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offer a way of understanding its topogra-
phy. As long as knowledge about the 
consequences of systemic crises such as 
the one the world now faces remains 
restricted to economic trends and political 

implications, the human realities that give 
these moments their corporeality and 
significance will remain obscured. 
Perhaps even more importantly, in 
attending to other lived realities – those 
outside of the perceived mainstream 
either by virtue of their dissidence or their 
marginality to it - anthropology can 

participate in tracing paths beyond this 
terrain. 

Precariousness and Possibilities

Many of those inhabiting the 
world's wealthier and better 
fortified enclaves in the 
global North are only now 
coming to experience what 
the world's majorities have 
known intimately for some 
time “[The globalization of 
those who are above us is 
nothing more than a global 
machine that feeds on blood 
and defecates in dollars” 
(Subcomandante Marcos, 
Zapatista spokesperson, 
2004, 626). Marcos' flair for 
the rhetorical aside his 
assessment of neoliberal 
globalization is a powerfully 
evocative description of the 
contemporary political-
economic terrain. Industry 
retracts, jobs vanish, homes 
are foreclosed upon, major 
f i n a n c i a l  i n s t i t u t i o n s  
implode, and government 
elites scramble to engage in a 
massive transfer of public 
wealth into private hands in 
order to preserve the status 
quo and facilitate “business 
as usual”.  In this moment, 
all that is old is new again as 
the ghost of John Maynard 
Keynes is conjured up to 
grease the wheels of an 
exploitative system in crisis. 
Indeed, what is so compel-
ling and confounding about 
this is that the very same 

actors who precipitated this crisis are the 
ones speaking most loudly about how to 
solve it – but what of possible ways 
beyond it? Modern political and economic 
systems are in crisis and those who have 
been trained to be unable to imagine a 
world without them are vested with the 
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“We have tools at our 
fingertips that could be of 
enormous importance to 
human freedom. Let's start 
taking some responsibility 
for it.” - David Graeber 
(2004, 105)

Crisis

Much to the chagrin of 
neo l ibe ra l  ideo logues  
everywhere, history seems 
to have restarted with a bang. 
If the beginning of the 1990s 
marked the end of the Cold 
War and the global ascen-
dancy of neoliberal capital-
ism and its trappings of 
liberal democracy, the start 
of the new millennium has 
seen the neoliberal dream 
replaced by nightmares of 
terror and precarity. Set 
against the backdrop of the 
presumptuously-declared 
“end of history”, impending 
ecological collapse, resource 
depletion, geographically 
and temporally unlimited 
wars of/on terror, and, most 
recently, a capitalist crisis of 
global proportions has, if 
nothing else, reminded us 
that irony is far from dead. 
Of course, the effects of 
lived realities reasserting 
themselves against ideology extend far 
beyond the luxury of the intellectual 
experience of irony. It is at this critical 
juncture that I would suggest anthropol-
ogy offers paths beyond a terrain marked 
by terror, crisis, and precariousness. In 
attending to the lived realities that 
constitute this terrain anthropology can 
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Forward Dreams

In precarious times, to where can we look 
to imagine radical possibility? From a 
geopolitical perspective we are living in 
precarious times. From an institutional 
and disciplinary perspective, times are 
equally precarious. In Canada, directions 
for social research are being clearly and 
ideologically shaped by governing elites 
as they funnel public resources into the 

development of private industry and 
foreclose on initiatives that do not readily 
reveal their market-ready significance. 
Universities, increasingly under pressure 
to remain “competitive” and facing their 
own budget crises, are evermore eager to 
demonstrate their utility as training 
centres for the next generation of flexible 
workers. Compounding all this is an 
erosion of full-time, permanent academic 
positions – with the academic freedom 
protections they imply - replaced by a 
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dramatic increase in casualized positions. 
Precarious work in precarious times. In 
the midst of all of this, anthropologists 
continue to do work that provides 
windows onto other ways of living, other 
ways of being in the world. But if this 
knowledge is to be more than a curiosity, 
on the one hand, or a strategic resource for 
powerful interests, on the other, as 
anthropologists we must confront the fact 
that we have largely failed to make these 

possibilities matter to 
people. Even as the idiom of 
crisis, catastrophe, precari-
ousness, and terror narrows 
the  pol i t ica l  hor izon,  
anthropology serves as a 
storehouse for a multitude of 
ways of living.  Utopian 
Marxist theorist Ernst Bloch 
called imaginations of 
radical possibility “forward 
dreams”. These forward 
dreams are derived from that 
which surrounds us and they 
are the seeds from which 
radical new socio-political 
possibilities are born. In 
light of this, the question is 
not how to make anthropol-
ogy relevant in precarious 
times – this is a privileged 
professional question of real 
importance to practitioners 
and defenders  of  the  
discipline. Rather, the real 
question is how to encourage 
as many people as possible 
to look through these 
windows and then to take the 
first steps onto new terrains 
of possibility. 
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responsibility of resolving the crisis and 
rescuing the rest of us from it. But what if 
crisis is endemic to these systems? What if 
salvation lies not in fixing these systems 
but in finding paths beyond them? If we 
cannot at least ask these questions it 
means that the parameters of social 
possibility have been fixed from the outset 
and that our options are radically con-
strained. Anthropologist and anarchist 
David Graeber articulates 
how anthropology encour-
ages us to see beyond what 
we expect to see in explain-
ing what drew him to 
anthropology in the first 
place:

I was drawn to the discipline 
because it opens windows 
on other possible forms of 
human social existence; 
because it served as a 
constant reminder that most 
of what we assume to be 
immutable has been, in other 
times and places, arranged 
qui te  different ly,  and 
therefore,  that human 
possibilities are in almost 
every way greater than we 
ordinarily imagine. (2007, 
1)

Anthropologists have long 
struggled with the ethics of 
actually being engaged in 
the lives of others and the 
obligations and responsibili-
ties that implies.  In my own 
work with  radical activists 
in Canada, the US, and 
Mexico, who are engaged in 
a variety of anti-capitalist, 
anti-state struggles, I am 
constantly faced with the 
challenge of making my 
work mean something 
beyond liberal and idealized 
notions of “enlightenment” and knowl-
edge accumulation. Regardless of 
whether our work is explicitly “political” 
or not, as anthropologists we are continu-
ally confronted by one inescapable fact: 
the phenomena we each seek to explore 
are not simply phenomena – they are 
living realities inhabited by real, complex, 
living beings and in coming to know them 
we become enmeshed in them. But this is 
not an ethical limit to our work, it is the 
terrain of possibility. 
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classes include: distance education 
formats, webCT sites, wikis, forums or 
project management sites, and content-
posting (lecture pod-casts, notes or 
slideshows). Enough anthropologists are 
experimenting with these web-based tools 
to warrant a recent Top 100 anthropology 
blogs list! From wonderful general sites 
like Savage Minds or Culture Matters, to 
more focused and even personal ones like 
Photo Ethnography, we are surely doing 
our part as a discipline to find positive 
ways of using these technologies. 

In this piece however, I want to explore 
more traditional classroom arrangements 
where curriculum is not wireless-
dependent. Wireless laptop use can 
unsettle tacit assumptions about class-
room cultural norms and how best to 
learn. Contrary to what one might expect, 
professors and students do not line up 

neatly on opposite sides of this debate. 
There is both intra- and inter-group 
diversity in how we imagine the utility 
and impediments of this cultural innova-
tion.

Technological innovations are promoted 
as teaching aids on the grounds that they 
advance ‘knowledge capture,’ encourage 
interactivity and accessibility, and allow 
greater temporal flexibility for communi-
cation, testing and assignments. These 
goals are unfortunately often presumed to 
be de facto admirable. While neither the 
goals nor the technological innovations 
are intrinsically bad, their very efficiency 
contributes to a landscape where the 
original, dynamic and in-person class 
experience can be viewed as a quaint but 
ultimately over-valued luxury in students’ 
shrewd but accurate (though short-
sighted) cost-benefit calculus that is so 
tightly geared to testing. Paradoxically, 
many of these technologies extend the 
virtual arm of professors outside of the 
classroom (e.g. web based discussions, 
assignments), while making actual 
presence in class discussions less essential 
(as material is web-accessible). While 
connectivity was originally hailed as a 
potential pedagogical boon of interactive, 
in situ learning, stories of its misuse are 
common. Research has long shown that 
students miss or misunderstand large 
portions of our lectures. The seduction of 
distractions via wireless laptops visibly 
intensifies this simultaneous state of 
physical presence and intellectual 
absence for our students. 

A colleague shared a story of repeatedly 
asking the same dozen students to stop 
browsing while he showed a film in a large 
lecture class. In the face of his obvious 
umbrage at their impertinence, the 
students evidently argued that multi-
tasking did not preclude ‘getting the 
point.’ Whether their test grades bear out 
their case is an open question. The 
culturally significant factors are that they 
believe they have such mental agility, and 
that this makes it culturally taboo for other 
students to challenge the belief by, for 
instance, requesting that they stop. 

For years, I have been pro-laptop/ 
connectivity, but a recent hiring experi-
ence has left me wondering. I have six 
rationales for not banning connectivity*:

Anthropologists today teach that culture is 
always changing and that cultural 
adaptation is as pervasive and necessary 
as biological evolution. When such 
changes evolve into our classroom 
however, we are as likely to fight as adapt 
to the changes ourselves. For instance, 
many of us feel ambivalent or even 
threatened by how new technologies 
unsettle cultural norms of university 
classrooms and sometimes professors’ 
role and authority. Most anthropologists 
spend significant time in undergraduate 
classrooms, but we don’t often train our 
anthropological lens on how shifts in that 
sub-culture impact how we pass on our 
craft. So what is going on? Are professo-
rial perceptions and practices tracking or 
trailing student adaptations to the new 
class technologies? 

Some technological innovations for our 
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