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Conference Announcement: 

Subversion, Conversion, Development: Public Interests in Technologies 

Introduction

As part of the ‘New forms of knowledge for the 21st Century’ research agenda at Cambridge University, the Centre for Research in the Arts, Social Sciences and Humanities (CRASSH), the Open Objects Initiative, and the Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology will host ‘Subversion, Conversion, Development: Public Interests in New Technologies’, a conference from the 24th to the 26th April 2008. The conference will explore why designers and developers of new technologies should be interested in producing objects that users can modify, redeploy or redevelop. This exploration demands an examination of presuppositions that underpin the knowledge practices associated with the various productions of information communication technologies (ICT). A central question is that of diversity: diversity of use, of purpose, and of value(s).  Does diversity matter in the production and use of ICT, and if so, why? 

To address these questions, the conference will explore two overlapping themes: modification of use, and modifications of social processes facilitated by, or inspired by, engagements with ICT. How have new technologies come to be incorporated in existing social practices? In what ways have peoples’ uses of ICTs facilitated greater agency and capacity for political engagement? In making issues public, or through making publics, how has the use of ICT given or amplified the voice of particular communities? How might models of collaborative work, of effective organization or action be facilitated by ICT? Could the resultant models be used as an inspiration for developing appropriate and usable social interventions, or further technological objects? What are the implications that these instances might have for a ‘user centered’ or ‘user owned’ ICT agenda.

The conference aims to make concrete a subversion of the idea of single kind of user, or for that matter designer, and the desire to predict or meet the needs of the end user through products which all too rapidly become obsolete.  Furthermore, to question the assumption that obsolescence is inevitable, and that value creation must rely on professional development of new objects rather than public innovations and redesign of existing objects.  Thus, our use of “subversion” does not imply socially undesirable action, but rather means to use, or re-use, in unintentional or unforeseen ways. Our point of departure is that knowledge, and hence knowing, is not singular, nor is it determined from an authoritative centre, but is multiple, local and diverse. Furthermore, that ‘knowledges’ might be thought of as those practices, certainties, stories and understandings that are held and maintained by groups of people. All forms of knowledge, defined as deeply embedded and profound expertise, are, in principle, valuable and deserve a voice. We do not however assume a commensurability of knowledge practices. Rather, through a focus on the politics of production, and the ways in which knowledge practices are modified or transformed, the conference will explore, share and develop means of expressing, archiving and sharing accounts of knowledges through cultural objects. 

The conference will bring together in dialogue developers of ICT technologies, indigenous people and community representatives who use and form social networks around ICTs in interesting or subversive ways, and academics who are both users of, developers of, and commentators upon these processes. While the conference will encourage those who interrogate the current faith in the digital as the answer to social, educational and archival problems, the intention of this conference is to offer developers a chance to begin to engage with the perspective of particular, socially innovative end users in order to encourage awareness of diversity. 

The primary goal of the conference is to create this conversation between developers, users, and academics and thus:

1. Promote the development of ICT media that ensures diverse and local public constituencies and interests. 

2. Encourage an approach to ICT development – in education and society – that will adopt and enable diversity of use, local modification and creativity. 

3. To encourage cultural and educational institutions to disseminate their vast bodies of information for the use of diverse communities, with diverse interests and knowledges, in a way that will enable and empower reuse, modification and local significance. 

Impacts and Benefits

In bringing together scholars, users, and developers to examine public uses of ICT the conference will provide a space for a genuine engagement of differing knowledge practices and practitioners. A goal of the conference is to impress on participants what conceptual and practical considerations are needed to accommodate pluralistic, free and critical thought and action; how dissemination of information enables local modification, re-use and public dialogue; and how the approaches and values of indigenous groups can find a voice within processes of design. 

One of the main benefits of the conference will be to facilitate participation and collaboration between communities that would not normally be able to attend an event such as this.  Sponsorship for the event will enable representatives from communities such as the Kelabit, from Malaysia, that have been using geo-blogging to map ancestral sites in order to help combat the encroachment of logging companies on their homeland.   The opportunity to employ these new technologies for the benefit of the local community was brought about by E Bario, a development initiative designed originally to bring the Internet to the Kelabit, an isolated community, as a means of linking them to the outside world.  A potential benefit of the success of the Kelabit in incorporating and adapting new technologies to enable them to collaborate in interesting and unforeseen ways is to establishment of a developmental paradigm for digital interventions that might be applied to other indigenous communities, such as the Orang Asli in Malaysia, to provide them with a similar means of protecting their traditional lands and preserving their ethnic identity in the face of increasing pressure form the Malay government.


Another group is the Wampanoag nation in North America, part of the First Nations Development Institute (FNDI). The problems facing participants from the Wampanoag are particularly relevant when considering the potential of new technologies to empower local communities to reach out to the global ecumene and play a part in shaping the global knowledge economy.  The FNDI have been particularly innovative in their exploration of partnership law, in collaboration with other academics and activists, to suit collaboration and the culturally compatible stewardship of assets, be these land, cultural heritage, natural resources or human potential itself.  Invited to participate at the conference, their doing so is impeded by their refusal to accept American citizenship.  One of the ways in which they may be able to contribute is through video conferencing, a possibility that we are currently exploring. 
A third group that has agreed to participate are a group of Tibetan monks that have been involved in a project to preserve their cultural heritage through the digitisation of prayer documents.  These have now been incorporated into ritual practices in Tibet in a use of new technologies that both acts upon existing social practices at the same time as they are adapted to suit local conditions and requirements. Others include the Zuni from New Mexico who are using ICT to remap their traditional lands and re-engaging with their objects in collections around the world, and the Inuit from Canada who are using geo-blogging to map traditional land use and environmental knowledge of the arctic.  Presentations from the EPSRC funded project, 'Bridging Global Digital Divides', a network of four academic projects with the common aim of providing access to those currently excluded from world telecommunications and digital networks, will present findings from projects in India and Nigeria.   

Technologists sponsoring the conference will have access to a diverse range of case studies, view points and accounts of how new technologies have been incorporated into existing social practices, and will be able to share their understandings with these small scale, but globally indicative, user contexts.  These case studies and narrative accounts of the ways in which social practices and new technologies have been developed, employed, modified and transformed, and the discussions ensuing around these issues over the course of the conference, will be disseminated through a planned edited volume.  

The event, the first of its kind that has attempted to bring together such a diverse range of producers, users, and commentators on ICT, will provide a major opportunity to gain genuine insight and fresh perspective on issues critical to the production of knowledge and how these might be incorporated into the design and development of new technologies to address the needs of networked societies.  Papers, presentations, thoughts, ideas and experiences will be made available on the web site and wiki that will accompany the conference and which will be hosted at CRASSH.  It is intended that the conference will be the spring board for further research and collaboration between the invited participants. 

The conference is being organised by: 

Dr. Robin Boast 

Deputy Director of the Museum of Archaeology & Anthropology, University of Cambridge. Expert in ICT in cultural institutions and local knowledge and the history of science collaboration. Member of the UK Museum Documentation Association Standards Committee and the UK Government Museums, Libraries and Archives Council Committee for ICT Engagement
.

Dr. James Leach 

Senior Lecturer in Anthropology at the University of Aberdeen. Worked extensively on knowledge production and ownership in different cultural contexts, especially those of Open Source Software development, interdisciplinary collaborations between artists, technologists and scientists, and collaboration and partnership across cultural and social divides (www.jamesleach.net). Founder member of Open Objects Initiative, one of the institutional sponsors of the conference
.

Dr. Lee Wilson 

Research Associate, Centre for Research in the Arts, Humanities and Social Sciences, University of Cambridge. Organiser of ‘Evidence of Value: ICT in the Arts and Humanities’ conference, January 07, Cambridge. Member of the local committee responsible for the Digital Resources for the Humanities and Arts conference at Cambridge in 2008.  Currently working with the Arts Council East to produce an ethnography of a project attempting to implement organisational change across the Arts sector through the introduction of ICT
.

� Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology: Emergent Diversity, Distributed Knowledges.  The Museum has been a leader in deeply collaborative projects with Source Communities for the past 20 years. Over the past two years, the Museum has been working to extend this central practice of deep collaboration and engagement with collections to its ICT development. Initially, working with communities and institutions in Zuni, New Mexico, USA; Nunavut, Canada; and Muro Leccese, Italy, the Museum is experimenting with new ICT platforms and means of on-line collaboration and knowledge sharing that allow for the movement, modification, local development and return of digital resources and accounts. Understandings and practices arising from this work are being embedded at the core of the Museum's ICT systems. From the summer of 2007, the Museum's Collections Management System, the core documentation of the collections, will allow a large and diverse community of experts – archaeologists, anthropologists, artists, historians, source community experts, cultural experts, etc. �– to directly access the collections records and add expert information of whatever content, in whatever language and for whichever audience they decide. These entries, for the name, description and context of the objects, will be presented with the author's name and date with equal status to those of the Museum. However, it is not the Museum's goal, as is traditional for Museums, to only broadcast and accumulate knowledge of its collections, but also to allow the diverse international communities who use our collections to accumulate our digital resources locally and develop their own uses and knowledge systems around these resources to allow our digital resources to travel, be modified and re-used. Several on-line resources such as Blobgects, the Wordie Arctic Expedition Google Maps Mash-up, and the Museum's collections API are being tested now.  Robin Boast also chairs an international research group, Emergent Diversity and Distributed Knowledge Research Group, made up of a diverse, international circle of people from different disciplines, professions and interests. The group is bound together by a commitment to the development of systems and digital resources that facilitate, support and promote diverse knowledge practices, local use, user appropriation, and the diversity of authoritative accounts.


� Open Objects Initiative is a consortium of researchers and institutions driven by a desire to address questions of openness and diversity as they relate communication and exchange across cultural divides. What unites us is a common focus on "objects" as a methodological concern and a conceptual device for creating commonality between the diverse questions, topics, and areas in which our research takes place. Our interest is in tracing how different cultural practices intersect through objects. By "intersect" we mean to emphasize how people who do not just have different ‘values’, but different ways of producing and legitimating knowledge, relate to one another through material objects. The goal for establishing this body of research is to intervene in practical ways to help people and objects move across epistemic and ontological boundaries in an equitable and respectful manner. The central premise is that more thorough attention to objects—and to the experiences, emotions, and engagements that objects make possible— can provide deeper insights into how people communicate, debate, and exchange understandings about the world despite cultural differences. Our overall goal is to extend the current emphasis on "critical thinking" to include "critical making" - a process of engagement with the social world that foregrounds the connections between symbolic and material environments. Critical thinking is a reflexive exercise that explicitly points to the analytical and intellectual resources available for addressing problems, either within one's self or within so-called 'communities of inquiry'. Critical thinking as process draws extensively from methods of analysis that are commonplace in tackling problems in anthropology, sociology, and philosophy. In a comparable fashion, we make the case for critical making, a reflexive, distributed form of knowledge-object creation that draws upon an analytical understanding of the challenges involved in making knowledge-objects that involve equitable forms of collaborative action. The results of our work will be of specific interest to three groups; policy makers interested in encouraging new modes of collaboration between the arts, humanities, and social and natural sciences and new ways of communicating between the academy and commercial concerns, industry leaders who want to develop better understandings of cultural difference and their relatedness to the material world, and social researchers who want to incorporate object-based and material analytic approaches within their own scholarship. Current facilitators are Dawn Nafus (Intel research, Matt Ratto (Umea, Sweden) and James Leach (Anthropology, Aberdeen).


� CRASSH, the Centre for Research in the Arts, Social Sciences and Humanities is a focus for local, national and international enquiry into the Arts, Social Sciences and Humanities. CRASSH aims to promote interdisciplinary research in the arts, social sciences and humanities, to foster an inclusive environment built around collaboration and provide a place for serious, open-minded discussion about difficult and pertinent cultural and intellectual issues.  Lee Wilson's current research encompasses the effects of institutional practice on modes of knowledge production and transmission in both Sundanese martial arts in West Java and amongst academics in UK HEIs.  This work focuses upon issues pertinent to collaborative encounters between parties involved in the production of knowledge in whatever form this may take, and attempts to deliberately collapse the boundaries between different subject positions (for example, that of the researcher and the subject/object of research) in the research process via theoretically informed critical ethnographic engagement.  Under the auspices of CRASSH this research is commensurate with a perceived need for disciplinary innovation and change and a desire to generate encounters that both challenge familiar epistemological frameworks and explore the diversity of knowledge practices and production.

















Sponsors:  BT Research, Cambridge Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology, CRASSH (Centre for Research in the Arts, Social Sciences and Humanities, University of Cambridge), INTEL (Open Objects Initiative)

