of worth, the phatic - the padding and polite communications 

required to oil the system - inevitably slides into the interstices of academic 

life. There, without vigilance, it will atrophy for want of affirmation. But, as 

we hope this volume exemplifies, not only is vigilance exercised but enthu­

siasm abounds and the point to underline is that vigilance has been inspired 

and promoted, in no small part, by treating the academy with the ethno­

graphic seriousness it demands.3 

It would be a mistake to think audit culture a bureaucratic quirk of the 

UK: its reach is long and tragic. As we write, a report on the current 

British military intervention in Afghanistan is in press. Produced by the 

House of Commons Foreign Affairs Committee, it identifies 'significant 

mission creep since deploying to Afghanistan in 200 1 '. In a creeping and 

creepily growing list of responsibilities and targets, today's 'mission' in 

Afghanistan encompasses 'counter-narcotics', 'human rights' and 'state 

building'. While new mission statements displace former ones, they do 

not fully replace them: traces of earlier wishes, desires and targets 

remain, and new missions must both consolidate and differentiate them­

selves from earlier projects. As Strathern has so tellingly analysed their 

trajectory, there is a built-in expansive nature to mission statements: to 

reduce, scale back, slow down or back-pedal is to pull away from the 

dilation of the 'mission'. 

3 For excellent analyses of the contribution Marilyn Strathern has made to ethnographies of 
bureaucracy and notions of public value see the volume edited by Lebner and Deiringer 
(2009). 
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kinship. Her example is James Clifford's trenchant critique of the meta­

and master narratives of mid twentieth-century anthropology in The 

predicament of culture ( 1988). Clifford argues that anthropology has too 

often sanitised and made whole what was, in fact, not only fragmentary 

but also hybrid. Calling for a more authentic ethnography that takes 

seriously the unboundedness and fragmentary nature of social life, he 

posits culture as collage: as bits cut up and capable of various recombina­

tions. Instead of smoothing over the joins, anthropologists are urged to 

leave visible the 'cuts and sutures of the research process' (Clifford 1 988: 

146, cited in Strathern 1 992b: 1 1  0). Strathern remarks on the resonances 

between Clifford's model of a more fitting and, in his terms, more authen­

tic, anthropology and the idioms of mid twentieth-century biological kin­

ship. Here persons are individuated by the mixing of biological materials 

from different sources: persons in this conception are unique and 'natural 

hybrids' and the future depends on 'perpetual hybridisation'. End-of-the­

century recombinant DNA technologies, however, while even more explic­

itly grounding individual variation in biology, also offer dizzying means to 

detach persons from 'natural origins' - to meld, for example, the humanly 

genetic with the non-human. Both cyborg and chimera, made of compat­

ible parts, are endlessly susceptible to development. Recombinant tech­

nologies create anew and melding is a more appropriate verb than mixing: 

there are no sutures to either make visible or disguise. We draw on the 

notion of recombinant knowledge to point to the way in which different 

knowledges are combined rather than assembled: to the way in which 

concepts travel, lose their moorings and morph; and to the folly of 

attempting to unhitch the interpersonal from the conceptual. We ask 

what happens when we go a-worlding with Strathern: when we combine 

her insight, concepts, connections and so on with those originating in 

different persons and conceived for different purposes. 

This volume 

Strathern's own work is notable for its finely tuned focus on diverse 

knowledge practices and on different ways in which social worlds come 

to be 'known' .  In this, she has characteristically and productively drawn 

on ethnographic detail from one part of the world to illuminate the 
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premises and precepts of another. We develop a similar strategy in this 

book. Between them, the volume's chapters present ethnography from 

several parts of the world - Papua New Guinea, Ghana, Japan, Britain, 

Switzerland, Tanzania and Latvia. The delicately explored ethnographic 

examples (valuable in their own right) illuminate, extend, reroute and 

recombine key Strathernian concepts. The authors mean strategically to 

unstitch and reloop anthropological concepts, theorems and experiences 

to reflect upon and make explicit not only Strathernian but also general 

anthropological knowledge and its ethical and aesthetic dimensions and 

pathways. 

Debbora Battaglia's piece, with which the collection opens, reflects on 

the notion of knowledge paths and routes by ethnographically travelling 

through and 'out' of two iconic sites and texts of Strathernian gender­

worlding in The self in self-decoration ( 1 979) and 'One-legged gender' 

( 1 993). Battaglia wants to unpack the notion of a 'Strathernian gift to 

anthropology - the fact that, through her writings, Strathern has made 

us, and herself, akin to birds: drawing us along paths of relations which 

extend the parallax view' through an analysis of what it means to liberate 

an object from attachment to an essential self or identity. A parallax 

anthropology applied to the analysis of visual communication and stereoptic 

'worlding' enables Battaglia to extend the invitation Strathern offered 

as early as 1 993 - that is, to pay attention to the social effects of 

performative aesthetic regimes. Battaglia pushes this call even further 

by inviting her readers to celebrate ethnographic blind spots and occlu­

sions. The chapter theorises the importance of the relational gaps (or 

sometimes unspoken contexts) which anthropologists analyse and help 

establish. 

The themes of strategic transparency, visibility, opacity and the control 

of knowledge in anthropology run also through Melissa Demian's and 

Annelise Riles's chapter. Using her ongoing ethnographic work on cor­

porate debt, family law and the legal status of the household in Japan, 

Riles explores what anthropological notions of personhood might tell us 

about the nature of legal personhood (the idea of personhood as a self­

reflexive effect of exchange) as exemplified by corporations and corporate 

debt. In other words, she studies the legal person as a question of the 

visibility of legal techniques. Further, relations of mutual indebtedness - a 
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theme running through this collection - are here parsed and understood as 

transactions. By translating, switching back and forth, and making visible 

what does and does not get compared, by projecting juridical onto anthro­

pological, and legal onto ethnographic theorems, Riles dissects the meaning 

of relationality. Moreover, she unpacks and builds upon the duplex 

character of the 'relation as a tool' (Strathern 2005a: 7), by making explicit 

the legal and anthropological techniques that make persons and things. 

The chapter shows what significant political and economic consequences 

of these translations have for a contemporary and novel understanding 

of property, financial crisis and the public personhood of the state. 

Demian's chapter further unsettles classic anthropological conceptions 

of customary and common law by discussing documentary legalism in the 

cosmopolitan courts of contemporary Papua New Guinea (PNG). One of 

the ways that PNG describes its heterogeneity and the social complexity 

arising from it is through the concept of custom. Describing how legal 

practitioners do their own ethnography of the customs of legalism (for 

example, through creative sentencing practices, collectively sharing out 

legal responsibility, and claiming in different ways for universality and 

particularity), Demian describes the mechanisms through which hybrid 

customs and the underlying law in PNG courts are established as self­

consciously technical fields. To this, Demian adds another twist to 

Battaglia's and Riles's insight that contexts generate their own techniques. 

Moreover, Dernian theorises relationality by contending that the under­

lying law, as currently understood in PNG, is a product of a series of 

analogies, that is, relationships between social forms that are held to be 

comparable because they stand as versions of one another. 

Interpreting repellent technologies on the outskirts ofLupiro in Tanzania, 

Ann Kelly's chapter continues an exploration of the relationships revealed 

through techniques of differentiation (Strathern's model of elicitation in 

1 988). Kelly analyses the built environment of entomological science -

experimental huts - and the relational forms they set in motion as humans 

and mosquitoes meet and are kept apart. The classical tools of entomolog­

ical research, experimental field huts, are here described as hybrid knowledge 

spaces that enable the entomological particularities captured beneath their 

roofs to be read as patterns operating on the level of an ecosystem. Kelly's 

huts press us to think about the anthropologist's practical and empirical 
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position in an environment of (microbiological, political, ecological and 

infrastructural) facts. 

Following on these themes of architecture and African ethnography, 

Thomas Y arrow makes an unexpected link between an Essex village and 

a resettlement town in Ghana. In the 1 960s, Elmdon residents made 

connections between a common class position (working class), a set of 

named families (identified as having real Elmdon names) and being a 

'real' villager (Strathern 1 98 1 ) .  Strathern writes of the boundary effect of 

kinship: Elmdon residents used kinship to distinguish between 'real 

Elmdon families' and 'incomers' .  Yarrow's ethnographic focus is on 

Apeguso, a town to which resettlement quarters were added forty years 

ago to rehouse a small proportion of the villagers displaced in the 

construction of the Akosombo Dam. Kinship features again as a boun­

dary effect working to classify resettlers and old town residents. In an 

appealing twist on the notion of core families in Elmdon, to which 

Kinship at the core refers, the preferred structure of the Volta 

Resettlement Project is the core house. Yarrow extends Strathern by 

showing how the resettlers countered old town residents' claims to 

belong through kinship with their own claims to belong through rights 

entailed in the core house. 'Rather than kinship' ,  he writes, 'the core 

house was at "the core" of what it meant to belong.' 

Relational perspectives and themes of kinship are further explored in 

Aivita Putni1,1a's ethnography of the imagined and practical effects of 

the living arrangements of 'invisible families' in Latvia. Her research 

with families that are not visible to the state, such as those created by 

homosexual partners or heterosexual friends or kin of the same sex 

living together and caring for children, offers Putni1,1a a new standpoint 

on conceptualising notions of family, kinship, gender and sexuality in a 

post-socialist setting. Her point of departure is not gay/lesbian identity 

per se but living arrangements that entail a kinship tie that is unnamed. 

For Putni1,1a, the capacity to relate, create and maintain relationships of 

care lies at the core of contemporary versions of family in Latvia. 

Paying attention to the relational aspect of invisible families and to 

unnamed kinship ties suggests for Putni1,1a that 'what is vanishing is not 

family values, but the actual relationships behind those values' . 
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Eeva Berglund's chapter celebrates the work of the Women's Design 

Service (WDS) in Britain and reprises the influence of feminist expertise 

on the built environment. The WDS, like many other organisations in 

the UK, has had increasingly to account for itself in a welter of policy 

documents, mission statements, audit trails and attempts to standardise 

and justify its practice; this has detracted from the development of new 

forms of knowledge. While WDS used to count on 'open-ended empiri­

cal research as a precondition for being able to offer robust expertise', the 

inevitable noise this generates is hard to justify in the present goal­

orientated and outcome-valorised environment. But Berglund also 

acknowledges the enthusiasms that survive incapacitating forces. It is 

worth noting here that, given her profound and astute critique of polit­

ical platitudes, Strathern's writings also are neither maudlin nor pessi­

mistic. They are rather tempered with constant reminders of what is 

possible and animated with a range of enthusiasms: for anthropology, 

ethnography, scholarship and more. As Berglund suggests, Strathern 

does not shy away from reminders of what open-ended research 

and the capacity to learn from 'blind alleys, dead devices and strained 

conclusions' can offer (Strathern 2006a: 1 94, cited in Berglund, this 

volume). WDS continues to be inspired and 'events, publications and 

workshops continue to animate'. 

Enthusiasm also runs through Maja Petrovic-Steger's chapter. She 

describes etoy, an international art collective whose project Mission 

Eternity sets out to interact with death and dying through digitally 

archiving materials selected by participants. Workshops enable particc 

ipants to 'encapsulate' personal materials and thus 'send' their memories 

into the future. Yet, as she remarks: '[ r]eifying, untying, sending away, 

dismembering . . .  [does] not sever or diminish, but rather strengthen[s] 

the memorial process' .  Besides offering a haunting ethnography, 

Petrovic-Steger also connects it - recombines it -with portraits of and 

by Strathern. Bilums, portraits and etoy capsules appear as composite 

bodies - eo-created and eo-produced - recombining materials, concepts 

and social relations which not only memorialise but connect pasts, 

presents and futures .  

Petrovic-Steger passes on, from Issam Kourbaj ,  a Syrian saying: 

'When your right palm itches, you must give something away, while 
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when your left itches, you can count on receiving a gift.' This adage has 

inspired Kourbaj's portrait of Strathern. Etching her hands, he portrays 

the right in a proud relief and the left in hollow. In Papua New Guinea, 

meanwhile, a Bomana prison inmate tells Reed that when a prisoner sneezes, 

he will ask, 'who calls out my name?' Rotating his body while bending his 

forearm up and down, a prisoner will stop at the point his elbow cracks. This 

tells him in what quarter people are thinking of him: where those people are 

who outside the jail 'call his name'. Like hiccups, headaches, dreams -

involuntary bodily tics - sneezes are the 'embodied sensation of agencies 

acting through' a person. Inspiration, in its Euro-American version, comes 

unbidden from elsewhere - from outside oneself. To claim to be inspired by 

someone is to acknowledge their continued impact on your actions and 

manner. Yet the final text, in the case of inspired writing, is cut off 

(dismembered) from its source of inspiration. The text is ultimately auth­

ored, and accolade or criticism directed at the author, not his or her 

inspiration. The category of inspiration may be thought to run through 

Euro-American kinship thinking. While collateral kin may be traced 

theoretically ad infinitum, with material traces running down the gener­

ations, instead, in practice, 'networks are cut' and kin either drop or are 

dropped off. Reed's analysis, though, does something bolder than describe 

these filiations and their cutting-off. Reed routes the category of inspira­

tion through a Melanesian ethnography 'zig-zagging' between reader­

writers of The Henry Williamson Society, the author inspired by 

Strathern, and prison inmates in PNG who are at pains to reveal or 

claim that 'someone else always causes one's actions' . 

Adam Reed ends the collection by beautifully exposing where we 

began: the point of being inspired by Strathern. He explores what it 

might mean, as an anthropologist, to claim an intellectual debt. How 

should one properly recognise the influence of the ideas of another? 

What exactly might it mean to embody inspiration, or actively to assert 

and show that we are 'inspired by Strathern'? The answer, Reed suggests, 

has to hinge not on a pronounced claim, but on a practice or ongoing 

activity of embodied assertion. This assertion will perform the relation­

alities that make up concepts within a community of anthropologists and 

in anthropological practice. Specifically, here, Reed unpacks and runs 

with the familiar idiom of inspiration, imaginative flows, processes of 
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composition, authorial mystification and Euro-American conventions 

of creativity, setting them alongside his own Melanesian material on 

incarceration to arrive at an altered depiction of Melanesian sociality. 

In Melanesian societies, as this collection reminds us, an action partic­

ularises a relation. This book particularises, acknowledges and analyses 

an intellectual debt. But it also bespeaks the relation we wish to foster 

with social anthropology. By re-worlding the interpretive capacities of 

Strathern's work, and by unhitching general anthropological analysis 

from habitual terms and associations, the authors in this collection have 

attempted not only to celebrate but also to theorise the influence of 

Marilyn Strathern. Our task has been not to translate her concepts into 

images of entomological huts, bilums, ies, courts or professional societies, 

but to differentiate, recombine and recast various forms of sociality and 

diverse ways of knowing an infinitely intriguing world. Our privileged 

exercise in recombinant knowledge is an attempt to dwell in a few 

Strathernian concepts and in so doing acknowledge the unpayable debt 

that we (and social anthropology) have gladly incurred. 



9 Spools, loops and traces: on etoy encapsulation 

and three portraits of Marilyn Strathern 

Maja Petrovic-Steger 

This chapter is rooted in the circumstance that new digital technologies 

for communication and networking continue to be understood in 

inherited and long-standing moral terms. A range of media practi­

tioners- Internet users, developers, and media and culture theoreticians ­

have expressed their delight and fascination with the idea of sharing 

private and professional data via MySpace, Facebook, Flickr, Twitter, 

Fotolog, Habbo, Linkedin, V kontakte, BlackPlanet and a number of 

other social-networking sites. 1 Touting these virtual communication 

platforms as 'social utilities', their enthusiasts see them as bringing 

together new communities of communicators in a world 'where', contra­

rily, 'disconnection and the value of individuality predominate' (McLard 

and Anderson 2008). Harnessing a measure of innovation and activism, 

new media platforms are presented as the 'conceptual technologies' of 

contemporary social thought? At the same time, another group of users 

and commentators are considerably more sceptical about the possibil­

ities for meaningful social interaction offered by these technologies; after 

all, networked socialising supposes the same values of individuality and 

separation critiqued by the new media enthusiasts.3 Media sceptics claim 

then, astringently, that digital technologies are superficial media that, 

rather than enhancing social experience, in fact degrade it, trivialising 

1 Twitter, 'a free social messaging utility for staying connected in real-time', is advertised with 
the following words: 'Real life happens between emails and blog posts. Find out what your 
friends are doing via twitter. The updates are very short, under 140 characters.' http:// 
twitter.com/ 

2 See Pahm1s and von Busch 2006. 
3 There is a range of moral opinions on the matter of new media. For ethical and philosoph­

ical dilemmas that new media raise see Hayles 1999; Manovich 2001; Thacker and Galloway 
2007; van Dijck 2007. 
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communication and deepening loneliness. In a recent article published in 

The Times Higher Education Supplement (2009), for example, Facebook 

is described as an ego trip for its users, lacking in reflectiveness and 

nuance, with the potential to seriously fracture society.4 Facebook 

users, it is suggested, are narcissists bombarding their readers with trite 

detail in the hope that they will thereby secure some kind of intimacy. 

The aim of this piece is to reflect on contemporary modes of self­

representation and self-extension in electronic spaces and informational 

economies. 5 My analytical attention is given over to the moral discourses 

noted above, but also more generally to an anthropological analysis of 

portraiture and social software. Ethnographically I focus on a few por­

traits, and on a particular artistic project known as the etoy Mission 

Eternity Project, which claims to challenge communication and memory 

culture by hacking into and morphing traditional concepts of informa­

tional archives and memory spaces. The chapter analyses different 

instances of how people compose and circulate extensions of themselves, 

and discusses the moral issues that arise when these extensions are also 

responses to mortality, feelings of proximity and sharing. 

etoy's Mission Eternity Project 

In early 2007 I started working on and collaborating with etoy, an interna­

tional art collective and dot.com art brand. etoy is a seventeen-year-old and 

twenty-plus person community of media theoreticians, architects, disabled­

persons carers, coders, designers, squatters, medical doctors, economists, 

fashion advisers and engineers, based in Zurich and organised as a form of 

corporation. etoy's digital and intemet art projects, carried out alongside 

their members' 'day jobs', have won plaudits from media, conceptual and 

system-based artists and art historians; the group most notably catapulted 

itself into media consciousness with TOYW AR, a web project through 

which they successfully defended the URL name etoy from capitalist 

speculation, by amongst other things mobilising an unprecedentedly size­

able cohort of global hacktivists (see Grether 2000; McKenzie 200 1 ). 

4 See Deborah Rogers in Times Higher Education Supplement (THES) 1 8  June 2009. 
5 See the excellent article by Adam Reed (2005) on how new media can function as extensions 

of the self. 
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However, it is their most recent undertaking Mission Eternity (Moo), 

which projects an understanding of the dead as a form of social software, 

that has come in for the most prestigious awards, while also attracting a 

number of especially noteworthy public responses. etoy members found 

the cremation of a friend and etoy collaborator 'uncomfortably ordinary 

and unsatisfying', and were moved to rethink ways of dealing with and 

memorialising the death of their loved ones. Enquiring into the notion of 

the afterlife artistically, technically and affectively, the group's interac­

tive and multimedia Moo memorials seek to address the trauma of the 

friends and relatives of the dead and dying. This ultra-long-term project, 

initiated in 2005, has set out to record the lives of volunteer participants 

facing death not through conventional likenesses or tombstones (what 

they consider ordinary forms of commemoration) but rather through the 

compilation of digital archives of the informational traces left by subjects 

over the course of their lives. The project thus approaches questions of 

death and dying through themes of memory and storage. 

The project's premise is that after death people leave behind both their 

mortal remains and a massive body of information that individuated or 

specified them. etoy artists argue for the continued existence of the dead 

both as biomass and as traces in global memory, for example in govern­

mental databases, family archives and the brain as the electrical bio­

memory of human social networks. Yet for these artists, the usual 

practices of disposing of the dead promote immobility, exclusion and 

disconnection of the deceased from those emotionally attached to them. 

Challenging such practices, while simultaneously avoiding being drawn 

into the orbit of conventional religious or profane mortuary beliefs, the 

etoy collective puts into practice a multi-modal post-mortem activity 

plan. Aiming for better ways of remembering and staying in contact 

with the dead, the project sets out to unite usually distinct communities 

of the living through orchestrating the engagement of different social 

groups with a storage system of the data of dead persons. In terms of the 

project's vision, the dead are linked to the living by a network of Moo 

figures dubbed Agents, Pilots and Angels. The Agents, the project's 

creators, have designed a digital communication system known as the 

Arcanum Capsule, namely, a unique interactive, digital portrait of the 

Pilots or artistic subjects who have died or are approaching death. 
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Having chosen to participate in Moo, Pilots offer up selected biodata. 

consenting thereby that their 'informational remnants' cross over into a 

digital afterlife. Capsule data, including pictures and photos of the Pilots, 

voice samples, mappings of Pilots' intimate social networks, forms of 

biodata such as signatures of their heartbeats and eyelash measurements. 

with any personal messages they wish to send on into the digital after­

world, are assembled with the explicit intention of being showcased after 

the Pilots' death. In providing such information, Pilots undergo a pro­

cess of encapsulation producing digitised audio, visual and textual frag­

ments of their lives. These carefully standardised, controlled and curated 

digital remains are taken to form an ideal portrait eo-created by the 

members of the Moo community. 

In order for Capsules, understood as infinite data particles, to circulate 

around the global infosphere, Capsule data are designed to be hosted by 

what are known as Moo A ngels. In the project, an Angel is simply an 

ordinary computer user willing to share at least 50MB of his or her disk 

space (on personal computers and mobile phones) to host the Arcanum 

Capsules. In order to distribute Pilots' eternal memory, etoy has created 

an open source software Missionoo A ngel Application, scattering 

Capsules' data among Angels' filespace.6 Running on personal com­

puters and servers as a peer-to-peer network, this application provides 

Moo with secure, transparent, affordable and ultra-long-term storage, 

while also constituting the project's social spine. 7 Because it is open 

source the software provides both the material and the social conditions 

for Pilots' perpetuation, particularly in the sense that Capsules are 

entirely dependent on Angels' provision of sufficient memory. Indeed, 

the philosophy of sharing underpins this project and fundamentally 

characterises etoy's methods and social ethic. 

6 The open-source software and code created by etoy is not in the public domain, because of a 
number of rules that regulate copyright issues. etoy source code is copy-lefted, in order to 
grant users more rights on the work. etoy uses the GPL for source-code (executables), and 
the CC-NCND 3.0 for 'static' data, e.g. the content of the Arcanum Capsules. The rest of 
the project is copyright etoy. http:/ /missioneternity.org/licensesj. It is foreseeable that etoy'' 
work (including the source code) will automatically go into the public domain after a certain 
period of time (that will differ across different countries), most likely in fifty to a hundred 
years' lime. 

7 In February 2007, etoy pre-released a functional prototype for alpha testing. The tool and 
the source code are available under the GPL: http://angelapp.missioneternity.org/. 
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The project thus draws together three types of community members or 

actors: Agents, who work on the implementation of Moo strategy and 

facilitate community interaction and integration; Pilots, who provide the 

data to be assembled and stored; and Angels, who contribute a part of 

their digital storage capacity in support of the mission. At the same time, 

and alongside the Arcanum Capsules storing the digital remains of the 

dead, etoy agents have created another art object to handle physical 

mortal remains. The Moo Terminus, a plug-shaped repository sculpture, 

is the final resting place of the Pilots' cremated ashes. Between January 

and June 2006 etoy constructed another essential installation, the 

Sarcophagus or mobile sepulchre for users who prefer to be buried at 

an indeterminate geographical location. The tomb's physical location 

differs from the standard disposal solutions (such as graves, cremation 

urns and columbaria) that operate in defined (if sometimes multiple) 

geographical locations. Built in Zurich, the Sarcophagus takes the form 

of a mobile cemetery tank fitted into a twenty-foot ISO standard white 

cargo container (6m long, 2.4m wide, 2.6m high and weighing 4 tons). 

etoy theorises that the complexity of the multimedia portraits and arte­

facts answers to the dangers and burdens of the memorialisation process 

in situations of loss. With 1 7,000 pixels immersively covering the walls, 

ceiling and floor, the Sarcophagus serves as a bridge between digital and 

physical data storage, displaying interactive composite portraits on its 

surface. While rendering Pilots' private and psychic lives visible in the 

form of digitised information on a computer screen, the Sarcophagus is 

also conceived as a real burial place. 

Moo Agents stress that their project should be understood primarily as 

an art installation intended to provoke people to think about death and 

disposal-related practices. The etoy post-mortem plan was not devised to 

provide metaphysical solutions to situations of loss and is not a com­

mercial service to be made available in the marketplace. etoy Agents are 

not high-class undertakers. Rather than seeking to displace the domi­

nant forms of mortuary commemoration in Euro-American cultures, the 

project's goal is to explore and possibly reconfigure the ways in which 

information societies deal with memory, time, death and sharing. 

Thanks to the Angel Application software, etoy has been able to 

operationalise its vision, with currently sixteen active Agents, two Moo 
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Pilots (Timothy Leary, a 1 960s counter-cultural icon and information 

society figure, and microfilm pioneer Sepp Keiser) accepted for encap­

sulation, one completed mortal remains transfer, two Test Pilots and 

more than 1 , 1 00 signed-up Angels. The Angel Application system is now 

running on hundreds of alpha test computers.8 

Stowaway Encapsulation 

After three years of intensive work, with Pilot Mr Keiser collecting data 

for his Arcanum Capsule and portrait, Mission Eternity has now 

moved to a new phase of its project. Whilst continuing work with 

existing Pilots and recruiting new ones, the Agents have also devised 

an open documentation subproject called Stowaway Passenger 

Encapsulation. In order to enhance the process of encapsulation in a 

way faithful to the original idea of sharing capsule content through 

open access, etoy has started organising workshops not just for care­

fully chosen Pilots, but for all interested participants willing to undergo 

encapsulation by allowing their 'memories' to be recorded, digitised and 

stored. 

So far the Stowaway Encapsulation workshops have been held in 

Amsterdam (Holland), Abruzzo (Italy) and Heiligkreuz (Switzerland). 

I worked with etoy as an ethnographer and an Agent both in Abruzzo 

and in Heiligkreuz. Before materials were encapsulated, local organisers 

advertised the workshop, suggesting to potential Stowaway Passengers 

the kind of thing they might like to bring along: digital files (such as 

simple.txt data, file systems, still images, movies, sound files, and so 

forth) on their own computers or USB sticks. Alternatively, Agents at 

the workshop could digitise whatever Passengers had set aside for the 

capsules. Participants were advised that they should only submit data 

they would never regret seeing anywhere on a public network - as these 

digital memories, although unidentified and scrambled, would become 

available to anyone willing to search for them. Furthermore, Passengers 

were advised that they could not violate copyrights or the privacy rights 

of other people or organisations. In helping Passengers create and curate 

8 For an extended description of this Moo project see Petrovic-Steger (in press). 
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their own Mini Arcanum Capsules, M oo  aims to deepen its understanding 

of electronic memory culture - why and how it is important, and how it 

goes about collecting, storing, passing on or forgetting information. The 

following passage is an excerpt from my diary on the Abruzzo workshop. 

From Abruzzo Stowaway Workshop Diary 

May 2 0 0 9 .  Twenty- five-plus balmy degre e s . Age n t s  are 

a r riving at the P o l l inaria r e s i dence that n e s t l e s  i n  

Abru z z o ,  recent l y  earthqua ked land o f  boars . T h e y  come 

with the i r  s u i  t e as e s ,  cable s ,  expecta t i o n s , t i e s , 

s c reen s ,  o range shoe s , penc i l s ,  comput er s . They come 

with the i r  regre t s  for the wine they have had c o n f i s cated 

and DVDs they have forgotten . The house is cold, but the 

wel come warm . It sme l l s  o f  app l e  and fresh pasta . 

Greet ings and Montepu l ciano flow . And the f i r s t  l i t t l e  

cap s u l e  i s  formed ,  albe i t  i n  pa s s i ng . De s c r ibing h im­

s e l f ,  s omebody utters that he had ' a very ordinary child­

hood,  you know . . . I s t a rted p laying wi th other kids when I 

was 6 years o l d  o r  s o  . . .  ' ( Gaetano ) . Unguarded giggl ing 

runs through the evening . The memor y  is wel c ome d . 

Treasured . The n ight s ki e s  obs e rved . The va l ue o f  

value , and the meaning o f  p o l i t i c a l  demo n s t rations that 

are choreographed,  di s cu s s e d . The f lower paths made by a 

friend,  a gue r r i l l a  gardene r ,  l i t  agai n . Ri s k ,  f e a r ,  

s e cu r i t y ,  a n d  o rder a re a l l  broached . I fal l a s l eep on a 

bed bearing a transgende red image o f  a ( wo )  man wearing a 

1 9th century bonnet. 

The f o l l owing morning feels s t i f f ,  even starchy,  with 

expecta t i o n . Breakfa s ti n g ,  wal king bare foot ove r warm 

t erracotta , agen t s  rehash ye s t e rday ' s  d i s c u s s ions  

about guer r i l l a  gardener s ,  f r i e nds , the pharmaceutical 

indu s t r y  and cyborgs . Then we de scend down into the 

vaul t s ,  mi s e - e n - s cened as a workshop space . S e t t ing an 

exper imental artwo rk on the technology of memor y  i n  the 
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Pol l in a r i a  vau l t s  i n s i s t s  o n  i t s  own rhythm . The cameras 

are s e t ,  the ECG cal ibrated, cha i r s  unfolded . Penc i l s  

sharpened . The beaming equ ipmen t attains a s omewhat s o l ­

emn veneer again s t  the chamber s t o ne s . O r  maybe j us t  the 

reve rse : the curved s tone wal l s  themselves become shiny . 

The people who are soon to become Stowaway Pas sengers 

s t art do t t ing the courtyard . S ome are gre y-hai red and 

s t r aight -backed,  others smi l ing and paunchy, others 

s t i l l  r i ch-vo i ced,  scarred, s t ar-daubed,  author i t a ­

t ive , shy . K i d s  r u n  round . There are children o n  the 

benche s ,  in womb s , and i n  comput e r  f i l e s  wai t i ng t o  be 

shared . There are dogs s n i f f ing,  s t retching,  s t e a l i ng 

into the workshop vau l t s . The cats  are on USB s t icks 

on l y . There are hushed voices and qui c k  glances s to l en 

i n  the heat o f  noon . We obse rve each other and are 

obs e rved through the g l a s s  doo r s  and window s .  

Explanations and int roducti o n s  about e t oy b e g i n  a f t e r  

f o o d  has b e e n  s ha red . There are fi lms a n d  s tori e s , e t oy '  s 

phi l os ophy,  h i s to r y  and goal s . What i s  i t  t o  share? To 

share t ime , r i s k ,  i de as , financial i nve s tment ,  knowledge 

and excitement? M i s s i onoo pro j e ct i s  e lucidated as an 

open- source , open-ended p ro j ect that cha l l enges i deas 

o f  the a f t e r l i fe and o f  technology by exploring the 

retention pract ices of s to rage s y s tems and cultural com­

mons . What l i e s  beyond infinity,  beyond mi s s ion eternity? 

How and why should data be pre served? S ome o f  e t oy '  s image 

repertory and inspiration are taken from as tronomy . But 

the point is made that e t oy doe s not col l aps e ,  o r  seek to 

infu s e ,  the age of Space and Infinity with New Age - ry . On 

the cont rary . Moo explores a space of a different kind . An 

intimate space o f  memory . O f  human traces . And the space 

of imagined a fterl i fe . It is not s ome naive attempt at 

creati ng a 2 . 0 .  web graveyard . It doe s not promis e  t o  

provide death or dying- related service s . Rather , i t  i s  

a proj ect that celebrates acces s ib i l i t y ,  research , 

i nnovation , experience and t ime by delving into what 
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can be left a fter l i fe . What can be stored in open formats? 

What i ntegrated? Moo cha l lenge s memo ry culture . Bel ieve s 

i n  b ioma s s . Gathe rs dus t  and noise . Admires e l e ct r i cal 

data . Exper iments with and records the e l ectricity on 

which Moo and our bodies run . Moo en capsul a t es . Its encap­

sulation s  set the parameters and condi t ions for future 

connection and communi cation - beyond the spaces expe r i ­

enced and known. 

The tal k e l e c t r i f i e s  the audi ence . The evange l i s a t i o n  

o f  memor y ,  a f t e r  dea t h ,  i s  me t b y  wide - open e ye s , p r a c ­

t i ca l  que s t i on s ,  s ome s i de l ong c r i t i c i s m ,  h i s t r i o n i c  

remar ks . B y  smi l ing a n d  t h e  i rrepre s s ib l e  body l anguage 

of excitemen t . But a l s o  by caution , even refusal . What 

v i s ions  and image s did the audi ence form i n  the i r  mind? 

Did anyone r e c a l l  J . G .  B a l l ard ' s  me lan cho l y  future 

where dead a s tronau t s  orbit the earth i n  beep ing s a t e l ­

l i tes , entombe d  i n  the i r  l o s t  cap s u l e s? H o w  d o  t h e  p a s ­

senge r s  imagine cap s u l e s? What data did t h e y  b r ing? How 

wi l l  they curate the i r  pro f i l e s? What though t s , s copi c  

t r a ce s ,  obj e c t s , image s ,  body parts w i l l  s tand for par­

t i c ipant s ' imaginat i o n ,  the i r  aspirations regarding 

s e l f-portrai t ure? What s t o r i e s  wi l l  the Stowaways , 

the s e  archi te c t s , DJs , pol i t i cal s ci e nt i s t s , farmers , 

graph i c  de s i gne r s , s tude n t s  o f  s o c i o l ogy and s emi o t i c s  

be w i l l ing to share? 

The proce s s  of s e l f-encapsulation begins . The S towaway 

Pas sengers are sent to an agent who a s s igns each a Capsule 

ID numbe r .  Then s ome are i nvited to measure the e l e ct r i c  

b e a t s  o f  the i r  heart s . The s u n  stenci l s  naked e le ct rocar­

diographed bodies behind the o range para van . Others go in 

for photo and video s e s s ions . Tattoos of s c i s s o r s  and 

z ippe rs are recorde d .  Finge rprints taken . P imp l e s  and 

pustu l e s  s canned . Others a llow the i r  encapsulation 

code numbers to get attached t o ,  what s eem, tanta l i s ing,  

forgiving,  revoking, and conspiratorial images b rought 

in on USB s t i cks and l aptops . I n  the i nterviews and on the 
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s creens , dead paren t s ,  past l overs and e s t ranged s i s ters 

are evoke d .  Adopted grandfathers such a s  Mr Kei se r  a re 

remembered . Pol itical programme s o n  D 'Annun z i o ' s  birth­

place , Pescara,  find the i r  way into the capsule s .  

Mus ical compo s ition s ,  websites a re crammed i n . The 

atmo sphere warms up . The S towaway Pas senge r s  and Agents 

are n ow seating c l o s e r  t o  each othe r ,  laughing with each 

othe r ,  e xchanging j okes and mp3 s .  S ome kind of non­

intru s i ve , respectful intimacy swe l l s . Technology i s  

not s ub s t ituted for l i turgy, but the pract ices are get­

t ing ritua l i s t i c ,  repet i t ive. 

Conversations follow on how S towaway Pas sengers 

conceive surve i l l ance and representation . What do they 

think o f  sel f-curation , sel f-portraiture and self­

management? How do they think bodi e s ,  death, decay? What 

do they think of the proj ect? Some say it is courageou s . 

O thers see i t  as pure experiment and fun . For another 

group , i t  wi l l  stand as an eternal memory . They bel i eve 

that sharing is fundamental . An Agent intervenes and 

explains that the proj ect should not be unders tood as s ome 

sort o f  facebook ( that i s ,  as a social networking s i te ) ; i t  

a ims at a di fferent k i n d  o f  sharing . S ome nod, others glance 

away . A woman sugges t s  that this workshop is a perfect way 

o f  leaving certain memories behind . A way o f  parting with 

them . Get t i ng rid of them . Forgetting them. 

The Cap s u l e s  get f i l le d  w i t h  people s i nging,  swimming,  

dancing . S omebody p o s t s  do zens  o f  shot s s howing an ex­

g i r l friend ' s  e ye . Another cap s u l e  s t o r e s  a short movie 

depi cting a random day i n  a S t owaway P a s senge r ' s  

f r i e nd ' s  l i fe . A third commemorates a l o ca l  communal 

proj e c t . A fourth encap s u l a t e s  a f i nger-p r i n t  draw i ng 

o f  a futu r i s t i c  indu s t r i al l ands cape , with f i re s , suns 

and a rchitectural sugge s t i on s . The s ame cap s u l e  holds a 

s can o f  a mi l i tary card . Was i t  importan t  that t h i s  

S towaway Pas s enge r operated radar e qu ipment f o r  the 

army , I a s k: 
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No , n o t  re a l l y  . . .  but I found the card i n  my bag 

today . . .  so I though t  that i t  should go i n t o  the 

c ap s u l e .  

S omebody exp l a in s  smi l ing: 

I ' ve e n c ap s u l a t e d  a paper that I wrote on d i g i t a l  

memo r y  . . .  a n d  a m  l o o k i n g  f o rward t o  coming b a c k  t o  

i t  i n  a c o u p l e  o f  y e a r s  t ime t o  s e e  what wa s I t h i n k­

i n g , how was I t h i n k i n g  i n  2 0 0 9 . . .  I t  wa s h a r d  t o  

cho o s e  what ma t e r i a l  t o  e n c ap s u l a t e , though . We 

I t a l i an s  do n o t  l i ke to p a r t  f rom t h i n g s , we l i ke t o  

k e e p  a n d  s t o r e  eve rythi ng. 

Another:  

If I could put i t  i n  the c ap s u l e , I wou l d  s t o r e  my 

h a i r  . . .  Whe neve r I f e e l  that I need a change in my 

l i fe ,  I change the c o l our o f  my ha i r . Ha i r  i s  real l y  me. 

Meanwh i l e , warmth s eeps in from the te r race above . Sun 

marks the s kin . Cooked boar and lunchtime s a l ad . P o s t ­

mea l  cigarett e s . People s u rp r i s e  themselve s  with what 

they s ay . S ome harsh words are uttered . S ome thoughts 

are real i gned . F e e l i ngs b r u i s ed . But a l s o  g i f t s  a re 

b e s towed . A couple , soon to be mar r i e d ,  b r i ngs image s o f  

a cytob l a s t ,  a n  mp3 o f  the mus i c  they have comp o s e d ,  and a 

photograph o f  the b ride ' s  grandmother.  

F o r  u s , s he is the future . S h e  h o l d s  the f u t u r e . She 

is 1 0 0  years old . . .  Y o u  w o u l d  unde r s tand what we mean 

if you knew h e r .  

Capsule e 2 0 c5 C2 4 1 3 2 8 7 9 0 8 :  

M y  c ap s u l e  h o l ds a p l an e t  ve r s i o n  o f  my s e l f .  

Re c e n t l y  I have di s covered that an a s t e r o i d ,  t h a t  

b e a r s  the s ame name a s  I do , was found e x a c t l y  on t h e  
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day o f  my b i rthda y ,  6 9 ye a r s  ago b e f o r e  I was b o rn . I t  

i s  c a l l e d  6 9 9  H e  l a . The p l an e t  i s  o rb i t i ng the Sun 

and is c omp o s e d  mo s t l y  of i r o n , magne s i um , 

s i l i c o n  . . .  And the f u n n y  t h i n g  i s  t h a t  my r e c e n t  b i o ­

chemi c a l  a n a l ys i s  have s hown that I have app a re n t l y  

e x t r a o rd i n a r i l y  h i g h  l e ve l s  o f  i r on f o r  a woman . 

T h i s re a l l y  amu s e s  me . . .  I s c an n e d  the a n a l y s i s ,  

c o l l e c t e d  the c o r r e spondence I have had w i t h  NASA ,  

b r ought s ome p i c t u r e s  . . .  And h e r e  i t  i s - m y  c ap s u l e .  

Cap s u l e  e 2 0 c 6 d8 9 6 0 3 2 8 6 0 :  

I b rought o n l y  o n e  t h i n g . A photograph o f  my younge s t  

f r i e n d ,  f i r s t  k i d  f r i e n d  eve r ,  a k i nd o f  v i rtual s o n  o f  

mine . The photo shows h i m  loo king at a p a i n t i n g ,  o r  

rather p r i n t  i n  one o f  the exh i b i t i o n s  w e  v i s i ted l a s t  

year . You cannot s e e  h i s  face . O n l y  h i s  l e g s . 

S eb a s t i an ' s  trunk i s  covered by the p r i n t  that hangs 

f r om the ce i l ing . . .  I l ove th i s  photo . It remi nds me 

that there i s  a hope f o r  the future o f  art i n  I ta l y  . . .  o f  

cour s e  there i s ,  i f  a 4 year ch i l d  e nj oys i t  s o  mu ch . . .  

T rue , here he i s  s t andi ng in front o f  a s ex s cene . The 

p r i n t  s hows a coup l e  copu l a t i n g  on a tab l e ,  in a s o r t  o f  

funny po s i t i o n  . . .  But that i s  a t r u l y  beau t i fu l  paint­

i n g . There ' s  nothing obs cene about i t . And he wa s me s ­

meri s e d  b y  i t  . . .  S o  I wanted t o  encap s ul a t e  that very 

moment .  He wi l l  outl ive me . And w i l l  be , actua l l y  i s  

al ready , a conne c t i o n  b e tween t h i n g s  that mar k  my 

l i fe and tho s e  that w i l l  exi s t  a f t e r  my death. 

Then a fami l y  c ome s w i th a box f i l l ed w i th photograph s . 

They borrow a s hove l , and go t o  the woods . A tree i s  

chosen , a h o l e  dug i n  front o f  i t ,  a n d  the b o x  w i t h  the 

photos p l anted . The Cap s u l e  that the fami l y  sends away 

holds o n l y  GPS coordinates of the box and a beau t i fu l  

video made b y  an Agen t  t h a t  r e c ords t h e  box ' s  bur i a l  . . .  
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What did the juxtaposition of etoy's performance, equipment, panels, 

measurements and sharing of memories, food and time achieve? How 

were memories acted upon? What, if any, art forms were produced? 

What happened? The realisation that most Stowaway Passengers inde­

pendently use open software programs and subscribe to open software 

ethics proved an important starting-point for etoy, in that it allowed 

Agents to understand themselves as doing no more than lending their 

labour and infrastructural capabilities to bequeath certain Passenger 

memories into the future. Encapsulation severed memories, made them 

into digitised, numbered and stored objects. Reifying, untying, sending 

away, dismembering, did not, however, sever or diminish, but rather 

strengthened the memorial process. Passengers' trivia, their hopes, fears 

and holographic details were transposed and broken up to form some 

other, experimental entity. The experience opened up and augmented new 

phantasmagoric possibilities, enabled previously unthought ways of 

morphing, while attempting to erase and forget certain images. The work­

shop explored different forms of digital self-representation and portraits. 

The files and capsules that Agents organised and protected with Angel 

Application 0.4.2. became swollen with hyperlinks and with the promise of 

eternal access. Encapsulation felt arcane not only because of the scram­

bling but because of the relations and proximi ties that were knitted. 

Three portraits of Marilyn Strathern 

In 200 1 Girton College commissioned Daphne Todd to paint a portrait 

of Marilyn Strathern in her role as the Mistress. The conversation 

between the painter and the sitter discussing what kind of portrait 

could be made for this occasion, or rather its recollection, has generated 

an unusual level of media interest.9 In order to find a way through the 

skein of chance encounters, and to make a point of contact, we read that 

Strathern gave Todd her own work, 'Pre-figured features: a view from 

the New Guinea Highlands' ( 1 999), that had been stimulated by a 

9 See THES, 10 August 2001 and the Girton Annual Review 2002. Sitter, artist and portrait 
also featured on a Channel 4 programme on portraiture 'In Your Face' made by Bruno 
Wollheim for Coluga Pictures in 2002. 
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conference on Portraiture and the problematics of representation. 1 0  

Strathern's paper was offered as an example of how an anthropologist 

may think representation and portraiture through an analysis of visual 

identity in Papua New Guinea. Todd, who later won the Royal Society of 

Portrait Painters' Ondaatje Prize for Portraiture 200 1 for this piece, 

wrote: 

Anyway, giving Marilyn two heads seemed appropriate. I cannot remember pre­
cisely what led to it - although it would not surprise me to discover that the seed 
was sown deliberately by the sitter. The painting developed in a straightforward 
way. (Todd and Strathern 200 1)  

Apart from this institutional portrait, there is at least one more profes­

sional portrait of Marilyn Strathern. Without action there is no reason is 

the title of the piece by Issam Kourbaj made in 1 999 and commissioned 

by Strathern. Although conceptualised as a portrait, Kourbaj 's  installa­

tion does not feature a face. Instead all an observer sees are hands. Eight 

acid-etched zinc plates showing reliefs of protruding and depressing palms 

are held together by a petroleum-green coloured wooden panel. The mem-

ry behind this piece, as Mr Kourbaj kindly retold to me, is also Papuan. 

During one of their sessions, Strathern presented a Kina shell to Kourbaj . 

The ochre-coloured pearlshell, put together with wood, bamboo, mud and a 

gold-lip shell, inspired Kourbaj to translate Strathern's explanations ofKina 

ceremonial wealth exchange into images of hands as symbols of giving and 

taking. Kourbaj recalled a Syrian saying that when a person feels an itching 

in their right palm, he or she knows that something must be given away. If 

the itching is felt in the left hand, however, the person believes that they will 

soon receive unexpected gifts. This image prompted Kourbaj to paint 

Strathern's hands with ink, and through the printmaking technique of 

sugarlift etching produce a hollow relief of Strathern's left and a proud relief 

of her right hand. He then juxtaposed the sequences of left- and right-hand 

reliefs on the plates, arranging them so that within each plate the hand prints 

would point in two different directions, forming ceremonial lines suggestive 

of the motion ofKina exchange events. Sinking the plates into acid to attain 

an effect of weariness and mimicking Kina shell directionality, Kourbaj 

intended to stress that there is no absolute giving and no absolute taking. 

10 See THES, 1 0  August 200 1 .  
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Following Strathern's explanation that Hageners used to count in twos, and 

a 'hand' of eight shells represented one unit in ceremonial exchange, the piece 

takes the form of eight plates. The wooden panel holding the plates together 

was painted numerous times until it took on the perfect petroleum green 

shade best satisfying both Strathern and Kourbaj's visions. 

If Todd's portrait captures Strathern in her office role, Kourbaj's 

portrait invites associative thought - processes and a mulling over her 

personality as expressed through her work, creativity and professional­

ism. I read this portrait as a portrait of her as a maker, writer and even 

sculptress. Recently Strathern herself has conceptualised a piece that 

might be thought of as another portrait of her, or rather of her work. 

It is a portrait, one could say, of ethnography in general, and of her work 

in Papua New Guinea in particular. 

To wit, for the A ssembling Bodies: Art, Science and Imagination exhi­

bition, which has set out to explore the technologies that make bodies 

visible, Strathern has conceptualised, and the Cambridge Museum of 

Archaeology and Anthropology has executed, an installation of net bags 

en tit ed 'Bilum Tree' . 1 1  A couple of dozen looped string bags, or bilums, 

collected across Papua New Guinea in the period from 1 922 to 2005 

gleam in front of visitors' eyes in shades of yellow, brown, ochre, purple, 

red, blue, green, orange and black. Looped from a white wooden pole 

they suggest a form of a tree. Exhibition signage describes the net bags as 

made exclusively and usually worn only by Papua New Guinea women 

using a distinctive looping technique. 12 Bilums, these durable, versatile 

articles are today worn as widely as ever. Stuffed with brown paper, the 

bags on show at the exhibition mimic hilum's typical body-like shape ­

their swelled contours filled with food from gardens or marketplaces, or 

with babies they cradle or caches of money they conceal. Strathern 

describes bilums as ever-changing artefacts, especially when compared 

with the mounted pearlshells exhibited next to the Bilum tree. The pearl­

shells, objects traditionally handled and transacted only by men, are, by 

1 1  The exhibition at the University of Cambridge Museum of Archaeology and 
Anthropology opened in March 2009 and was curated by Anita Herle, Mark Eliott and 
Rebecca Empson. 

12 Strathern documents that Telefol and Umeda men sometimes also wear string bags ([199 1 ] ,  
2004: 86). 
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contrast, historical objects coming from a very specific time and area of 

Papua New Guinea. 1 3  

Both objects are exhibited i n  order to suggest t o  visitors different ways 

of conceiving of bodies. This proposition � of thinking bodies through 

bilums and pearlshells and their capacity to produce and reproduce � is 

not new to students of Strathern's work. Bodies and bilums, likened to 

each other in Strathern's analysis, are analysed through their capability 

of growing things inside themselves, standing for collectivity (in that they 

combine elements from maternal and paternal clans) or for an assembly 

of persons who together produce something (see Strathern 2009: 64). As 

intimate articles of apparel, bilums are identified with the personal 

capacities and gender status of their wearers. Men usually wear smaller 

bags. As Gell ( 1975) describes, a man and his bag are as inseparable as a 

man and his dog, in that his bag is said to contain his most personal 

possessions, existing as a kind of shadow spirit (Gell in Strathern [ 1 99 I ]  

2004: 86). Indeed, men's bags have been taken t o  function a s  a kind of 

exterior bodily skin (Strathern [ 199 1 ] 2004: 87) .  By contrast, the larger 

bags that women carry evince their public role in a society and express a 

more material presence (86) . 

Why do I suggest we see the Bilum Tree as a portrait of Marilyn 

Strathern? On Papua New Guinea it is believed that the gift of a netbag 

helps the recipient recall an image of its maker. Telefol women, Strathern 

writes, like to picture the face of the recipient of their string bags as they do 

the looping. Although not depicting faces, the bags carry a permanent trace 

of their makers' features (Strathern 2004 [ 1 99 1]). To loop a bag is therefore 

in some sense to compose a portrait � both of the maker and of the social 

relationship that the bag represents. Not only bags but also the empty 

space enclosed by bags (Strathern writes, after Battaglia) evoke persons. 

Women looping the bags anticipate the personal objects that men will place 

13 The pearlshell label in the exhibition explains the use of shells in wealth exchanges as 
documented in 1 965 Mount Hagen, Papua New Guinea: 'Mounted on resin boards 
painted with ochre these prized shells have utilitarian handles of old meshing or calico, 
strong enough to carry heavy items between exchange partners. The valuable is the pearl­
shell itself, carefully worked to show its colour. A pair, because people count in twos, and a 
"hand" of eight shells was a unit in ceremonial exchange - the bamboo slats mimic the 
tallies donors wear. And what is the focus of sucb concern with wealth? Reproduction! Out 
of a body (a clan group) comes a body. Look at the shell again, and you see a foetus curled 
up inside its mother's womb.' 
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in there. The string loops are made t o  hold something besides themselves 

(Strathern [ 1 99 1 ]  2004: 1 14). Bilums, then, are looped with memories and 

the anticipation of social alignments. Looping bags tie relationships. 

If one wanted to develop this perspective further, rather then repre­

senting a portrait of Strathern, or of her Papua New Guinean friends and 

informants, the Bilum tree may be seen as a portrait of relationships. The 

installation suggests not only an indigenous body in the making, but 

anthropological analysis in the thinking and writing. 

Moreover, further looping of this image - of bilums, dense with rela­

tions, genealogies, and of the Bilum tree as a portrait - with an image of 

etoy's Moo practices described above, invites consideration of the parallel 

between net bags and Stowaway Capsules. Bilums are like both wombs and 

data ports. 14 Both capsules and bilums are produced as vessels for nour­

ishing people's relationships through storing their past and future selves 

and relationships. Recall the capsule holding a photograph of a child 

observing an art exhibit of a couple procreating. The capsule's content 

could be thought of as an indexical portrait: in the workshop participant's 

own words, the encapsulated image is her own portrait, phrased as the 

image of a child who will survive her and so partake in future of the life­

force of the capsule maker. The capsule is envisaged as a medium to future­

proof and guarantee memories, gathering-in the maker and the portrayed 

child in a 'looped' relationship. Further, the relationships knitted by the 

artefact extend beyond the familial to a form of projected community in 

that the child is symbolically, rather than biologically, related to the 'sitter' . 

Capsules, portraits, bodies, and the notion of sharing 

Memory is a structuring concern in e toy's exploration of borders and 

spaces beyond body, time and death. How do Encapsulation Passengers 

want to be remembered? Why would they want to preserve their mem­

ories in bytes? Mini Arcanum Capsules are imagined and sculpted as 

wombs, as places to store hopes for a prosperous marriage, as containers 

for concentrated, raw, emotionally charged, fattened and fattening, or 

1 4  The bilums are often likened to a womb, for their potential for expanding like the uterus 
(Mackenzie 1 990 quoted in a Strathern 1 99 1  [2004]: 86), and Strathern described Hagen 
pearlshells as 'organs' already in her 1 979 text 'The self in self-decoration'. 
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painful incisions into people's lives. The capsules, in which passengers 

have stored their chosen digital selves, sometimes resembled armour, 

sometimes mirrors, sometimes traps. They were equated with the people 

(or parts of the people) submitting to encapsulation, and experienced as 

storage for their physiological bodies and multiple agencies. 1 5  One work­

shop participant chose to describe herself as somebody who paints on her 

personality, regretting that her hair could not go into the capsule. Other 

Stowaway Passengers went about putting together their capsules with 

images of cytoblasts and asteroids .  The capsules were imagined as objects 

capable of holding the future, and materially extending formative rela­

tions in people's lives. They were conceived (or played with) as if able to 

prosthesise (Stelarc 2005) remembered, existing, lost, feared and desired 

relationships of passengers, jacking these into virtual terrains. These acts 

of imagination and encapsulation rendered digital information corporeal. 

Moreover, another kind of body came into existence in the encapsulation 

of memories. The metabolic quality of all the exchanges that took place in 

this workshop suggests that activities of sharing may convene a space that 

acts like a body, a space that incorporates, excorporates, produces and 

reproduces, if not people, then digital versions of them. 

Conclusion 

To engage with the question of what, if anything, comes after death is to 

engage with the most virtual of all questions. etoy has approached these 

questions not from a religious or moral(ising) angle but by framing a 

problem in the management of an archive. The project considers death, 

1 5 I should note that it would perhaps be more anthropologically intuitive to draw a parallel 
between capsules and Malanggans, rather than capsules and bilums. The imaginative force 
of passengers is released into the capsules, in a similar way to which the life-force of the 
dead is released from its container when a Malanggan is destroyed. Likewise, Malanggans 
are said to convert existing relationships into virtual, matter into energy, and living into 
ancestral agency, heralding the reversal of these transformations at a future stage in the 
reproductive cycle (Strathern 2005a: 98). Moreover Malanggans are seen as transmitters or 
conduits (Strathern after Sykes 2000 and Kiichler 2002), able to capture, condense and 
then release power back into the world. However, there are striking differences also 
between the Malanggan and the capsules, not least that the former is destroyed and the 
latter is not. The capsule has a potentially infinite shelf-life. By severing, unmooring, 
disconnecting, sending-away memories, embodied in things and digitalised in archives, 
the capsules feed immortality. 
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memory and practices of self-extension philosophically from the perspec­

tive of technology. How to organise storage places in the long run? What 

might a data retrieval system look like? The question, though, that an 

anthropologist might pose is why are death and memory framed through 

images of 'rescuing', 'preserving' and documentation in the first place? 

In seeking to store memories, Missionoo notably avoids reliance on hi­

tech technologies, instead aiming to put together a human network of 

people interested in the project and willing massively to share, distribute 

and lend their gadgets' memory space to memorialisation. The capsules, 

that is, infinite data particles, are hosted on the memory of thousands of 

computers and mobile phones. The nurturance of these devices' users is 

crucial. Capsules and digital remains may orbit as long as they are sus­

tained by open software and virtual kinship and networks. 1 6  Filled with 

and enacted through the contemporary vernacular and by practices of 

sharing and kopimi values (that reflect on questions regarding information 

infrastructure and digital culture), the capsules are not imagined as rigid 

memory artefacts but as vessels of communication. 1 7  A buried box stashed 

with photographs serves not as a tombstone or memorial, but as a fertile 

ground for future communication. Encapsulation, performed by severing 

memories, makes them into objects ready for digitisation, numbering and 

storage, to be conceptualised and experienced not only as a metaphorical 

thing, but as a cultural practice. Untying, dismembering, sending artefacts 

away did not attenuate but strengthened memories' potentiality, as the 

hopes and fears passengers wanted to preserve broke up, as it were, into a 

higher life. By predicting, releasing and rehearsing future desires, etoy 

project is concerned not only with the preservation, assembling and archiv­

ing of memory through an elaborate digitisation of its forms, but with the 

values of future sharing and communication elicited out of electrical traces 

of our bodies and our lives. Similarly to Telefol string bags, which 'do not 

exist apart from the relationships out of which they are made and for which 

they either bear women's produce or men's personal paraphernalia' 

1 6  For an analysis of Internet and open source software as a social form, see de Land a 2002; 
Benkler 2006; Kelty 2008. 

1 7  Kopimi is a copyright alternative, invented by Piratbyrfm, a Swedish think tank that 
promotes and infrastructurally enables the free sharing of information and culture. For 
their highly important contribution to the on-going conversation on copyright, file-sharing 
and digital culture, Piratbyriin received an award of distinction at 2009 Prix Ars Electronica. 



1 64 Maja Petrovic-Steger 

(Strathern 2004[ 199 1 ] :  1 02), the capsules are equally made from and 

dependent on relationality and networks of sharing. Moreover, their exis­

tence is enabled through the notion of proximity. Although concerns such 

as virtuality, interactivity and dematerialisation are most often cited as the 

preoccupations of digital art, the capsules described here are imagined as 

enabling life experiences to be acknowledged, through communicating 

their value to those around them and those who may come to be around 

them. 18  etoy appears productively to challenge typically polarised moral 

opinions about new media and ironises commercial memorialising practi­

ces and dying-related services, setting up an open-source enabled ethno­

graphic conceptualism to prompt people to think about the social 

dimensions of death and sharing. 1 9  

My analogical reading of bilums, portraits and etoy capsules has 

sought to describe a mode of contemporary portraiture. The essay 

suggests seeing and thinking bilums, portraits and capsules as bodies, 

as composite figures produced collectively. As bodies eo-created, pro­

duced and curated by Todd and Strathern. By Kourbaj and Strathern. 

By Papua New Guineans, the Museum of Anthropology and Archaeology, 

and Strathern. By etoy and Stowaway Passengers. 
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rial, ethnographic concept becomes the goal of ethnographic exploration (see Ssorin­
Chaikov and Sosnina, forthcoming). 
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