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Abstract

Contemporary anthropology increasingly confronts challenges of representation amid
evolving cultural, social, and political landscapes. This special feature investigates how an-
thropologists engage in multimodal practices—from academic writing and digital media to
performance and visualization—to convey research and negotiate power dynamics. It ex-
amines the transformation of field data into anthropological products, highlighting how
politics, decoloniality, and ethical considerations shape representation. Through a two-
part, student-led workshop, graduate students and practitioners explored alternative
methods, employing self-reflection, performance, and creative visualization to address
historical imbalances and misrepresentations. The resulting dialogue underscores the im-
portance of reflexivity and engaged research practices that challenge traditional disci-
plinary boundaries. By integrating diverse perspectives and innovative techniques, the con-
tributions call for a reimagined anthropology that embraces complexity and inclusivity
while dismantling entrenched hierarchies. This feature ultimately advocates for a dynamic,
performative approach to representing the “other” and rethinking scholarly practices. It

offers a transformative roadmap for future anthropological inquiry with rigor.
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How to deal with representation in a constantly shifting world while engaging in anthropology
as a multimodal practice, from research design to communication? Anthropologists commu-
nicate with the academic public and other stakeholders in myriad ways, through writing (aca-
demic, journalistic, literary, fiction, poetic), screening (audiovisual, digital), and exhibition
(performance, theatre, displaying of objects, exposition in visual and written forms) (Basu
2017). In all these instances of “communicating anthropology,” representation takes place.
The construction of the corpus of data and the transformation of data into anthropological
products and outcomes are mediated by politics (Vargas-Cetina 2017). Anthropological field-
work relies on the ethnographer’s first-hand experience, which comprises the point of obser-
vation, the setting and context, the positionality of the researcher, and the audience or public
that require the anthropologist to make the product understandable within a current cultural,
social, and political environment. At the same time, public funding bodies increasingly demand
a social impact aspect of research and “engaged” and “public” anthropology gain ground
focusing on transformational or advisory goals (Larsen et al. 2022).
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Current debates about engaged anthropology, decoloniality, knowledge production, and
modes of representation, in addition to the requirements of funding bodies and ethical ques-
tions that arise while working with sensitive subjects, generate fundamental questions for
anthropologists in training, often destabilizing not only the research projects but the identity
of the becoming-anthropologists themselves. The wave of decolonization processes that have
overcome fields as varied as culture, art, and science makes us face the ongoing history of the
discipline, while trying to become part of its scholarly community. What kind of anthropol-
ogy do we want to make and be part of ? To realize that we are walking on shaky ground while
trying to find our way is a profoundly uncomfortable but transformative experience.

To engage with this discomfort, we organized a two-part experimental, student-led work-
shop that took place in 2020 (online) and 2021 (in person) as part of the CUSO program in
anthropology. During this workshop, we wanted to create a safe space where graduate students
could ask questions and share experiences in an open and receptive environment. We invited
Susan Ossman, Eda Elif Tibet, Nadine Wanono, Monika Salzbrunn, and Esther Leeman,
practitioners who are open to these questions, have experimented with different representation
methods in their practice, and have carried out research that could widen our horizons and
inspire different ways of thinking and working through the problems and challenges we are
facing.

This space allowed us to experiment with and explore various techniques such as self-re-
flection, performance, drawings, and visualization to share our research projects’ ideas, ques-
tions and findings. This approach points out performative and alternative narratives of research.
Thus, partially responding to Arnd Schneider’s call for “a new engagement with visual forms
of research and representation beyond the sub-disciplinary confines of visual anthropology”
(2008, 172), this special feature, based on the debates we had during the workshops, addresses
critical questions of representation and reflexivity in anthropological research, especially in
relation to migration studies.

From distinct perspectives, the four contributing articles discuss how representational issues
arise in their respective fields: What and who is represented and how? Based on fieldwork
experiences, the contributions shed light on problems, questions, and challenges arising from
the politics of representation and how engaging the deconstruction of historical categories of
analysis can help further current anthropological debates.

In addition to the written contributions, this special feature also contains a complementary
audio file and photographs. This complies with the editors’ desire to include other than writ-
ten ways of doing and reflecting on today’s anthropological endeavor. Reflecting on the poli-
tics of representation in anthropological work, how we present the “other” (including us), the
interaction between the different groups and the way we present and express ideas, this feature
also takes a stand against academic inequalities. To support change in the hierarchical repre-
sentation of roles within the academic ecosystem, especially when it comes to publications,
the editors of this volume present editors, contributors, and contributions in alphabetical order.

The articles presented in this special feature are based on three observations and the prob-
lems that derive from them. Firstly, since the representational debates of the 1980s, the disci-
pline has gone through an epistemological shift from Geertz’s “culture as text” to “culture as
performance” (Fischer-Lichte 2009). Representation as performance allows us to think of rep-
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Figure 1: Photograph of Susan Ossman during a performance exercise.
© Sara Wiederkehr.

Figure 2: Photograph of Michelle von Dach during the presentation

of another participant’s visual interpretation of her research. © Sara Wiederkehr.

127/ SJSCA 31/2025



SPECIAL FEATURE/DOSSIER SPECIAL/SONDERDOSSIER

"

Figure 3: Photograph of Nina Khamsky during visualisation exercise. © Sara Wiederkehr.
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Figure 4: Screenshot of the blog we created to accompany the workshop.

© Serjara Aleman, Federica Moretti, Sara Wiederkehr.
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migrationrefiexvi - 28. Nov. 2020 - 1 Min. Lesezai

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION

Aktualisiert: 3. Dez. 2020

How to integrate other forms of knowledge in my academic work without “translating” them into textual
knowledge forms?

How to work with visual media as virtual data collection?

How te manage an ethnographic research methodology based on multiple *short” stays? {Due to
professional and family situations)

How to present atherwise [visual, theatre.. ) my academic work: collaborations?
How does one deal with the invisible - or rather the “made” invisible - with visual methods? How to
account for what is not represented? How does one avoid to reproduce these processes of exclusion in

wariting?

How to mobilize interviewees to get access to their images, to images they could create or choose and
use to convey their representations, feelings, concerns, etc.

How to write (fieldnotes and writing up) in ways to include both embodied knowledge and sociological /
anthropological cancerns?

Field site focus: do | chose one of my two current field sites (contemoprary dance or the ballroom scene),
or do | continue with both?

Far tha il e | fallows thes cames fisld <its famie daciinn ae far tha manancanh?

Figure 5: Screenshot of the blog page where we collected the participants’ questions in

preparation of the workshop. © Serjara Aleman, Federica Moretti, Sara Wiederkehr.
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resentation not as illustrating reality but as reality itself, as a process instead of a product. It
allows us to rethink the politics of representation and the ethical debates linked to it. Secondly,
for decades now, the increasing complexity of processes and phenomena such as globalization
and transnational migration have called for new modes of representation (Jameson 1992 in
Kohn 2016, 7). Thirdly, the notion that aesthetic decolonization is needed to disarm the colo-
nial project and build decolonial subjectivities through alternative forms of understanding and
explaining realities (Mignolo et al. 2013). These three interlinked debates—on alternative rep-
resentations, performance, and decoloniality—across almost four decades of the anthropolog-
ical discipline pushed us to propose a workshop involving different generations of anthropol-
ogists to confront questions related to migration, representation, and reflexivity.

The module created a space for graduate students to confront theoretical ideas, method-
ological issues, and epistemological critiques addressed in anthropological literature in light of
their own research experiences. We wanted to be able to ask questions openly and confront the
problems that arise from the gap between theory and practice and the difficulty in overcoming
them, such as methodological or ethical concerns—best practice of collaboration, engaged or
public anthropology, deconstructing the concepts we are used to work with to avoid the pit-
falls of misrepresenting research participants or relations, or imposing epistemic violence.

The first contribution, “Echapper au jeu de la represéntation” by Claudia Howald, pres-
ents, through a dance at night in the desert, the author’s critical reflection on the role of the
researcher in (re)producing and (de)constructing people and places of the research. Working
with youth collectives in Quibdd, the capital city of the Choc6é Department in the Pacific
region of Colombia, Howald reflects on the refusal of young people to engage in the jeu de
représentation (representational game) by defying the image imposed on them. Power imbal-
ances also characterize her research and become manifest in the suspicion of the youth she is
working with of the possibility that she, as a white woman, mother, academic, employee, and
Swiss national, reproduces asymmetries and stigmas with her work.

The second contribution, “Les paradoxes de la suspicion: réflexions autour d’une ethnog-
raphie numérique des ‘paradoxes des permis F’ parmi des jeunes Afghan.ne.s en Suisse” by
Nina Khamsy, discusses the role of smartphones in the field and the digital social ties they can
foster. She also proposes ethical reflections regarding collecting and publishing the results of
her research, made complex by the digital. She addresses these power relations in the field and
possible forms of collaboration as epistemological triggers.

The third contribution, “Violences de masse, autocensure et web diasporique: quand I’en-
quéte de terrain nous confronte a la question du positionnement en ligne” by Léo Maillet, crit-
ically reflects on different forms of representation in relation to the digital world: the researcher,
the research participants, the subject of study. In a profoundly reflexive piece, Léo shows how
a potentially compromising event in the field can become a chance to situate oneself vis-a-vis
one’s interlocutors and change/counter present exogenous representations of the researcher.

Finally, the editors of this issue present a conversation with the invited colleagues Susan
Ossman, Eda Elif Tibet, and Nadine Wanono. Here, different academic traditions and personal
backgrounds nuance the understanding of anthropology as a monolithic practice and reflect on
the relationship between migration and representation, drawing from specific experiences in
digital media, affective multimodalities, and performance. The dialogue shows how research
can be taught creatively and change according to its moment and place.
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This exchange also highlights the importance of sharing and creating spaces where anthro-
pological practice is invited to go beyond its self-imposed limits. In addition to the written
excert, the podcast of the interview can be accessed via the QR code.

Figure 6: Code to access podcast of the interviews.

These contributions are framed by a foreword by the coordinator of the CUSO Program in
Anthropology, Esther Leemann, and an afterword by our supervisor Monika Salzbrunn. The
former sheds light on the current debates about higher education in Anthropology in Switzer-
land and their importance in developing the discipline, while the latter reflects on innovative
teaching experiences involving multimodal research methods.

With the desire to valorize the pluri-linguistic exchanges and the diversity of research lan-
guages, the contributions are in English, French and German. The CUSO module brought
together graduate students from the universities of Geneva, Neuchatel, Fribourg, Lausanne,
Bern, Lucerne, and Zurich, working in Asia, Europe, and the Americas. This feature presents
the contributions of the participants who wanted to engage in this reflexive practice.
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