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Abstract

Marilyn Strathern has produced a remarkable body of work that not only demon-

strates range and tenacity but also has produced a host of inspirations that have

made their way into the world. This Afterword to the special issue ‘Social Theory

After Strathern’ dwells on the subject of the modesty of what Strathern is proposing

and how it relates to space, noting that her work enables us to forge new practico-

theoretical combinations and works of diplomacy between incompatibles which

show up the limitations of each party even as they forge new understandings – an

approach that chimes with a move towards a more spatial view of knowledge.

Theory, to echo Strathern’s gardening metaphor, needs to leave room not just to

prune but to grow, the two being inter-related, as she points out. This Afterword

also proposes that the extraordinary ability of anthropology to be inside and outside

at once might serve as a model for what the social sciences need to become if they

are to stay relevant in a world which cannot be reduced to a cipher for theory but

still needs to learn from theory – theory which is precarious but spreadable, theory

which establishes a rapport, but a rapport with friction built into it.
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Marilyn Strathern has produced a remarkable body of work, work that
not only demonstrates range and tenacity but also has produced a host of
inspirations that have made their way into the world, as these papers
show so well. It would be possible to follow all manner of these
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inspirations in addressing that body of work – the scarified nature of
western theoretical knowledge when it comes into tension with a world
that does not fit, the need to understand comparison and analogy and
metaphor as more than a convention, literary or otherwise, the meaning
of the interpersonal when the meaning of person is itself up for grabs,
and so on.1 But instead I want to dwell on the subject of the modesty of
what Strathern is proposing in her many and diverse writings and how it
relates to space, one of my own continuing obsessions.

With a few notable exceptions like ethnomethodology, social scientists
have been trained to expect bigness from theory. Theory should be able
to cover a good part of human life, either vertically (by illuminating a
grand theme like justice) or horizontally (by covering all that is going on
in a society). But what happens when we put this expectation to one side
and think about the scale of theory in different ways? Then we get more
interesting takes. The comparative merographic method that Strathern
outlines is one. Then theory itself becomes more like a particular western
way of forging a tradition and even, dare one say, a genealogy, with its
own peculiar rituals and totems with which to think the world. For me,
this is a liberating experience. From having been weighed down by the
immense self-referentiality and accompanying self-seriousness of western
theoretical traditions, each with their own badges of allegiance, their
serried army of often hectoring interpreters, and their competing
claims to rigour and immunity, we are able to move to something
much more fluid – less imposing certainly, less didactic without a
doubt, but also perhaps of rather more practical import in its ability to
generate new vocabularies. These are vocabularies which are both
attempts to forge new practico-theoretical combinations and works of
diplomacy between incompatibles which show up the limitations of each
party even as they forge new understandings.

It also chimes with a move towards a more spatial view of knowledge.
We can see knowledge as a map, but one which is always incomplete.
This is a map in which boundaries can be overflowed, in which territories
continually expand and contract, in which a strict representational rela-
tionship with the world can no longer be assumed, in large part because
of the difficulty of knowing where on the map is where, and because
epistemic localities exist which are never a simple instance of something
that is ‘larger’ or ‘smaller’ but rather of a graphic ‘comparitism’ (Jacob,
2006). This sense of space as fluid and dynamic is not total. It can be
stabilized – usually briefly – by devices as different as astrolabes and
house layouts, walls and wire, papers and pipes, all the material para-
phernalia that continually set about producing interruptions and their
associated spheres of influence by fixing different fixes, stilling activity for
minutes, years, decades or even centuries. But the general tendency of the
map is to produce drifts rather than borders, vectors rather than scalars,
spurts of growth and messy recombinant evolutions rather than exact
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change. What becomes apparent, in other words, is the same thirst for
identifying new beginnings as was found before but now produced
through lines of force that can splutter out or forge ahead but tend to
wind and intertwine awkwardly, producing a geography which is dra-
matically at odds with older if more comely spatial orders with their parts
and wholes.

But there are other reasons for welcoming such a change of theoretical
tone towards juxtaposition, and an associated/disassociated moment of
surprise and regrouping. One is that, by western theoretical standards,
the world is full of people who will not have made a conventional mark
on the world such that, when they die, a historian of the future will
struggle to find any of their traces – maybe a record of birth, maybe a
brief mention in a record of a retirement ceremony, maybe a coldly
anonymous single line of obituary. Even now, notwithstanding that the
task of speaking up has been made easier by the internet and by the way
in which writing of a certain kind is becoming an extension of conversa-
tion, still they will not have voice and can only exit the stage of history as
auxiliaries or illustrations. But, if we move beyond western notions of
individuals making their mark towards broader conceptions of persons
imbibing and making traditions of practice, mayhap we can see that they
were often a vital part of the push of history, and we might legitimately
ask what they might have thought about us.

Equally, many of these subjects are disenfranchised in another way:
they can only speak to the archive through the intermediation of western
concepts, if they speak at all. Does this matter? In many ways, no. Part of
the problem of western societies is that they mistake their mode of text-
uality for presence and being present in print as evidence of effect, a
notion coincident with the rise of states and their accompanying systems
of surveillance.

But, in many ways, yes, too. For it means that the vast swash of
practices that goes on apace – practices which are both routine and
extemporized and from which both debate and possibility are generated
– are ignored or relegated to a shoddy second best. But practices can be
understood in a much more positive way as productive concatenations
and toponyms which act as both anchors and rudders.

I have always been concerned by a particular kind of social theory that
minimizes the power of these practices. It makes sweeping statements
marooned from their practical correlates, works in straight lines when
no such lines exist and generally assumes that the world is a predeter-
mined illustration of theory. Outbreaks of this kind of stance to theory
are undoubtedly declining as a general move to reflexivity combines with
a commitment to alternative and subjugated interpretations. But
moments when the old religion asserts itself continue, in ways which
are usually connected with policing the domain of a particular body of
knowledge and crowding out the alternatives. So, in my own work with
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Paul Glennie on the history of time consciousness (Glennie and Thrift,
2009), I was always struck by the way that stock quasi-Marxist historical
narratives acted to push the timekeeping practices of all kinds of people
out of the door. These practices were banished for the sake of narratives
that would fit a preconceived theoretical frame. That is for two reasons.
One was because these narratives were so powerful that they allowed no
room for alternative interpretations to thrive. Another was that they
conceived of societies as quasi-unitary, devoid of alternative beliefs. It
was almost as though one were to study the ancient Greeks secure in the
knowledge that there really was one ancient Greek world view (Lloyd,
2005). The result was clear, in any case. What was being done and said
was often very far from the conventional accounts, but because it did not
fit with them it was overlooked, ignored, consigned not so much to
oblivion as to insignificance, even triviality. A forced theoretical collect-
ivization was taking place which meant that past practices were denied
their own determination and inconstancy.

One could say the same for the objects of timekeeping practice. Many
timekeeping devices – like, for example, sandglasses – seemed to have the
same apparent dumbness when compared with clocks. But, as part of
alternative timekeeping practices, they pushed the world along too,
sometimes in exceptionally important ways which were minimized by
the dominant theoretical account.

In other words, it is crucial to remember that the ecology of others of
all kinds really is an ecology. Rather like Viveiros de Castro’s (2011)
Indians who could not be kept to one shape by the missionaries but
rather, after instruction which was meant to make them firm and con-
stant – like marble – kept growing back in unexpected directions – like
myrtle – so theory, to echo Strathern’s gardening metaphor, needs to
leave room not just to prune but to grow, the two being inter-related
as she forcefully points out. Which brings me on to anthropology.

For, in the end, I think Strathern’s work is a long and involved tribute
to the practice of anthropology, somewhere between a dignified eulogy
and an enthusiastic exaltation. It’s a warts and all tribute but it is a
tribute. And why not? After all, anthropology is important. Through
the work of ethnography it complicates and contextualizes things.
Instead of relying on the doubtful but seductive blandishments of phil-
osophy and philosophically-induced theory as its main intellectual crutch
it has a relationship to evidence which is both thick and always con-
sciously problematized. It actively lends itself to comparison, therefore
(Stengers, 2011). At its best, it is an open, choreographic mode of
thought, continually questioning itself, continually trying to understand
others’ concerns, continually inventing further consequences (Manning,
2013). It is theory as a set of soundings, in other words. In contrast, too
often philosophical and philosophically-induced theory has a relation-
ship to evidence which is impoverished and often does not even
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acknowledge that the problem of evidence exists. For example, much
continental philosophy makes statements about how the world is
which rely on the minutest evidence base for succour.

What is extraordinary is how often anthropology’s ability to be inside
and outside at once is minimized. Yet it seems to me to be a model for
what the social sciences need to become if they are to stay relevant in a
world which cannot be reduced to a cipher for theory but still needs to
learn from theory – theory which is precarious but spreadable, theory
which establishes a rapport (Stengers, 2011), but a rapport with friction
inbuilt into it. Perhaps in time theory will occupy a different niche in the
way that we order knowledge, as theory off to the side. Theory will no
longer necessarily involve a forced relation to the archive and its epi-
stemic languages but will become a part of a different and less curatorial
means of ordering knowledge, more finely-grained, more able to appre-
ciate other contours than its own, and generally more experimental
(Rabinow et al., 2009).

One more thing and I will finish. Strathern’s work also exudes a cer-
tain kind of civility, a calmness of purpose which is both pleasing and
instructive. Creativity doesn’t have to involve shouting. Hooray for that.2

Notes

1. Frequent comment is made about the difficulty of her writing, but like the
other contributors to this special issue I will pass this by except to note that,
in part at least, I think I see it as a symptom of the natural reserve of her
generation in England and a consequent need to hide behind a metaphorical
hedge.

2. I would like to thank Alice Street and anonymous referees for their comments
on this afterword.
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