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On the face of it, anthropology and design would seem to point in opposite directions. Anthropology is committed to observing and describing life as we find it, as it is lived by the people of different places and times. Design is committed to proposing new forms of life, never before encountered: it is prospective rather than retrospective. Surely, understanding past or present worlds is one thing; helping to create new worlds is another. Design anthropology, in these terms, sounds like a contradiction in terms. I want to argue, to the contrary, that there is no contradiction here: that both design and anthropology are inherently speculative disciplines, whose propositions nevertheless only carry force to the extent that they are grounded in a profound understanding of human lived worlds. This argument implies a double critique: on the one hand of the kind of design thinking that, in making a fetish of innovation, leans towards forms that are inherently unsustainable; and on the other hand of a kind of anthropological thinking for which even speculative intervention is done in the name of retrospective inquiry into the manifold, contextually specific particularities of life. 
I shall not here develop the first critique: it has been put forward many times before and has already gained considerable traction. I shall concentrate instead on the second. The kind of anthropological thinking to which I object is, of course, that which holds the be all and end all of anthropology to be ethnography. This sort of thinking is not only alive and well in the discipline, it is also self-righteously and complacently resistant to challenge. It is even present in the prospectus for this seminar which – after pointing to the possible synergy between the speculative ambition of anthropology and design’s potential to allow new forms of experience, awareness and dialogue to emerge – goes on to suggest that this might raise new ethnographic questions, or new modes of ethnographic inquiry into people’s aspirations and concerns. Let me state my alternative view quite categorically: design can be a way of doing anthropology, and anthropology a way of doing design, but only if we recognize that the purposes of anthropology are by no means confined or reducible to those of ethnography. 
Let me begin by restating what, I think, anthropology is. It is, for me, a generous, open-ended, comparative, and yet critical inquiry into the conditions and potentials of human life in the one world we all inhabit. It is generous because it is founded in a willingness to both listen and respond to what others have to tell us. It is open-ended because its aim is not to arrive at final solutions that would bring social life to a close but rather to reveal the paths along which it can keep on going. Thus the holism to which anthropology aspires is the very opposite of totalisation. Far from piecing all the parts together into a single whole, in which everything is ‘joined up’, it seeks to show how within every moment of social life is enfolded an entire history of relations of which it is the transitory outcome. Anthropology is comparative because it acknowledges that no way of being is the only possible one, and that for every way we find, or resolve to take, alternative ways could be taken that would lead in different directions. Thus even as we follow a particular way, the question of ‘why this way rather than that?’ is always at the forefront of our minds. And it is critical because we cannot be content with things as they are. 

By general consent, the organisations of production, distribution, governance and knowledge that have dominated the modern era have brought the world to the brink of catastrophe. In finding ways to carry on, we need all the help we can get. But no-one – no indigenous group, no specialist science, no doctrine or philosophy – already holds the key to the future, if only we could find it. We have to make the future for ourselves, but that can only be done through dialogue. Anthropology’s role, I believe, is to expand the scope of this dialogue: to make a conversation of human life itself. That, surely, is why we go to work with people from walks of life that may be very different from our own. It is not to undertake a forensic inquiry into what they do or the ways they think. It is to learn from them, just as we might learn from scholars with whom we might choose to study. That is to say, it is to undergo an education. Indeed I believe there would be good grounds for substituting the word ‘education’ for ‘ethnography’ as the most fundamental purpose of anthropology. 
By education I do not mean an effort to instil already established and officially authorised knowledge into the minds of students, but rather an exposure to ways of doing and thinking that lead us out (in the original sense of the Latin educere, compounded from ex, out, and ducere, to lead) from our comfort zone, and force us to attend to things in ways we had not done before. This is close to what philosopher Richard Rorty calls edification. For Rorty, edification is a kind of reverse hermeneutics in which we think up new aims, words or disciplines and go on to interpret our familiar surroundings in terms of these new inventions. This, for him, is what the poet does. But I think it would serve equally well, for us, to characterise the interventions of design. Or more to the point, is this not exactly what anthropology does? Michael Jackson thinks so, and I agree. The anthropological project, he says with explicit reference to Rorty, is about ‘opening up new possibilities for thinking about experience’. 
But that is also exactly why it is not a project of ethnography. For anthropology to revert to ethnography is tantamount to looking through the wrong end of the telescope. Instead of calling on the vision afforded by our education, under the tutelage of those with whom we have worked, to illuminate and enlarge upon the world, the ethnographer takes his or her sightings from the world in holding up the other’s ways to scrutiny. Of course the careful, forensic probing of ideas is a primary desideratum of good scholarship. To do so in the name of ethnography, however, is to get things back to front. Do we study anthropology in order to gain an insight into the ‘concerns, aspirations, and imaginative horizons’ of our teachers? I should think not! I wonder, then, why what would be considered treacherous within the academy should be regarded as not just legitimate but commendable beyond its walls. Or is the ethnographising of our encounters with what we condescendingly call ‘non-academic’ or ‘lay’ communities a way of protecting our academic backs? I rather think it is. 
The problem lies in a kind of trick that the notion of ethnography plays with time. Imagine that you are in the field. You tell people that you have come to learn from them. You are perhaps hoping that they will teach you some of their practical skills, or that they will explain what they think about things. You try very hard to remember what you have observed, or what people have told you, and lest you forget, you write it all down in fieldnotes as soon as the opportunity arises. Could it be the eagerness to learn, the strenuous memory-work, or perhaps the subsequent writing of notes, that lends an ethnographic inflection to your encounters with others? The answer is no. For what we could call ‘ethnographicness’ is not intrinsic to the encounters themselves; it is rather a judgement that is cast upon them through a retrospective conversion of the learning, remembering and note-taking which they call forth into pretexts for something else altogether. This ulterior purpose, concealed from the people whom you covertly register as ‘informants’, is documentary. It is this that turns your experience, your memory and your notes into material – sometimes spun quasi-scientifically as ‘data’ – upon which you subsequently hope to draw in the project of offering an account. 

The risks of double-crossing entailed in this ‘ethnographising’ of encounters, and the ethical dilemmas consequent upon them, are well-known and much discussed. No-one could accuse anthropologists of turning a blind eye to them. This is not where the fault lies. It lies rather in a temporal distortion that contrives to render the aftermath of our meetings with people as their anterior condition. Johannes Fabian, alluding to the same distortion, speaks of the ‘schizochronic tendencies of emerging anthropology’. In effect, to cast encounters as ‘ethnographic’ is to consign the incipient – the about-to-happen in unfolding relationships – to the temporal past of the already over. It is as though, on meeting others face-to-face, one’s back was already turned to them. This is to leave behind those who, in the moment of encounter, stand before. Two-faced indeed! 

Over a period of time, encounters with people are folded into what we have come to know as fieldwork. Thus the objections I have raised to the ethnographising of the former apply to the latter as well. Ethnographicness is no more intrinsic to fieldwork than it is to the encounters of which it is comprised. The conflation of ‘ethnography’ with ‘fieldwork’ is indeed one of the most commonplace in the discipline of anthropology, and all the more insidious because it is so rarely questioned. That the ‘field’ is never experienced as such when you are actually there and caught up in the currents of everyday life – that it only stands out when you have left it far behind and begin to write about it – is widely acknowledged. What we have been less ready to accept is that the same goes for the ethnographic. Perhaps then, if we are to be really consistent, we should drop both the ‘ethnographic’ and the ‘field’ from ‘ethnographic fieldwork’, and refer instead to our tried and tested way of working, namely participant observation. For ethnography and participant observation are absolutely not the same.

To observe means to watch what is going on around and about, and of course to listen and feel as well. To participate means to do so from within the current of activity in which you carry on a life alongside and together with the persons and things that capture your attention. Now as a way of working – or better perhaps, as a condensed expression of the way we all work – participant observation is a procedure that I wholeheartedly endorse. But I am not so sure that we have the full measure of why it is so important, and so essential, to what we do. This has to do with what I call ontological commitment. To see what I mean by this, ask yourself why participation and observation are so often held to be in contradiction. It is, allegedly, because we cannot realistically watch what is going on and join in at the same time. Is this not tantamount to asking us to swim in the river and stand on the bank simultaneously? This question, however, is founded upon a certain understanding of human being and being human, deeply rooted in the protocols of normal science, according to which our existence is constitutionally split between living in the world and knowing about it. The alleged contradiction between participation and observation is no more than a corollary of this split. As human beings, it seems, we can aspire to truth about the world only by way of an emancipation that takes us from it and leaves us strangers to ourselves.

Anthropology, surely, cannot passively acquiesce to this excision of knowing from being. More than any other discipline in the human sciences, it has the means and the determination to show how knowledge grows from the crucible of lives lived with others. This knowledge consists not in propositions about the world but in the skills of perception and capacities of judgement that develop in the course of direct, practical and sensuous engagements with our surroundings. This is to refute, once and for all, the commonplace fallacy that observation is a practice exclusively dedicated to the objectification of the beings and things that command our attention and their removal from the sphere of our sentient involvement with consociates. For to observe is not to objectify; it is to attend to persons and things, to learn from them, and to follow in precept and practice. Indeed there can be no observation without participation – that is, without an intimate coupling, in perception and action, of observer and observed. Thus participant observation is absolutely not an under-cover technique for gathering intelligence on people, on the pretext of learning from them. It is rather a fulfilment, in both letter and deed, of what we owe to the world for our development and formation. That is what I mean by ontological commitment.

But exactly the same, surely, can be said about the interventions of design. In particular, design has in common with anthropology – at least if it is conceived along the lines that I propose here – that it rejects the orthodox division between ‘data’ and ‘theory’. I have already argued that in its ethnographisation, the experience and practical know-how of the people among whom we work is schizochronically put behind us, even as it is lived. ‘Theory’, then, becomes a domain in which ethnographers, having turned away from their respective field sites, trade in the ‘insights’ they have brought back, aspiring to extract value from their comparison or juxtaposition. Indeed ethnography and theory resemble nothing so much as the two arcs of a hyperbola, which cast their beams in opposite directions, lighting up the surfaces, respectively, of world and mind. But suppose we were to reverse the orientation of each arc, so that it would embrace the other in an encompassing ellipse. Then we would have neither ethnography nor theory, nor even a compound of both. What we would have would be a single, undivided field of anthropology. 
Design, too, eschews the data/theory divide. It does not first collect the data and then theorise about them; rather it offers its experiments and improvisations as imaginative interventions nourished by observational engagements in the world. As with the interventions of anthropological participant observation, they are offered as ways of joining with people in moving forward with their lives, rather than as ways of collecting ‘material’ on or about them. And they amount, at the same time, to a process of learning, an education of attention – a way of looking at familiar things rendered unfamiliar by the introduction of inventions of our own.  That is to say, design is a practice of what I call correspondence, formally analogous to participant observation. Like participant observation, design offers anthropology a way of working that avoids the schizochrony of ethnographic inquiry, and a viable alternative to traditional anthropology-by-means-of-ethnography. The observations, descriptions and propositions of design anthropology are not retrospective but prospective: their purpose is not to interpret but to transform. Design, in short, is not and cannot be a practice of ethnography; it is rather an alternative way to ethnography of doing anthropology – a way that releases the speculative and experimental possibilities of the discipline that the traditional appeal to ethnography has suppressed.    
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