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           Over the past fifteen years, the social sciences have witnessed an increasing integration of artistic approaches into our academic practices. Following on from the ‘postmodern critical turn’ that began more than three decades ago (Clifford and Marcus 1986), we are now in the midst of a movement focused on experimentation in our encounters with art, not just as an object of study, but as an important part of our methodologies. Such experimentation carries a reflexive dimension on these methodologies, whether the latter are developed in the field or at the time of sharing fieldwork materials. The creative effervescence underpinning the overall process testifies to a renewed concern to ‘talk about the field’ in a way that is not narrowly academic or reserved for an audience of enlightened intellectuals. It may be that, for the pioneers of anthropological cinema, the approach is nothing new. Nevertheless, for many of us, there seems to be at play a ‘revolution’ in the literal sense, that is, an ‘action of starting again’ to explore other potentially innovative modalities through encounters and exchanges with arts practitioners of all kinds — literature, film, photography, painting, choreography, etc.

           Importantly, this ‘revolution’ has occurred blurring the lines heretofore existing between the social sciences and artistic practice. Some social scientists today are confirmed artists in their field (e.g. photography or film), whereas artists have been borrowing from the social and human sciences (particularly anthropology and sociology) in their investigations. As importantly, an increasing number of us have developed a proclivity for ‘trying our hand’ at a variety of artistic forms. Alongside these hands-on experiments, scholars and artists have been collaborating as never before: anthropologists and working with illustrators and cartoonists, visual artists and taking up residencies or setting up exhibition projects with sociologists, etc. This criss-crossing of boundaries has enriched the relationship between the social sciences and the arts. Thus the wealth of resulting productions testifies to the heuristic value of such experimentation in our collective attempts to make sense of our contemporary worlds. While for some this may reopen the vast question of what art is and of its legitimacy, or whether to define oneself as researcher, artist, or both, we want to make clear that this special issue is not concerned with determining the artistic character or value of these productions. Rather, it is dedicated to carving new spaces in which to weave conversations about our shared worlds, experienced in a myriad of subjective, embodied and situated ways. The contributions we have gathered here are an invitation towards experimentation from this particular perspective, that is, one that is attentive to bodies and senses.

           Reflecting on the growing developments in our disciplines, this issue, then, explores experiments combining social sciences and artistic practices through a consciously situated anchoring in the body. We interrogate its place in alternative ways of investigating and writing. How do all these creative methods engage our bodies and how do they allow us to apprehend our fields of investigation and the scholarship thereupon differently? How does the researcher’s ‘sensuous body’ (Stoller 1997) engage with artistic practices, and how do these embodied modes of feeling and doing enhance reflexivity (Kieft 2020)? As importantly, we ask how artists and anthropologists may reach out to a multitude of audiences and actors. Clearly, the question for scholars is no longer one of focusing on the academic sphere, but of acknowledging the long-term interactions (Hoskins 1998) that are fundamental both to the creation of relationships between researchers and ‘researched’, and to the production of ethnographic material. These interactions give rise to co-creation processes, on the very sites of our investigations as well as beforehand and thereafter. To be sure, in acknowledging these new modalities we need to contend with the ways in which the social sciences are being increasingly monitored the world over: procedures of institutional evaluation towards recruitment, promotion and careers have tended to stifle creativity rather than foster its free circulation. As a consequence, this has heightened an already existing tendency toward self-censorship among anthropologists, again questioning the very scientificity and legitimacy of our methodologies, especially at the time of writing. The interaction, interconnection and empathy that we were able to cultivate whilst in the field are then felt as necessary to distance from, in a claim to so-called objectivity as the source of all legitimacy. Yet, arguably, it is through acknowledging the act of co-creation that we can best rupture the spurious yet enduring distinctions between ‘objective’ and ‘subjective’, and ‘scholarly’ and ‘popular’, and produce an anthropology that makes sense, both for the people it relies on for its existence, and for scholarly communities today.

           In these co-creative actions and activities, mobilising the sensitive (Rancière 2004), sensory (Stoller 1997), and embodied (Benei 2008) capacities of all the social actors involved opens up new avenues for us to consciously engage with our multiple worlds, starting from our very own bodies. First, by taking the full measure of what we are – that is, body, muscles, joints, guts, livers, pulses, cells, emotions and feelings, as Michelle Rosaldo emphasised long ago (1980). Then, by placing this wholesome intelligence back at the service of the rational intelligence we have nurtured and developed in the academic field, allowing ourselves to experiment freely. In this respect, the ‘Pratiques Sensibles. De l’enquête à la diffusion’ three-day workshop held at the University of Liège in 2022 was an invaluable invitation to experiment and break down the barriers between niches, genres and categories. This special issue is a direct result of this workshop and the exchanges that took place at the time and even beyond, through the invitation of a few more researchers to take part in the discussion. Highlighting the plurality of modes of writing and combinations of modes of expression in the social sciences, these ‘polygraphies’1 demonstrate the possibility of conveying crucial layers of understanding pertaining to the sensory and affective dimensions occurring in the field, and which academic prose is often too rigid to account for. 

           This dossier is also aimed at testifying to the wealth of creativity happening on the French-speaking academic scene of the social and human sciences, primarily anthropology. To be sure, other work in French has appeared in dedicated fora, exploring collaborative approaches between anthropologists and artists or focusing on the creative experiments of social science researchers themselves (Baracchini et al. 2022, Balteau et al. 2023, Gélard et al. 2016, Saillant et al. 2018). This is, of course, notwithstanding publications originally produced in English, such as Elliott and Culhane (2017) as regards creative methodologies in ethnography, and Theodossopoulos (2022) about contemporary graphic ethnography. Yet, here, as already indicated, we focus on the multiplicity of narratives and experiments with creative methods in ethnographic practice as they are intimately related to their sensory and embodied character. To do so, we acknowledge the parallel and at times overlapping developments of, on the one hand, a sensory and phenomenological anthropology that is attentive to the sensing and pulsing bodies of researchers and research participants alike, and on the other, the increasing mobilisation of artistic methods in ethnographies and the dissemination thereof, within and beyond visual anthropology. We propose to think about those developments jointly as they underline the fundamentally embodied and sensory character of social science research today. 

           Although long devoid of visibility as a specific object of research or as analytical tools, the bodily, sensory, and emotional dimensions of fieldwork have played an active part in the production of anthropological knowledge since the very beginnings of the discipline. Only much later, however, did they achieve greater prominence. The question of ‘the sensualisation of anthropological theory and practice’ (Howes 2019) emerged in the 90s, most notably with the seminal works of Stoller (1989, 1997), Howes (1991), and Claessen (1997). Although its beginnings can be traced back to Alain Corbin's history of sensibilities (1986, 1990), the issue of senses and sensibilities hit the French-speaking academic scene much later and was more piecemeal (Gélard 2016, Colon 2013). It has now become extremely topical, as testified by several recent collective volumes featuring the ethnographies of young researchers and more established scholars of sensory anthropology (Battesti and Candau 2023, Calapi et al. 2022). Yet these approaches have nevertheless remained confined to the margins of our disciplines. Here, we argue in favour of making the sensory and embodied dimension of our own research experiences more central, through exploring possible ways of grasping and reporting on them.

           In this regard, the arts are particularly well suited to produce novel situations that exacerbate the relationship with the senses (Dassié, Gélard and Howes 2021), attracting a different audience, fuelling anthropological reflection on the social contemporary worlds we inhabit (Müller, Pasqualino and Schneider 2017). Though the relationships between anthropology and artistic practices have been long-standing and continually renewed (Schneider and Wright 2010), we believe that researchers’ attention to senses and embodiment provides a promising avenue for social science research, not on these practices but with them (Ingold 2017). The term ‘Embodied polygraphies’ here subsumes all the activities of researching and sharing research through consciously deploying an arsenal of practices originating ‘from the body’ in all its dimensions, i.e. phenomenological, physiological, kinaesthetic, sensory, emotional, and affective.

          Multisensory Bodily Experiences

           French phenomenologist Maurice Merleau-Ponty was among the first to develop the idea of the body as the permanent condition of our perceptual experience of the world. Although his work goes back to the 1940s, its influence still lives on in contemporary anthropology. Central to Merleau-Ponty's non-dualist philosophy is the idea of the lived body, in which he posits the sensual body as the fundamental element in our relationship to the world. Thus the immediate and intimate connection between an individual and the world is effected through their flesh (Merleau-Ponty 1962). Live human beings are primarily living bodies, and it is through this shared embodied condition that we meet, communicate, learn, live and create together. The body, then, is at the centre of our daily perceptual experiences. And so are our senses. This sensory character is multiple thanks to the wealth of each of our senses, whose inseparability must be emphasised (Wathelet and Candau 2013). However, its tacit and embodied nature makes it difficult to express in written or oral form (Pink 2015). Creative methods are particularly invaluable to circumvent these difficulties and access those aspects of experience that are often elusive and challenging to capture and communicate in our ethnographic research. Thus, through the use of a variety of artistic and performative media, the contributions in this issue report on variously embodied experiences of the world: from an erotic gaze (Morgane Tocco), to an agoraphobic emotion (Roseline Lambert), an embodied pencil stroke in the practice of taxidermy (Isabelle Borsus), the learning of martial art (Martin Givors), interaction with animals (Andrea Petitt and Véronique Servais), a keen observation of plastic recycling (Mikaëla Le Meur), and a dance experimentation (Marie Mazzella di Bosco).

           We open this issue with Petitt and Servais’ text as a useful introduction to numerous methodologies ranging from drawing to rhyming and dancing, while specifically engaging with various senses (sight, touch, hearing, etc.) in their fieldwork. Based on their respective ethnographies of equids and other species, Petitt and Servais stress the importance of the use of ‘art-ful’ or art-based practices at various iterative stages of research, namely: data production, analysis, and dissemination. This three-part division is shared by most of the authors here, whose articles present polygraphies in various forms (drawing, photography, video, movement, rhyme and prose) and combinations thereof, intertwining and complementing each other. 

           Tocco's text, analysing the male body as the focal point of the heterosexual female gaze, highlights how an artist may underline the importance of other senses, such as haptic perception in interpreting her own gaze. The sense of touch may thus be integral to a visual artist’s ‘sensory landscape’ (‘paysage sensoriel’, Wathelet and Candau 2013), a notion that Borsus mobilises, for her part, to highlight the value of sketching. Engaging in this activity, she explains, draws the eye to specific aspects that would otherwise be lost in a multitude of information in an investigative environment particularly rich in sensory stimuli (smells, textures, sounds, colours, etc.). Thus, artistic practices helping to bring out or emphasise elements that are not easily accessible while in the field become a fully-fledged part of an in-depth ethnographic description. Le Meur works in this fashion as well, through close observation of gestures, using video to combine the macroscopic and visible with the microscopic and invisible. This method allows her to deepen her understanding and representation of plastic pollution in Vietnam. Givors, for his part, while using his interviewees’ photographs and videos, exposes the limitations of an ethnographic description of physical postures only, and highlights the benefits of a process of learning bodily techniques. The attention paid to the body here is linked to a particular affective experience, which Givors assimilates to the notion of rhythm as evoked by François Laplantine (2015). For Laplantine, successive moves transform the body by moving it in space, but they also operate as affective devices that alter the consciousness of the practitioner. 

           Rhythm is also reflected in Lambert’s poetic performance. Therein, she engages her whole body to convey the intense emotion of agoraphobia she perceives. In a section of this issue entitled ‘Experiments’, Lambert offers us an insight into her research-creation work as an anthropologist and a poet. Her bodily engagement while declaiming her text demonstrates how she mobilises her whole being to share and convey a lived experience. This was made particularly evident during the aforementioned workshop at the University of Liège, where Lambert first performed part of the text presented here in writing, capturing with both text and orality what the ‘ethnographic field did to her’ as a researcher during her thesis. We include this text here in audio-visual form as a ‘video poem’. Finally, Lambert’s performative bodily involvement is also echoed in Mazzella di Bosco's fieldwork on conscious and free dance practices, wherein she emphasises a ‘visceral and existential commitment to the field’ while also underlining the need to take a step back, as required by an anthropological stance. This, she does through her drawing practice, as do other contributors here. 

          Revisiting Drawing as a Multisensory Tool 

           Véronique Servais and Andrea Pettit remind us in their contribution that ‘drawing and photography have in different ways been part of taking ethnographic field notes since the early days of ethnographic methodology’. Thus, for instance, archeologist and anthropologist André Leroi-Gourhan made notorious use of both resources to closely document and monitor his findings as well as the investigative processes surrounding these (Soulier, 2019). Throughout this dossier, however, the emphasis is placed on drawing in relation to the cognitive process it enables, together with the epistemological and methodological shifts it entails as an embodied process engaging the drawer’s corporeality. Drawing is explored whether as an analytical tool, as a sensory translator opening up to embodied knowledge that is otherwise difficult to convey through oral language (see Borsus infra), or as a means of collaboration. In what may at first sight appear rather counter-intuitive, the act of drawing finally seems particularly well suited to capture and account for the embodied dimension of ethnographic research. The recent resurgence and renewal of anthropological interest in the graphic form has already been noted. In recent years, this renewed interest has been the subject of numerous published pieces analysing its history and contemporary metamorphoses, both in French (Tondeur 2018, Rougeon 2023, Roussel and Guitard 2021) and in English. Take, for instance, the recent Society for Cultural Anthropology’s dossier on ‘Graphic Ethnography on the Rise’. As Dimitris Theodossopoulos (2022a) reminds us there, although the use of drawing has a long history in anthropology, it is only in the last decade or so that graphic ethnography seems to have taken on a distinctive development. As part of a more global creative movement towards multimodality, this raises the question of a so-called ‘graphic turn’ in the 21st century (Theodossopoulos 2022b). 

           In this issue, both Borsus and Mazella take note of this recent revival of interest in drawing in anthropology, stressing its heuristic potential. They argue that regardless of the variable ‘talent’ of the researcher, it is less the result, its faithfulness to some reality, or even its accuracy or its aesthetics, than the process itself that is important here. Thus, when she is out in the field documenting taxidermists’ work, Borsus always carries her notebook, pen, pencil, or any other makeshift drawing materials, so she is ready to sketch down what is around her. She explains how, then and there and later at home, the process of drawing progressively reveals key elements that are difficult to see at first glance, such as ways of categorising. As she illustrates, drawing reflects the play with blurred boundaries that is constantly at work in taxidermy. By the same token, through numerous examples of drawings and comic strips she made for her doctoral thesis, Mazella shows how the process of drawing enabled her to bring out what was crucial in her fieldwork — including, in some cases, elements that did not directly appear in her sketches. Because she always found them unsatisfactory, they might or might not force her to rework and modify them, but in any case, they made her fully aware of the gap between the drawings and reality, and therefore of what needed to be underlined. Furthermore, in a kind of double movement, drawing paradoxically allowed her to distance herself from a deeply embodied fieldwork (where she danced and moved), while at the same time bringing her back to it, by mobilising her whole body. Thus a faithful rendering of the postures she observed required her to get up from her chair at home, to move again, and to look at herself in movement, in order to grasp the complexity of the body in motion.

           In an altogether different register, drawing for Le Meur provides an effective way of circumventing the censorship of an authoritarian context while protecting her interlocutors when communicating about her research. In addition, playing with graphic, drawn, minimalist black lines furnishes another creative way for her to make big ideas more immediately visible and graspable. To be sure, none of the authors in this issue reduce these visual techniques to their purely representational or illustrative dimensions. Yet this point is particularly evident in Servais’s contribution: referring to the use of watercolour paintings to convey the intensity of an encounter with the natural elements, she emphasises how this tool makes it possible to express, visually but not figuratively, something about the dynamics of the experience that could not otherwise be said explicitly and yet is felt as significant. 

           How, then, can we think about the contributions of this ‘graphic ethnography’ specifically in terms of the fundamentally embodied dimension of research? For, if the potential of drawing to explore this crucial aspect comes to the fore for both research participants and researchers, it should be stressed that the work undertaken at a visual level is based on a deeply embodied approach. As one of Tocco's informants, a professional artist herself puts it, the aim is to visually translate what is felt in the body. For Borsus, drawing and then returning to her sketches afterwards is an effective way of immersing herself directly in the scene again, mobilising a kind of embodied reminiscence. Similarly, Mazella stresses how drawing brings back memory and feeling, suggesting kinaesthetic and embodied memory through (the act of) drawing, as in Petitt and Servais’s contribution. In demonstrating the ability of drawing to evoke things that happened and were experienced in the field, all four authors in this issue exemplify how ‘all ethnography is a work of memory’ (Machado 2019: 350). Thus, taken together, these papers suggest that regardless of their familiarity with these mediums, researchers may feel free to experiment with drawing, doodling and even colouring as a precious way of accessing what has been experienced in the body and through the senses.

          Embodied Experiences, Polygraphies, and Collaboration in the Field

           The notion of the centrality of the body in human experience in general and in the arts in particular, has been notably engaged with in the work of Jerzy Grotowski. The contribution made to theatre studies by the Polish theatre director and researcher is for some comparable to that of Merleau-Ponty to philosophy and phenomenology (Fischer-Lichte 2008). In his theory of ‘poor theatre’, Grotowski (2002) makes the body the central element of theatrical performance, where language becomes secondary. In his view, the essence of theatre lies in the transmission that takes place between bodies, that is, the ‘conducting’ body of the actor and the ‘receiving’ body of the spectator (Chestier 2007). Here, putting aside this distinction between ‘conducting’ and ‘receiving’, we propose to extend the argument of body-based centrality of artistic practice and communication to other artistic forms and languages: through the bodily and sensory mobilisation they de facto engender, these may serve as a basis for shared and sensitive modes of exchange and communication between researchers and participants.

           Furthermore, these may also contribute to our reflexive approaches: drawing, for example, facilitates ‘a (self)reflexive process’ that makes position and positioning visible and evaluable, thereby rendering the constituent elements of the whole process less abstract (Bonanno 2022). As importantly,  the reflexivity at play highlights the collaborative process involved in knowledge production within the field. This process, which is not always made visible at the time of writing and sharing scientific productions, bears witness to the creativity of both researchers and participants in the co-production of materials (Petitt and Servais, infra). The various contributions in this issue also emphasise how the use of artistic medium during data collection and scientific production can provide a clearer picture of the dynamics of knowledge production, reflexive inquiry, and sensitive sharing — the ‘distribution of the sensible’ as described by Rancière (2004) — that bring together researchers and participants and give rise to embodied polygraphies, highlighting their intrinsically collaborative dimension.

           Thus, Morgane Tocco collaborates with female drawing artists, with the aim of indirectly observing how women look at men's bodies in an erotic way. Using this medium, she captures the ‘self-narratives’ (‘récits de soi’, Foucault 1994) of her interviewees, which emerge in the course of artistic production and discursive explication. These exchanges enable both a ‘sensory sharing’ (Tocco, infra) that first passes through the body, and creative production which is then translated into discourse. For Tocco, the co-construction of knowledge is facilitated by the sharing of reflexivity with her informants. In a different way altogether, Le Meur demonstrates the embodied and collaborative nature of her own fieldwork with interpreters in central Vietnam, when she shared and reflected with them on their interactions with residents and passers-by during their walks together across town. Here, the photographic walks through the streets provided her with a way of overcoming the institutional obstacles in this authoritarian context. 

           As for Givors and Borsus, they analyse embodied knowledge in detail, in very different field situations and using a variety of media. As part of his own training in the Qi Gong sessions he studied, Givors highlights the importance of paying attention to the body and gestures when reproducing and learning the postures of this martial art. Participants take photos and videos to keep track of the gestures they have learned and to be able to repeat and integrate them. The circulation of the materials thus produced reflects the fundamentally collaborative dimension of his research. Importantly, Givors emphasises the common language understood by all through the observation of bodies and postures in re-using the materials produced by the interviewees. What cannot be transmitted by text, such as body movements and atmosphere, relies on prior embodied experience of bodies and postures at the time of training. As for Borsus, she uses drawing in a taxidermy workshop as a ‘sensory memory aid’ to share gestures more clearly and highlight specific details. These drawings allow her to feel the scene while immersing herself in it with her whole body and sensory dispositions so as to better understand it. Furthermore, like note-taking, drawing during fieldwork is no trivial matter. As Bonanno (2022) points out, it helps to position the ethnographer in a complex network of relationships that involve the people present. The fact that Borsus draws when she is in the field affects her position within it: for her informants, she is ‘the one who draws’. Sketching therefore encourages dialogue with her interviewees, who can then reflect and comment on their practice based on what has been represented, thus bringing the viewer’s sensibility into play through the discursive exchanges generated. In this way, Borsus emphasises how what she calls ‘embodied knowledge’ can be mobilised and discussed through drawing. Drawing to her is thus a way of co-constructing knowledge, a point that is echoed in the way Mazzella di Bosco engages with the dancers she worked with.

           In her article, Mazzella di Bosco offers comparable insights into the researcher’s reflexivity and subjectivity. In her approach to, and practice of dance, drawing, she explains, allows her to think differently about her research object, in a (re)embodied, meditative and heuristic way: it is a kind of a ‘pencil-in-hand meditation’. Le Meur's article also evokes a reflexive evaluation, particularly through her processual and increasingly rich use of images, including photographs, drawings, and illustrations — her own or those produced in collaboration with a graphic designer.

           Theodossopoulos (2022b) notes that drawing - and we can extend this hypothesis to other media - has a propensity to popularise and decolonise academic writing. This means that it can facilitate the return of knowledge to a heterogeneous multitude of individuals and groups involved in the production of these materials and, moreover, make them accessible to ordinary people. Thus, the productions are no longer exclusively reserved for a community of intellectuals, artists, and academics. Instead, they are made available to everyone, through a more sensory and embodied language. It must be pointed out, however, that non-textual academic writing is not automatically comprehensible to others, and that it may also raise specific questions. Some authors in this issue return reflexively to these questions of how and in what contexts to communicate about their research. Sensitive language, although at first sight more directly accessible, is nevertheless also ‘situated’ in the sense understood by feminist biologist and philosopher Donna Haraway (1988). 

          Situating Our Own Embodied Positions Towards Knowledge

           Conceptualised against the illusion of an objective, universal and neutral science, the notion of ‘situated knowledge’ invites us to question the position of the person producing knowledge and the power relations in which this production is embedded. For, drawings, films and performances are just as much produced and understood from our own bodies as well as gender, social class, sexual orientation, story, subjectivities, and so on, as is more conventional academic writing. Building on feminist methodological traditions, creative ways of disseminating research can heuristically and importantly take into account how knowledge is produced and how positionalities are embodied (Petitt 2022, Petitt and Servais, infra). Here, it must be stressed that although it has essentially been understood as an intellectual activity, knowledge is actually situated at the intersection of cognitive, perceptual, affective and social dimensions, as anthropologist Nicolas Adell reminds us, highlighting its ‘polymorphous nature’ (Adell 2011: 288). Limiting knowledge to the mind can only be reductive, given that, from the perspective of embodiment approaches, ‘engagement with the world is not just cognitive or theoretical, but involves the emotional, practical, aesthetic’ (Stolz 2015: 479). Seeking to encompass the full range of these dimensions can only be beneficial because, as Sarah Pink points out, for us ethnographers, understanding other people means ‘participating’ in their world through ‘embodied, emplaced, sensorial and empathic’ ways of learning (2009: 65). As a consequence, far from being superfluous or irrelevant, the attention we pay to the senses, emotions and bodies in our research and the way we report on it is central to our understanding of how people make sense of the world. The articles presented here clearly show how the variety of creative methodologies mobilised has implications for understanding both their research objects and the reflexive stances of the researchers’ attempts at grasping them. Thus, what is at stake behind the multiplicity of fieldwork experiences, research objects and artistic practices featured in this dossier is the fundamental question of situated and embodied knowledge production in our disciplines and beyond.

           Yet, as noted above, scientific culture has been built around an ideal of objectivity that has erased researchers’ subjectivities. French historian Françoise Waquet (2019) speaks of a ‘culture without emotion’, although there is an irreducible element of subjectivity in science and of emotion in knowledge. Indeed, despite the appearance of positivism and Cartesian rationalism to which research generally tends, especially in France, Waquet argues that different dimensions of the researcher’s working environment can generate many diverse emotions.  She particularly highlights the presence of the objects that surround researchers. To varying extents, the contributors to this dossier also document what cameras, pens and brushes or film, among other material tools used in creative practices, do to those who handle them. Eventually, what makes for the strong coherence of the texts presented together in this dossier, in addition to the materiality of the artistic practices used by their authors, is their heuristic potential for co-producing and sharing sensitive and embodied knowledge. This, each contributor does through exploring and mobilising a resource or a technique in relation to the perception and sensing of their subject. Depending on each author, the focus shifts more or less towards analysis at a phenomenal, emotional or sensory level. Thus, for instance, in her article analysing the mechanisms involved in the conservation of an animal, Borsus points out that for her, drawing is an embodied experience of the world rather than an emotional expression thereof. Mazzella di Bosco, for her part, uses her emotions as genuine levers of understanding, whereas Lambert's performance clearly expresses a personal and embodied emotional state. The latter is meant to offer a lively account of the material, sensory, emotional and cultural experience that is agoraphobia, nourished by Lambert’s exchanges with her interlocutors and her own lived experience. Eventually, just as we find a plurality of epistemological positions and conceptual approaches in the work of sensory anthropology scholars, ranging from a phenomenological understanding to one more focused on the senses or even ‘the sensory’ (see the debate between Pink and Howes 2010, Ingold and Howes 2011, Howes 2011), so we find a diversity of viewpoints and approaches in the contributions presented here. These, to various extents, explore and reflect on multisensory issues as well as on co-construction of knowledge. They use methods that even when primarily visual, strongly conjure up the other senses and the embodied nature of their work. And while all contributors gathered here share a commitment to using artistic methods in order to express a sensitive dimension that is otherwise difficult to capture and render, they do not necessarily embrace it in the same way.

           To conclude, today, an increasing number of researchers are showing an openness to try out new modes in their work as anthropologists that most of their (French-speaking) colleagues in earlier generations have long lacked. This renewed interest in reconnecting bodies with emotions, movement, senses, mind and intellect while producing artful, scholarly work ultimately gives one hope that one day we shall see the spread of this integrated and multifaceted intelligence within academia at large... and beyond. To be sure, these new endeavours to think and produce research differently also raise issues of legitimacy and credibility among practitioners of the discipline, especially among our younger colleagues. The institutional constraints and procedures for evaluating academic work are real, all the more so that ‘articles in anthropology tend to derive their authority by reiterating a standard form’ (Jain 2022). However, as demonstrated throughout this special issue there is room for creative experimentation. This, then, is an invitation to partake of a long-term, ongoing development of new methodologies and pedagogies in our research practices. Thus, may our embodied intelligences be harnessed to produce a work full of empathy and deep understanding (Abram 2013), reconnecting our scholarly selves to our everyday reality and surroundings. Finally, allowing oneself to experiment, with all the trials and errors as well as the serendipitous findings that emerge along the way is a fundamental act of intellectual, pragmatic and political engagement with these highly charged times. Artists, activists, intellectuals, and academics from all walks of life, we are all being called upon to reflect on our commitments, biases, and methodological, ethical, theoretical and pragmatic choices. Arguably, it is through the exercise of all our forms of creativity that we can work towards understanding, and acting on, our contemporary world, in institutions of knowledge and education, as well as in museums and on the streets… so that we may eventually dream and invent a liveable world together. 
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            1 Here, we acknowledge the richly layered meaning and usage of the term by Béatrice Fraenkel (see for instance 2007) in her linguists-inspired work on polygraphy as an analytical frame and an object of study examining situations and processes of collective writing. In this issue, however, we more mundanely take our cue from François Laplantine’s suggestion (2018) of polygraphy as an ethnographic method. 
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          Introduction

           A steady stream of literature in the field of what is now known as Equestrian Social Science focuses in different ways on how to understand and communicate between humans what it is that happens when humans riding horses experience what is commonly called ‘feel’ (see for example Davis 2011, Ford 2021, Kennedy 1992, Scopa et al. 2019, Servais 2022, Brandt 2004). The ‘feel’ can generally be said to be the human’s experience of being one with the horse, when tactile communication is instant and effortless, and when an embodied feeling of merging is accompanied by an emotional and mental state of near euphoria. Although it is something sought for among riders of different disciplines and backgrounds, as it is also thought to be beneficial for the horse, the difficulties in describing, and not the least teaching, ‘feel’ become apparent when ordinary language fails to convey the experience to those who have not lived it themselves (Zetterqvist Blockhuis 2019). Riders and teachers alike, also in our own research, resort to analogies and portraying images with words in order to get their message across, while researchers grapple with accurately reporting these interactions. 

           This is but one example of when ‘ordinary sentences’ and perhaps even more so ‘ordinary academic language practices’ potentially limit what we might understand of multispecies relations through ethnographic research. In this reflexive article, the two authors – Andrea Petitt who focuses on human-horse-cattle relations in Colorado (USA), Canada, Sweden, and Botswana, and Véronique Servais who has studied, amongst other things, human-horse encounters in Belgium – share our thoughts on how methods other than ‘ordinary language’ have been useful, productive and sometimes right out necessary in our different ethnographic research of multispecies relations. Here, we discuss being inspired by, and drawing on, methods from artistic fields of inquiry in addition to the more commonplace academic use of words and sentences.

           While text-based and verbal approaches have been the norm in much ethnographic research (Goopy and Kassan 2019), drawing and photography have in different ways been part of taking ethnographic field notes since the early days of ethnographic methodology (see for example Bateson and Mead 1942, Leroi-Gourhan in Soulier 2019, or Griaule in Jolly 2011) and there are plenty of examples of more recent work that both uses and explains the methods of drawing (see Causey 2017, Taussig 2011). Ethnographic filmmaking has a long history as a research practice and has recently gained momentum in multispecies ethnography (Fijn and Kavesh 2021). Ethnographic poetry has been established as a field (Maynard and Cahnmann-Taylor 2010), and recent work includes problematisation of researching multispecies relations (Haris 2022). An increased attention to, and interest in, a variety of methods inspired by the visual, lyrical, and performative arts over the past decade has created a recent surge of initiatives linking the arts with the social sciences and humanities - not least of all ethnographic research. Importantly, the different possibilities of art-inspired methods within the realms of more-than-human and multispecies ethnography are continuously being explored as ways of being sensitive and receptive to non-human and human-animal encounters (Hamilton and Taylor 2011). 

           Interestingly, this ‘artistic turn’, as we may call it, of ethnography (and perhaps particularly multispecies ethnography) coincides with an ‘ethnographic turn’ in the arts (Grimshaw and Ravetz 2015) as well as with an increased artistic attention to the environment, non-human and multispecies relations (see for example the works of Olafur Eliasson and Cecilia Vasquez Yui). This has opened up a myriad of interdisciplinary collaborations and researchers are themselves using artistic expressions as research methods. Nowadays, an increasing number of academic journals with a focus on ethnography call for alternative pieces such as creative non-fiction, ethnographic poetry, photo essays, and film. The collective term for ethnographic methods inspired by artistic practices differs as they carry different connotations in different fields and communities. Words such as creative, artistic, or arts-based methods denote a range of research practices where sometimes the research participants are asked to engage with for example photography or drawing, and sometimes the researcher themselves draws, paints or dances, or collaborates with artists.

           Some ethnographers with training in both anthropology and art, work at an intersection that blurs the line between art and ethnography (Nakashima Degarrod 2020). In our case, while neither of us has formal training in art, we both engage in methods inspired by the arts as well as collaborate with established artists. The term we try out for our methodological practices is ‘artful’. Connected to the term ‘artful thinking’, using art as a force with which to develop thinking dispositions (Project Zero 2004), here we use the phrase ‘artful multispecies ethnography’ in an attempt to capture and acknowledge an inspiration from and engagement with artistic methods without necessarily aiming for outcomes to become Art in its own right. 

           While we do not assume an absolute distinction between ‘art’ and ‘science’, neither do we assume a complete overlap. Scientific methods can be artistic methods, and artistic methods can be scientific methods – while they can also at times be one without being the other. We hold it as possible that not all methods inspired by artistic methods produce Art, if we take Art to also require an artistic skillset and relation to an artistic tradition. Science and art often have different vocations and objectives, all the while overlapping in being modes of investigation and knowing. While artistic methods comprise artistic methods and art created through a scientifically rigorous practice, the notion of ‘artful’ methods, we propose, can be inclusive enough to also include practices of drawing, painting, writing, and so on, that might not be considered outright Art in its own right by the practitioner themselves or the artistic community. 

           With ‘artful multispecies ethnographies’, we strive to capture the creative, critical, and more-than-verbal force of artistic methods. In this article, we do not attempt a complete review or mapping of the use of ‘artful’ methods in multispecies ethnography. Rather, we will in the following pages reflect on how we ourselves have engaged with various ‘artful’ methods in our own multispecies ethnography throughout the iterative phases of data collection, analysis, and dissemination of research results. We end by telling the story of how we found ourselves amidst a whole group of multispecies ethnographers, engaging in artful methods by initiating the MEAM network for Multispecies Ethnography and Artistic Methods.

          Collecting and Producing Data with Artful Methods in Our Multispecies Ethnographies

           Ethnographers’ notebooks have been dappled with jottings, shorthand, and scattered thoughts since they were first carried into the field, but have recently received more focused attention as methods to be taken seriously (Emerson, Fretz and Shaw 2011 [1995]). While detailed descriptions of what the ethnographer experiences are key to the methodology, exact and exhaustive formulations are not always possible to capture in the moment. Sometimes there is not enough time to write more than a few scribbles and sometimes the exact nature of what is happening, beyond sight and hearing, is at first elusive. Quick drawings and sketches can come in handy in such instances, as Michael Taussig shows in his book, I swear I saw this (2011). Even when having more time on one’s hand, drawing can be a good tool to better observe, to better see, in the field. Andrew Causey’s book Drawn to see (2017) discusses different ways of doing so, and both these books can be an inspiration for those who do not usually draw to take the first steps with wordless field notes.

           Andrea’s first inspiration to draw field notes in multispecies ethnography was through John Hartigan’s chapter on ‘how to interview a plant’ in his book Care of the Species (2017), where he sets out to draw different plants in order to better pay attention to them. Andrea, sitting in a field observing cows in the south of Sweden, found herself easily distracted and failing to see much going on. She started to draw the cows. It did not take long before a cow’s ear moved, a tail swished and a head turned, and she had to start the drawing over again. 

          Sitting in the field with cows

          
            [image: Image 100000000000036300000284D4C268FDF0610CF8.jpg]
          

          This drawing was made during a five-hour session of sitting in the field with a herd of cows in Sweden. It helped Andrea to keep focus, to see more and to notice subtle movements.

          Drawing by Andrea Petitt

           Through this practice, Andrea almost instantly started to see more of what was going on in the herd. An ear moved – why? The cows started to walk left – who had started the move? That is a difficult angle of a spine to draw – why is she lying like that? She stops chewing every now and then – how often does she regurgitate? Details that Andrea had not noticed before started to emerge from the sociality of the cow herd as a result of her drawing. She was suddenly drawing to see, as it were, rather than looking to draw.

           In a different herd, on a different day and on a different continent, Andrea went to feed a new-born calf who had trouble standing up and thus had not yet nursed. In the Rocky Mountains of Colorado, where this herd lived, calves do not survive long in the cold spring temperatures without nursing. Together with her ranch sister with whom she lived throughout that year of ethnographic fieldwork, she went out onto the frozen hay meadow where the cows and calves roamed together. Equipped with a lukewarm bottle of colostrum they approached the cow-calf ‘pair’. The cow, named 52, started to throw her head around and then lowered her head, snorted, and bellowed, presumably threatening to protect her baby at all costs. On her ranch sister’s instructions, Andrea fetched a pitchfork from the car nearby as a last resort, should 52 really decide to attack the humans interfering with her calf. What transpired was a somewhat scary and at the same time comical scene that Andrea found difficult to put into words. Ordinary sentences can be limiting and often only normative, norming, or distancing words are available for cows doing particular head movements or approaching humans at speed. In the short break between calving tasks, Andrea thus instead drew a picture. While not necessarily informative for anyone else but Andrea, the picture works as a rich field note that instantly brings back the memory and the feeling of that human-bovine interaction and can thus be included in her analysis of ethnographic material, something we shall come back to in the next section.

           Another way that Andrea uses artful methods for ethnographic data collection is through rhyming. As she explains elsewhere (Petitt 2019; 2022), rhyming has come naturally to her since an early age but has only recently become an important part of her field notes. Such field rhymes can be said to be part of the tradition of ethnographic poetry, and akin to what anthropologist and poet Leah Zani (2019) calls field poems. Poems have the advantage of resembling everyday speech and experiences through their ‘playfulness, rhythm, sonics and allusion’, as Zani shows in an essay printed in the online version of Anthropology News (Zani 2019). Zani emphasizes that the difference between a poem and what has come to be known as an ethnographic poem is fieldwork. Indeed, ethnographic poetry is, in Maynard and Cahnmann-Taylor’s words, ‘verse written by researchers based on “field” study’ (2010: 5). It has been gaining recognition as a scholarly practice during the past two decades, Maynard and Cahnmann-Taylor note, describing one of its potentialities as ‘poetic craft [that] allows the anthropologist to name and claim subjectivities and contradictions experienced in “the field”’(2010: 7).

           When written in the field, Zani (2019) refers to her poetry as fieldpoems, denoting the process of poetic creation in dialogue with the field. For Andrea, the simultaneous structure and freedom of a rhyme made it easier to depict specific events, the atmosphere during a particular day, or the field relations that developed. Once home after a full day on horseback moving cows around the mountains together with her ranch sister and ranch mom, or together with cowboying crew on the neighbouring ranch, rhymes sometimes came easier than ordinary sentences. With little possibility to write even short notes throughout the day, due to the very participant and embodied horseback ethnography Andrea engages in, it could sometimes be overwhelming to sit down at night, exhausted, to write. The rhyming format then helped her think and feel through the day to capture the most significant experiences and impressions. In combination with photo and video (that could be administered with one hand at a walk, trot, or gallop), field rhymes often captured satisfying amounts of material from a day on horseback.

           Rhymes, poems, drawings, and other artful methods might come in especially handy in multispecies ethnography as a significant amount of interaction in these fields is wordless and even beyond words. Every time we, as ethnographers, write a field note – apart from direct verbal quotes from humans (and even then, we cannot capture the speed, tone, or timbre used) - we translate our experiences into words on paper. Sometimes images make up better translations and sometimes drawings, rather than photos, might capture what it is that we focus on and how we interpreted it in the moment. Moreover, engaging other modes of operandum than ordinary language sometimes helps us think and feel in different ways, as well as perceive and thus collect and produce data we might otherwise have missed or would have had difficulty capturing.

           In addition, we both sometimes find ourselves in multispecies situations where we are not really sure what is going on. As mentioned above, words can be normative or otherwise loaded in ways that might not fit the situation. Words can sometimes be too precise when describing a situation and can sometimes be not precise enough when depicting a scene.

           For her part, Véronique has begun to develop research protocols in which an artful practice (dance) is the means by which data is produced in the context of research into bodily communication between humans and animals (particularly horses). The project Rencontres dansées avec des chevaux en prairie was conceived in collaboration with Thérèse Coriou, a dancer and manager of production and broadcasting of live performances. It aims to explore the way in which horses are encountered from the body, by proposing that a mixed group of dancers and biologists specialising in ethology go together to meet horses in the meadow. The aim is to cross the ethological knowledge of the scientists and the bodily knowledge of the dancers and to invite them to share their experiences in the writing of a common booklet. The ethologists will be guided in their bodily practice by the dancers, while the latter will be able to deepen their bodily experience thanks to the gaze, sensitivity, and expertise of the ethologists.

           This project is an opportunity to freely explore the heuristic value of bodily empathy in the knowledge of animal behaviour, thus continuing the invitation of researchers such as Vinciane Despret (2013), who suggested that observers of animal behaviour ‘let themselves be affected by the animal's body’ or ‘animalise the relationship’ (Abram 2010). It is also intended to experiment with methodologies in which embodied knowledge can be made explicit, in particular through interview techniques such as elicitation or microphenomenology interviews (Vermersch 1994; Petitmengin 2017) and Focusing (Gendlin 1978). These interview techniques make room for what is not named and allow the experience to be formalised little by little in non-logical statements that gradually find meaning. In a previous study, Véronique showed the relevance of these interview methods for exploring the experience of the encounter with horses, including its bodily and sensory dimensions (Servais 2022). For example, she discovered that some encounters are accompanied by a sense of strength and energy, but also by the sensory materialisation of the feeling of being in a relationship, in the form of bubbles, threads and a sense of space as being filled with ‘something’. During these interviews, the subjective experience of the encounter with an animal is uncovered in its multiple non-intentional and non-rational dimensions. 

           Drawings, paintings, and field poems (including field rhymes) where much is said between the lines, as well as dance as knowledge and data production, can in those instances be precise and unclear at the same time. Convinced of the importance of capturing that which is hard to formulate in ordinary words, still unclear, inchoate, and open to interpretation, we have found artful methods useful tools with which to collect such data for future interpretation. Moreover, artful expressions of data collection often capture affective aspects of the experiences in the field that could be imperative to take into consideration in order to explain that which we are trying to understand.

           If we are willing to accept the hypothesis that a whole part of interspecies communication takes place in the relationship of bodies, rhythms, and kinesis (Servais 2018, 2022; Fijn 2021; Ford 2019; Brandt 2006), in what the philosopher Erwin Strauss called ‘the sensing’ (Barbaras 2004), we have to accept that most of this communication takes place outside of intentional consciousness. It is therefore a challenge for the researcher to access and report on it. It seems to us that under these conditions, and as many authors have already stated, artful methods are not a mere supplement, they are a necessity, both to produce data and to give a non-discursive account of what is perceived in the ethnographic moment.

          Analysing Our Material Using Artful Methods

           Whether doing preliminary analysis in the field or grappling with the full body of material once ethnographic fieldwork is completed, artful methods have been useful to us. Actually, it was by way of analysing material that Andrea first discovered the usefulness of rhyming in her research, before trying it as a data collection method. The structured poetic form and the constraints of the rhyme are helpful to her when distilling the core premises and line of argument of any attempted claim. It helps cutting away anything that is not necessary to advance the storyline and pushes the ethnographer to consider synonyms and different ways of expressing the same thought, thus sharpening and specifying the analysis. At the same time, unpronounced premises or gaps in logic reasoning become easier to spot, and when one stratum does not follow smoothly from the previous one, there is often something taken for granted that needs to be made explicit. Andrea thus often rhymes an argument, a paper, a conference presentation, or a lecture to check that the analysis is sound. If she cannot rhyme it, this means there is more work to do. 

          
            Energy Bubble Rhyme
          

          
            The mountain pastures of Colorado arouse
Some culturally valued projects of cows
They differed from that of calf or of bull
All driven by a different pull

          

          
            
              -
            

          

          
            Intersectional relations of heifers and steers
Shape their desires, their projects and fears
The zoocialization of a culture and place
Shapes the interactions and troubles we face

          

          
            
              -
            

          

          
            The social topology of space is felt
Understood from a particular umwelt
I learnt about this from the horse’s back
Feel agency through the saddle and tack

          

          
            
              -
            

          

          
            Together we move cow-calf pairs
Our place in the triad differs from theirs
In this multispecies triad of the American West
We put species power relations to-the-test

          

          
            
              - 
            

          

          
            This energy between us, this bubble of space
This multispecies power and grace
Can embody care, respect and social maps
Can turn to violence quickly when bubbles collapse

          

          
            
              - 
            

          

          
            When ordinary language fails to portray
Into rhymes and drawings and music I stray
Badgering space with a sensory profile
Can require an artful research style

          

          
            
              -
            

          

          
            Energy bubbles I learnt from cow and from horse
Can our concepts be emic from a non-human source?
Theorizing power, staying with the trouble
We might want to highlight this energy bubble

          

          
            
              -
            

          

          
            Rhyme by Andrea Petitt

          

           This ‘rapstract’ was part of Andrea’s analytic process when writing a book manuscript for a forthcoming book in the Routledge MANE series, based on a one-year ethnographic fieldwork on a working cattle ranch in the Rocky Mountains of Colorado. It was performed at the American Anthropological Associations conference 2023 as part of a presentation. The rhyme makes reference to Jacob von Uexküll’s notion of ‘umwelt’, and draws on Andrea’s previous paper on the multispecies triad and multispecies intersectionality (Petitt 2023) and the paper where Andrea and Keri Brandt-Off outline the concept of zoocialization (Petitt and Brandt-Off 2022). 
Using this method first for rhyming abstracts, she called them ‘rapstracts’, reading them to a beat in her head or out loud, although they in no other way claim kinship to rapping (Petitt 2019; 2023; 2024).

           Other artful methods, such as drawing, painting, printmaking, photo transfer, dance, and so on, also provide opportunities to think and feel with our collected ethnographic material. Scholars do this in different ways but our own engagement with such methods largely stems from our own explorations and collaboration with artists. Andrea first discovered the power of visual art methods of analysis when working together with Ann Gollifer, a Botswana-based visual artist and printmaker. They applied for, and received a grant to together portray the findings of Andrea’s PhD thesis on women’s ownership in Botswana. After two weeks of traveling around together to the villages, ranches, and cattle post where Andrea had conducted ethnographic fieldwork, as well as to Universities and the Ministries of Agriculture and of Gendered Affairs, they spent a week in Ann’s art studio in Gaborone.

           When confronted with the artistic process of conceptualizing the portrayal of the research findings, new angles of understanding and new questions emerged. Something in deciding what art material to use, what colour and size to work with, and what aspects to bring to the forth, made Andrea see her research in new ways. This was so inspiring to her that the next time she started her own research project, she invited Ann to Sweden during the planning phase to learn artistic practices from which to draw inspiration when exploring the conceptualization of the project. With a newfound understanding of drawing and photo transfer techniques (see also Causey 2017) she could bring these artful practices into the early analysis of the data collected.

           Drawing from photos taken in the field, or making photo transfers, allowed Andrea to see the photos in a different light. Already the iterative process of choosing a photo that highlights what you want to portray and through that process specifying what it is that you want to portray and why, can be fruitful to the analytic process. By looking through photos featuring close-ups of facial expressions of cows, horses, and humans respectively, Andrea became aware of patterns in her own data collection throughout a year of ethnographic research on a working cattle ranch, which led her to reflections on species relations as well as species-specific research methods, that before had been implicit. Further, to stay with a photo long enough to draw it, and to draw out of the photo what she wanted to portray, allowed Andrea to engage with the visual ethnographic material in detailed ways. It became clear what she was trying to capture and even if the finished drawing looked nothing like the photo, it could still be more adept at depicting a particular setting, event, or relation than the photo itself.

           Véronique’s use of artful methods during the analytical parts of her research has so far been explorative and tentative. She was convinced of the potential of such analytical tools for her own research when she was presented with watercolour drawings which were designed to freely depict the pattern of aesthetic experiences during a methodological seminar organized by cognitive scientist Magali Ollagnier-Beldame at the École Normale Supérieure in Lyon in 2019. The drawings were made by an artist who worked in close association with the researcher and who had drawn abstract colourful lines from the content of microphenomenological interviews of visitors about their (aesthetic) experiences in a museum. The drawings were not only beautiful in themselves, but they were also telling something significant about the experiences that was not explicitly said in the interviews. According to the researcher, the watercolours expressed the unfolding of the aesthetic experience. Different colours were used for different moods and the density/transparency of the colour was related to the intensity of the experience. However, it is important to note that the watercolour paintings were not a kind of coding of different modalities of the experience. For example, there was no attempt to use the same colours for the same kind of mood in all the interviews. Each interview was an experience in itself and each one had its own artistic expression in the painting.

           Later, Magali and Véronique began to work together in the ExCoNat project, a study that is aimed at describing the experience of encountering nature (Servais and Ollagnier-Beldame, forthcoming). They worked with an acting teacher, Pietro Varasso, eight of his students, and four anthropology PhD students. For the research project, Pietro led a three-hour silent ‘walk’ in the woods with the instruction of ‘taking care not to disturb anything’. Then Magali and Véronique conducted microphenomenological interviews with each participant. They were asked to retrieve a moment of the walk that was significant to them, according to the instruction of ‘taking care not to disturb anything’ and were invited to describe it. Twelve interviews were recorded and are currently still in the process of being analysed. At one point during the data analysis, Magali and Véronique found it useful to resort to some nonverbal description of the experiences. Inspired by the paintings they had seen in the 2019 seminar, they started to make watercolour paintings. Each experience was likely to have its own painting. The paintings expressed something of the dynamic of the experience that was not explicitly stated in the interviews and yet was significant: its rhythm, unfolding, and variations in density. 

          Watercolour of Noemie’s experience

          
            [image: Image 1000000000000418000002E3451AA5D287400C03.jpg]
          

          A drawing of the unfolding of Noemie’s experience of encountering trees during the workshop. The drawing was made by Véronique to help in the identification of the main moments of the experience and the transitions between them. The drawing can also be used as a resource for writing the story of the experience. 

          Drawing by Véronique Servais

           Again, it is important to note that the paintings are not a representation of the participant’s experience of the encounter with the woods. The paintings are an expression of Magali or Veronique’s own embodied understanding of the unfolding of the experiences of encountering nature, as described by the participants in the interviews. The paintings helped them to see one of the recurrent patterning of the experiences, namely an alternating activity/passivity in the attention mode, and to see how this alternation was followed by the opening of a moment of imagination, where a new space/time dimension seems to take place. The paintings were also expressing several co-occurring dimensions of the experience in a way that would be impossible with words. Finally, the paintings showed the continuous variations in the intensity of the experience, making its materiality easier to perceive. Compared to purely textual analysis and descriptions, the watercolour helped to keep in mind that the experiences under analysis were dynamic and alive, and to consider them as whole and avoid having them destroyed by analysis.

           For both of us, artful methods of analysis have enabled us to see things and make connections that we would otherwise have missed. Further, using paintings, drawings, rhymes and poems, photo transfers, printmaking or any other kind of artful method as a process of analysis can be enabling also for neuro-divergent thinkers who struggle to stay within the narrow lanes of conventional academic analytical practices. Finally, artful expressions of data collection can be analysed alongside more traditional ethnographic field notes in for example more conventional thematic analysis. When analysing one’s own drawings, paintings, rhymes, and other artful expressions of data collected, they are considered primary data just as one’s own field notes or photos, which is different from methods where interlocutors are asked to make drawings or paintings that are later analysed by the researcher. In varied and divergent forms, artful practices have been crucial to both of us for our analytic advancements in our respective multispecies ethnographies.

          Disseminating Research Results by Means of Artful Methods

           A third, and nowadays quite common, arena to make use of artful methods is when disseminating research results. Drawings, paintings, poems, films, photos, installations and performances of different kinds can give a sense of an ethnographic field, a process, relation or event, and so on, that can be difficult to portray through ordinary academic language. Moreover, such methods might more readily convey interactions that are beyond words, making them particularly interesting for multispecies ethnographers who work with interlocutors who do not speak or write human language. As with data collection methods, artful methods of dissemination can be more precise in some ways, yet more open-ended in others, leaving different kinds of questions in the air, than ordinary academic texts do, for the audience to engage with. Artful expressions of research results might also evoke affective and emotional aspects of the findings that cannot be put into words, as in Susan Haris’s poetic reflection on the power relations involved in multispecies ethnography (Haris 2022).

           Another benefit of artful methods is that they make research results accessible to an audience well beyond academia and to those who would never read a journal article or an ethnographic book. Importantly, artful expressions can be chosen with the research interlocutors themselves in mind, as did Andrew Gilbert, Larisa Kurtović and Boris Stapić (2021) when they worked together with a graphic artist in their fieldwork depicting labour politics in a detergent factory in Bosnia-Herzegovina. As graphic novels were commonly appreciated on their field site and an integral part of local popular culture, the research output was designed to be accessible to their interlocutors at the factory. In a similar way, although more by immersion than by design, Andrea’s field rhymes and ‘rapstracts’ crafted during her ethnography amongst the multispecies triad of humans, horses, and cattle in the American West took on the form of ‘cowboy poetry’, commonly read by working cowboys, ranchers and cowboying women at rodeos and other Western-style gatherings in Colorado and around the USA. Some of those field poems could thus also work as methods of dissemination, and ways of expressing to local interlocutors what her research was about. Rhyming has also come in handy for Andrea at seminars or conference presentations as well as in teaching, in order to draw out a particular sentiment or paint a particular picture of certain multispecies ethnographic moments or analytical claims.

           Exploring artful methods of dissemination further allows researchers to break free from the norming formats of mainstream academia. As we noted before, artful methods of dissemination also have the potential to make visible what is invisible. They provide affordances for the perception of the unseen, non-rational, and untold dimensions of fieldwork: feelings, embodied senses, notions of energy and ambiance, and so on. Artful methods of dissemination help position the customary language, format, and procedure of traditional academic publishing as having an actual position rather than just making up the view from nowhere, to speak with Donna Haraway (1988). Arguably, working with, and sharing research findings through ethnographic poetry, drawings, paintings, and other artful expressions makes it more likely that the audience keeps the researcher in mind as the (co-) producer of knowledge, and keeps the researcher present and accountable as a positioned and embodied researcher. Artful methods thus lessen the risk of performing accidental god-tricks, to keep conversing with Haraway, as they draw on practices that acknowledge the engagement of the self – mind, body, and emotions - in ways that traditional scientific methods and language might not. A poem or a drawing, for example, can thus help both the researcher and the audience to appreciate the researcher’s particular perspective in ways that a matter-of-fact style text description might not. However, no method is in itself a guarantee for reflexive practices and even artful methods need to be engaged with self-reflexive curiosity in order for their use to remain humble, situated, and open-minded. Finally, challenging normative forms of research dissemination has the potential to reveal blind spots in the mainstream academic system. It also furthers alternative perspectives and acknowledges divergent traditions of knowledge production and embodied positionalities, and thus joins forces with feminist methodological advances (Petitt 2022).

          Finding a Flock of Multispecies Ethnographers Inspired by Artistic Methods

           Today, multispecies ethnographers from different disciplines and continents engage in artful methods of data collection, analysis, and dissemination in various and divergent ways. Some put artful (and artistic) practices to use in primarily one of these overlapping and iterative phases and some find them useful throughout the full research process. We, Andrea and Véronique, first found each other through our shared practice of multispecies ethnography and organised for Andrea, then a postdoc based at the Centre for Gender Research at Uppsala University, to come as a Visiting Researcher to the Social and Cultural Anthropology Laboratory (LASC) at the University of Liège, where Véronique is a professor of anthropology of communication. Once we realised our shared interest in artful methods, we organised, together with two multispecies ethnographers from Radboud University, an online workshop. With Anke Tonnaer and Catrien Notermans, whom Andrea was already in contact with, we decided to dedicate the online workshop to Multispecies Ethnography and Artistic Methods (MEAM). It focused on how artistic - or artful - methods lend themselves in particular ways to multispecies ethnography and on the specific possibilities and challenges that ethnographic research and multispecies as well as more-than-human questions more broadly offer.

           The response to this workshop, held in May 2022 and which attracted around fifty participants and thirty-five presentations in various artful and artistic formats, was overwhelming and we realised that many researchers and researcher-artists were grappling with similar questions around artful methods that were particular to multispecies ethnography. Moreover, repeated comments on how individuals felt they were the odd one at their workplace and how thrilled they were to have found a research community with overlapping interests led the four of us to start thinking about a future beyond the workshop.

           In the early fall of 2022, we launched a MEAM network with a homepage1 and a mailing list, in the hope of keeping the connections alive and further future collaborations. We organised a MEAM conference that took place in July 2023 with the aim to invigorate discussions on the intersections of gender, multispecies relations, and artful methods, as well as advancing the debates on academic publishing formats of artful research output. Our hope is that our MEAM initiative will inspire and support researchers and artists engaged in multispecies ethnography worldwide and that the MEAM network will link up with other initiatives with adjacent and overlapping interests. We also hope to critically examine how academia and the arts could engage in mutually beneficial and fruitful connections in the form of interdisciplinary collaborations as well as through the use of artful methods by researchers and the use of multispecies ethnography by artists. As for us, we have been inspired by finding this flock of fellow multispecies ethnographers drawing on artistic practices and engaging in artful methods and we are eager to explore where this artistic turn of ethnography might lead next. As a next step, these ponderings have allowed us to take artful methods in multispecies ethnography seriously in the development of our methodological framework and as a starting point in our newly begun joint research project. We look forward to being part of future developments in the field.
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              We propose to discuss the importance of artistic methods during the three stages of scientific research: data collection, analysis, and dissemination of results. Using examples from our own practice, we show how these methods help us to see, hear and feel better in our fieldwork, how they can amplify and enrich our analyses, and how they allow us to reach a wider audience, including those who have been our informants in the field. Artistic methods sensitize us to non-human subjectivities, take seriously the bodily knowledge of non-humans, and at the same time force us, as researchers, to remain present and to assume a situated and embodied point of view. The text also discusses the circumstances and motivations behind the creation of an international network of researchers concerned with artistic methods in multi-species ethnographies, the MEAM network.
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          Introduction1

          
            ‘Men rarely see living elephants. 
As they come by the skeleton of a dead elephant, 
they imagine its living form according to its features. 
Therefore it comes to pass that whatever people use 
for imagining the real is called elephant 象.’
Han Feizi - 221 BCE.

          

           This sentence of the Chinese philosopher Han Feizi gives an interpretation of why, in the context of the disappearance of elephants from ancient China, the translingual character 象 means both ‘elephant’ (the glyph origin is a pictographic representation of an elephant) and ‘to depict’, ‘to represent’, ‘to resemble’ or ‘image’ and ‘picture’. The story that accompanies this ideograph illustrates the process of representing the world and shows both the connection and the distinction between reality and images (Rancière 2003) as well as the risk that images betray (cf. René Magritte’s painting La trahison des images, 1928-1929) or even ‘consume’ reality (Sontag 1977). If I link this ancient Chinese reference to a contemporary English idiomatic expression in order to qualify the multi-sited ethnographic research I conducted in Viêt Nam during my PhD in anthropology on waste issues and plastic matter, totalising 18 months between 2011 and 2018, I would say that, in this authoritarian socialist republic, waste and plastics are the elephant in the room. By this assertion, I mean that waste and plastics are both a tangible matter anchored in the reality of my fieldwork and a political problem that I tried to document, understand, and analyse visually, by picturing it and making it visible, even if the Vietnamese context often prevented from watching it. In other words, I argue that waste and plastics can be considered as sensitive matters – i.e. both sensory matter and ‘political matter’ (Bennett 2010; Braun and Whatemore 2010) in that materiality is the basis for subjectification and shapes political relations through forms of governmentality (Bayart and Warnier 2004) – and these sensitive matters engage politics of representation. In this article, I want to address these politics of representation, and to a broader extent, the political, ethical, and aesthetic dimensions of the ‘distribution of the sensible’2 (Rancière 2000) related to anthropological knowledge production and sharing. To do so, I will present the methodological, epistemological, and ethical issues that arose during different visual writing experiences of my doctoral research on urban waste politics, social and environmental lives of plastic waste, and supply chains of globalised plastic recycling. The text will follow my research experience chronologically, with an attempt to draw reflections on how images can contribute to transforming fieldwork into academic knowledge but also to engaging with public anthropology, by ‘using anthropological approaches to [address] pressing questions of public concern’ (Callejas et al. 2023) in Viêt Nam and beyond.

           As I will further develop in this article, the political context of Viêt Nam makes researchers work under pressure, although it is much riskier to be a Vietnamese journalist or blogger than a foreign researcher in this one-party socialist republic. Regarding freedom of the press, Reporters Without Borders (RSF) ranked Viêt Nam 178th out of 180 countries in 2023, considering the country ‘the third prison in the world for journalists.3’ In the first part of this article, I will therefore discuss the role of collecting photographs as evidence when speech faces political constraints or censorship and when the ethnographer cannot lead semi-directed interviews as freely as she would like to. The ‘good image’ of the country that Vietnamese people, especially interpreters, are asked to show to a foreign researcher will then contrast with the haunting ghosts of waste-image accumulations, thereby opening a debate on the definition of a ‘good’ photograph in social anthropology, between evidence, significance, aesthetics, and affect (Collier 1967; Becker 1981; Conord 2002; Edwards 2015). In a second part, I will focus on animated images and the way video became a ‘notebook’ to study movement, gestures, and technological processes (Leroi-Gourhan 1948) during the ethnography that I developed within a village specialised in plastic waste recycling in Hanoi’s residential and industrial suburbs. At that time in 2014 and later during my research, my smartphone camera helped me quickly picture the material transformations that were happening in the recycling workshops and video progressively became a narrative medium to share my broader understanding of recycling and plasticity. In the third part of the article, I will discuss the boundaries between showing and representing through a reflexive analysis of two writing experiences that made use of drawings. I will demonstrate how drawings can evoke what cannot easily be shown with photographs or videos, by illustrating empirical research and its concepts but also protecting the people encountered during fieldwork from objectification (Sontag 1977). This final argument will thus emphasise the need to continuously define certain ethics of the sensible when images are involved in anthropological knowledge production and sharing, so as to both take care of the interlocutors and still deal with sensitive matters related to their working and living conditions.

          Waste-image Accumulations: Evidence Against the ‘Good Image’ and Ghosts of the Damage

          The good image
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          This photograph shows an employee of the urban waste collection service in the coastal city of Quy Nhơn pushing a rubbish cart next to the typical propaganda posters of the regime. It was taken on January 30th 2014 during Tết holiday (Vietnamese Lunar New Year), a time when a particular effort is made by local authorities to clean the streets and by households to clean their homes

          
            Photo by Mikaëla Le Meur 2014
          

           During the five fieldwork stints I conducted in Viêt Nam for my doctoral research from 2011 to 2018, I accumulated a lot of images of waste. This was the result of a photo-ethnographic approach I started to develop in 2011 while exploring two towns in the centre of the country on foot, successively accompanied by two female interpreters, somewhat younger than me. I mention them to highlight the importance of their active participation in the production of my research and because the role of interpreters must be visible through scientific reflexivity (Temple and Edwards 2002). I met them in the capital of the region where they had recently graduated in English at the local university and I organised several stays with them in the two towns, where we were mostly hosted by Vietnamese families. In the first town, my first interpreter and I developed a strong emotional bond with some women – my ‘aunts’ – who regularly hosted me throughout my doctoral research and with whom I continue to stay in contact. In the second town, our host families changed several times until some police officers working with the People’s Committee forced us to leave the town. One of our hosts told us that two policemen came to her house when we were out and after that visit, she did not want to welcome us anymore because she thought we had dangerous plans threatening the security of the nation. This happened even though I had the necessary research permits from the provincial and district administration showing the proper documents with the right signatures and ‘red stamps’ which are similarly required in many Asian socialist republics (Turner 2013). In comparison with the first town, waste management issues were highly sensitive in this second locality where corruption quickly appeared to be a problem during our interviews and where relations between city dwellers and their administration seemed to be tense. Among other things, the unequal access to public services and facilities aroused a feeling of injustice and the problems that town-dwellers were facing with their garbage gave me a good insight into everyday urban governance (Bouju 2009), power relations (Guitard 2012) and the production of citizenship (Anand 2017). Moreover, many of my interlocutors seemed to feel pressured as to what they could or could not say. Even if we did enjoy some serene and fruitful encounters, I was also often criticised for asking too many questions and my interpreter was sometimes reprimanded: she had to show a ‘good image’ of Viêt Nam and she was not supposed to help me visit the garbage dumps which could be considered a hidden side of the ‘public iconography’ of street propaganda posters (Bayly 2019). Thus, we became persona non grata after a few weeks of fieldwork and authorities refused to let us stay in the town. After being summoned to the police station, we were asked to leave the town the next morning. This tricky phase of the research almost discouraged us, and we were about to leave town when we got help from a woman not much older than me whom we met during a last interview. She was a local government officer at the department of agriculture of the town’s People’s Committee and was intrigued by my research, so she decided to host us for a few days in her house where we met her husband and children. She considered that our presence was not a problem and, because of her position, could deal with the authorities. This turbulent fieldwork experience is only one example of the many constraints that put pressure on researchers in an authoritarian context, where the ethnographer is dependent on the capacity of some ‘gatekeepers’ to facilitate research and cross the ‘official lines’, and on their own ability to befriend these strategic actors (Bonnin 2010).

           In this pressured context, the aim of the photo-ethnographic walking explorations I developed with my interpreters was triple. Firstly, this method was a way of emancipating myself from the official top-down approach that forces Vietnamese or foreign researchers to start with a visit to different administration officers who then introduce her to subordinates, intermediaries and local people selected for interviews according to their morality and their obedience to authorities. During our pedestrian explorations, the majority of the interviews were improvised with the people we had the opportunity to meet in the street, in front of houses, in cafes, etc. These discussions on the spot have sometimes freed people’s voices, whether in the calmness of a remote living room at the edge of town or in the collective excitement of a lunch party – washed down with lots of beers – to which we were invited in passing. Secondly, my purpose was spatial. As an anthropologist specialised in urban environmental issues, I wanted to grasp the whole territory of these towns ranked in the ‘first grade’ of urbanisation according to Vietnamese law4, where an average of 15,000 to 20,000 city-dwellers lived. I was hoping I could build a spatial representativeness in my survey. With this territorialized methodology, following the ‘flow of experience’ and exploring each place on foot (Edensor 2010), I was also drawing lines of perception that helped me to understand the inhabited ‘meshwork’ of towns and the experiences of their inhabitants (Ingold 2007). In practice, I found it fundamental to relate the content of interviews to the local specificities of each landscape, residential configuration and environmental issue that I had witnessed. Thirdly – and this is one of the major ideas I want to stress in the first part of this article – this methodology provided a significant place of observation to counterbalance the limits of the discourses in an authoritarian context when the ethnographer has to deal with an ‘agentive silence’ (Bayly 2019).

           From the beginning of my research and because I formerly used a digital single-lens reflex camera as an amateur, I used photography as an investigative technique in the same way as I would collect words, observations, and stories, whether recorded or written: like many other anthropologists, I was using ‘the camera as a research tool’ (Collier 1967). In a context where the organisation of interviews only partially satisfied my research objectives, this initially naïve practice turned out to be scientifically and politically crucial. Not fluent enough in the Vietnamese language (even if I learned it and practised it for the daily conversations with my hosts and friends), I was frustrated by the interviews conducted with my interpreters and sometimes doubted the fidelity of their translations. Besides, it also appeared that they occasionally refused to tell me what my interlocutors had said, arguing that ‘it was off-topic’ or because the criticisms of the local government were too harsh. One day, after an interview where my interpreter stopped translating a man visibly angry with the authorities, we had an argument on the ethics of translation that ended up strengthening our professional relationship and friendship. During this discussion, she acknowledged that she used to change people’s words, sometimes to either clarify or expand their ‘poor answers’ or to understate their criticism, thus illustrating ‘the tensions in asking anyone to represent other people’s views’ (Temple and Edwards 2002: 9). While we could sometimes hear virulent denunciations of the corrupted institutions, most of the time the inhabitants used to answer the question ‘how would you judge waste management in the town’ by an idiomatic expression ‘cùng được’ that one of my interpreters used to translate by ‘normal’ or ‘nothing to report’. However, we noticed many dysfunctions: systematic garbage truck breakdowns, erratic waste collection, illegal waste dumping, neighbourhood conflicts regarding litter, etc. Faced with this often neutralised or sometimes idealised picture with a ‘portrayal of situations as how things ought to be rather than how they actually were’ (Scott et al. 2006), the photographs allowed me to produce another discourse.

          Waste-images accumulations
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          From houses to dumpsites: accumulations of household waste in the streets and the environment of two Vietnamese towns in Central Viêt Nam between 2011 and 2014.
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           These images and my observations helped to triangulate sources of information, and I gradually accumulated material evidence of waste and pollution, while the discourses tended to make them disappear. From house doorsteps to municipal dumpsites, passing through alleys, gutters, vacant lots, canals, and rivers, I sought to make visible the sensitive matter that was hidden behind the ‘good image’ that the majority of my interlocutors were continuously reinforcing. From a positivist perspective, anchored in the history of a ‘metric rationality’ which aims at ‘measuring danger’ (Houdart, Manceron and Revet 2015), I think my photo accumulation was also an attempt to objectify the pollution by quantifying a material disorder, as an environmental scientist would do with his/her own measuring instruments. Being unable to quantify pollution with the tools of social sciences was often at stake during my interdisciplinary collaborations and I remember that a Vietnamese physical geographer once asked me to bring with me to the field a Biochemical oxygen demand (BOD) measuring pack, so as to evaluate the water quality of a polluted river. I was unable to satisfy his request, but I used my photographs in a seminar presentation led in his academic department as a way of showing the ‘facts’. Nevertheless, retrospectively, I would put into question the epistemological perspective on which this use of photography is based, that is to say ‘l’illusion réaliste, qui croit en un accès direct et objectif [au] réel de référence, et oublie que ce dernier est une construction sociale’ (Olivier de Sardan 2008: 9)5 and the idea that the camera would be a ‘transparent recording medium’ (Edward 2015: 237). Even garbage accumulations, that would easily be considered ‘matters of fact’, are socially constructed as ‘matters of concern’ (Latour 1999), whether they be matter put out of sight of the official Vietnamese ‘good image’, or continuously invading the field of vision of the ethnographer. If there was an official truth in the ‘good image’, my photographic accumulations were an attempt to catch the reality of an underlying ‘drama’ that I took time to identify and that ‘was worth photographing’ (Becker 1981: 11).

           To conclude this first part, I would like to insist on the ethnographic point of view that presides over the production of images of waste. If I push this reflexivity further, my photographic accumulations are ambivalent and this abundance of images cannot remain as ‘unproblematized evidence’ (Edwards 2015). Just as ‘[t]he relationship between photography and anthropology can be characterised as one that, almost from the start, has been tensioned between evidence and affect in the production of knowledge’ (Edwards 2015: 236), my photographs are both a sign of certain objectified waste issues in the Vietnamese towns where I conducted fieldwork and a sign of a personal anthropological obsession for garbage. In other words, if ‘on ne voit que ce qu’on regarde’6 (Lenclud 2013: 73), I must add that the more often one looks, the faster one sees what one is already used to seeing. A person whose attention is constantly drawn to a singular thing or matter is, therefore, likely to focus on it, while other people who do not share this attention may not even see it. This can lead to a discrepancy between the researcher and their interlocutors, or between the researcher and the public, and it is the aim of an ‘education to attention’ to reduce this gap (Ingold 2001). Be that as it may, it is important to put things into perspective and consider that we are not equally haunted by the ‘ghosts’ of environmental damage. If it is necessary to distinguish between those we can or ‘we cannot see and those we choose to forget’ (Tsing et al. 2017: 8), it is also necessary to consider different ‘we’s who picture the cohabitation between humans and things in different ways. In the end, analysing this photo-ethnographic practice that photographed waste accumulations in Vietnamese towns can help to reframe the discussion of the objectivity-relativism binary through the idea of situated knowledge production (Haraway 1988) inside the eye of the ethnographer and the lens of her camera. I will now continue this discussion by showing how videos helped me understand plasticity and share my research to a broader public. 

          Filming Under Pressure to Catch Gestures, Matter Transformations, and Flows

           In 2014, helped by my thesis director, I found some scientific and administrative support in the Vietnamese National University of Agriculture (former Hanoi University of Agriculture) to obtain research authorisations that relocated my fieldwork to the North of the country. At the end of a seminar in the Department of Sociology, where I presented my study on waste issues in central towns of Viêt Nam, a Vietnamese colleague recommended that I go to a neighbouring town where there were significant waste accumulations. She added: ‘The people living there are said to make a lot of money out of it’. Following her advice, I started to develop research in the town of Như Quỳnh, where a village called Minh Khai has specialised in waste plastic recycling for about three decades now, importing tons of this ‘secondary raw material’ from all over the world in containers crossing oceans on long journeys after being exported by the ‘Global North’. After some explorations alone in the area, where I met some residents who invited me to their home, I had to find an interpreter to accompany me to the heart of Minh Khai village where I wanted to conduct interviews with local entrepreneurs and workers in the recycling sector. On the university campus, I met a woman a few years younger than me who was looking for professional experience with foreigners after graduating in economics. She agreed to go with me to the area of Minh Khai for several weeks. Together, we used the same methodology that I had tested in the central region of the country: a walking photo-ethnography throughout the commune and in the village so has to provoke spontaneous discussions with the inhabitants and local workers, hoping that these improvised encounters would lead to longer interviews in homes and factories. The only difference with my former field research was that we were not staying in the neighbourhood overnight because we both had a room on the university campus, about thirty minutes by bus from the commune. Another reason is that this place was not overtly welcoming. The surroundings of Minh Khai were swamped by mountains of trash, and any stranger coming with the intention to ask questions aroused suspicions. Taking pictures in the street was also troubling the industrious atmosphere of the place, and even if the materiality of garbage piles was obvious to every passer-by, the fact that two young ladies (one being foreign) were looking at them, particularly through the lens of a camera, seemed to make it even more visible and therefore problematic. Although all my research authorisations were in order, we faced many police controls, in the street or at the station, and a kind of harassment by unidentified men who used to hurl at us from their motorbikes, ‘You are not welcome here!’ or ‘Get out of town!’ Nevertheless, many residents kindly accepted to talk with us about the history of the town, the changes of the landscape and their perception of the recycling economy. Some employees or entrepreneurs also welcomed us into their factories so as to show the process of plastic scrap transformation and talk about their work.

          The myth of recycling
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          This photograph taken near Minh Khai village represents what I call the myth of recycling insofar as these bourgeois houses growing on mountains of trash symbolise a ‘waste to gold’ alchemy (Le Meur 2016). However, my research tackled this theoretical matter transformation by showing that this plasticity requires significant manual work, energy, and water; that this globalised recycling economy relies on highly stratified and flexible labour, unsafe and unhealthy working conditions, unequal economic benefits, and local corruption. It produces also heavy environmental damage.
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           Inside the warehouses and the workshops, I continued to take pictures with my digital single-lens reflex camera, but I also started to use another tool that I had recently purchased: a smartphone. It was particularly useful when some workers invited us to the factories while their bosses were absent. Some kindly gave us a few minutes of their time to show their work and their working conditions, but they could not talk to us much because it was impossible to stop the production line. These subversive factory visits were pretty unsettling because the employees took the risk of being interrupted by their boss while we were there. On an ethical level, the ethnographer must make a choice between loyalty to the factory owner – as a legal representative of the workshops who could deny us entry – and loyalty to her informants who in a way express a desire to open the doors and the ‘black box’ of plastic recycling. In these cases, and because we never forced anyone to open any door, we have chosen to be loyal to the workers who had good reasons to let us in. On other occasions, we managed to negotiate appointments with some entrepreneurs who agreed to show us their factories and to give us an interview. These exchanges were longer and more akin to the factories and workshop tours that were set up to improve commercial public relations. The result is that we could see a variety of plastic factories, from the small, dirty, and dangerous ones, to the big, secured, and tidy ones where the raw material was not untidy plastic scrap, but ‘pure’ plastic pellets imported from petrochemical production centres such as Saudi Arabia.

           Inside the dirtiest factories, where the workers recycled plastic scrap in adverse working conditions, we worked under short time pressure and tried to optimise it to get a lot of information quickly. So, after getting oral permission, I would make videos of the entire recycling chain with my smartphone. Before, after, and sometimes during filming, I also asked a few questions to my interpreter who was trying to chat with the workers without disturbing their work. Our duo improvised a division of labour to fulfil the research objectives: I focused on the images while she focused on the words, and we brought everything together in our conversations walking down the street. In some other factories, we were less under pressure because, fortunately, the boss had accepted our visit. However, our presence was still disturbing. It was difficult to find a good observation point, close enough to film the gestures of the workers and the plastic matter getting in and out of the machines, and distant enough not to bump into other bodies or devices, not to hinder the production processes. The only moment when time would slow down was during the interviews with the entrepreneurs, who often suggested discussing anywhere other than the workshop, whether in the living room of their adjoining house, in the courtyard, or in the factory lobby. These places were quiet enough to have a conversation and we could hear everyone’s voices better. However, one voice was missing in these situations: the voice of the employees. On a few occasions, we had the good fortune to talk a little longer with these workers, especially during a power cut in a factory: the production process had been stopped, so there was free time to chat.

           In addition to my notebook, my recorded interviews, and my memories of the conversations we had with my interpreter while walking from one place to another or during our breaks in cafés or workers’ canteens, I accumulated a number of video rushes. When I was alone on the university campus, I watched them over and over again, to catch the details I could not see during filming. Reading John Collier's classic book Visual Anthropology, I identify with the ‘unexperienced fieldworker’ who ‘can record with accuracy the operations of a sawmill, even if he has a shallow grasp of what is going on’ and who makes ‘technological record’ with ‘alertness and patience’ so as ‘they can be re-studied later’ especially ‘if a technology repeats’ (Collier 1967: 27-28). The thing that interested me the most was understanding all the steps of the recycling chain and the technical details that were necessary to change plastic waste into a marketable object. Once again, Collier gives very interesting insights on the relations between technology and images: ‘The larger relationships of a technology require us to photograph not only the process but also the source of raw materials and later the cultural end of the created product’ (Collier 1967: 29). Therefore, I started to use my video rushes to recompose the whole process of plastic transformation. Editing the videos helped me to understand the ‘operational sequence’ (Leroi-Gourhan 1965) of plastic recycling in the village of Minh Khai, from the moment the plastic waste from the containers arrives at the factories, is crushed and washed, then melted by an extruder and finally turned into pellets. In addition to showing the very plasticity of the polyethylene films that are recycled in this area, I also tried to show in these videos the gestures of the workers, the atmosphere of the workshops, and the working conditions. The two following videos are the result of this editing work. The first one focuses on the factories that turn dirty plastic films into recycled plastic pellets, which are a kind of ore to Minh Khai’s recycling entrepreneurs. The second shows the production lines in the locality mixing different qualities of this local ore with tinted pellets (which are not made from recycled plastic but are ‘pure’ raw material) in order to manufacture basic plastic objects that will be marketed mainly in Viêt Nam: plastic bags.
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          Video-Link: https://vimeo.com/1023500218
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          Video-Link: https://vimeo.com/1023503196

           Because the recycling plants use a lot of water to wash dirty plastic scrap before melting it, I also tried to film the sewage streams from the factories of Minh Khai village throughout the locality. When I conducted my fieldwork, there was no sewage treatment plant but only a canal leading the dark waters full of plastic fragments to a small river connected to the Red River delta. I also edited a video of these flows and these animated images helped me deepen my understanding and representation of plasticity and plastic pollution, the latter which are linked to the macro and the visible, but also to the micro and the invisible. The multiple forms of plastic matters in the environment and their toxic aggregates produce a sort of ‘miasma’ (Liboiron 2013) that I hope this third video can illustrate.
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          Video-Link: https://vimeo.com/1023506844

           As I explained earlier, before my fieldwork in Minh Khai village, I used to illustrate my seminar talks with a number of photographs of waste accumulations as evidence of my observations and also ‘as a sensitive resource in empirical research’ (Perrin-Joly and Josse-Durand 2023). But the plastic turn of my ethnography brought me to consider things and matter in a more dynamic way: plastics helped me truly consider waste with its ‘thing-power materiality’ (Hawkins 2010: 131) as a changing and ‘vibrant matter’ (Bennett 2010). Therefore, video became an important medium for me to share my results in a vivid way. 

           Because some of my colleagues encouraged me to develop this sensitive way of presenting my research and also because I enjoyed this video editing experience, the ethnographic film opened up new perspectives onto the possibilities of creating scientifically based narratives. This is why, in 2018, I also worked on a short movie that I integrated into my doctoral dissertation: À nos ancêtres. 
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          Video-Link: https://vimeo.com/1023493302

           I wanted to use a more personal lens to share anthropological questions related to ecological issues in Viêt Nam and beyond, in an attempt to put into practice the idea of Donna Haraway of ‘making kin in the Chthulucene’ (Haraway 2016). In this short movie in French, English, and Vietnamese, images of the social lives of waste and plastics are combined with recordings from interviews in a manner that reverses the balance between evidence and affect that I formerly built while using photographs in the field. With this project, I hope that ‘affects themselves become evidential’ (Edwards 2015: 240) so as to make the public understand the melancholic discourse of my Vietnamese interlocutors who are afraid of the rapid environmental transformations occurring in their city, Quy Nhơn. After sharing the movie with my own family, it circulated both in and out of academia. The interesting thing is that this short film has been scheduled not only in a few seminars but also in two bars in Marseille (France) and Liège (Belgium) and it generated discussions with different kinds of audiences. In the last part of this article, I would like to discuss further what is at stake when we extend the audience of our academic productions, especially through the use of images.

          Picturing: Showing, Illustrating, Representing, Sharing, Protecting

           As the previous analyses of my fieldwork experiences in Viêt Nam show, pictures have always been central to my ethnographic approach, but they also gradually became central to my way of writing and sharing anthropology. In the last part of this article, I want to develop a reflexive analysis of two works with which I can illustrate a dialogue between words and pictures in anthropological knowledge production and sharing: an exhibition and a book.

           Plastic Matter: Wild Lives7 is an interdisciplinary traveling exhibition written in French and English and translated into Vietnamese, which I created with two colleagues from environmental sciences – Émilie Strady, a French biogeochemist, and Kiêu Lê Thuy Chung, a Vietnamese geologist – and a French artist and graphic designer, Elza Montlahuc, with the support of IRD, the French Research Institute for Development. I met Émilie Strady during a fieldwork trip in Viêt Nam in 2016. In the past, she had studied metal pollution in rivers and the amount of plastic waste she could see in the Saigon River in Ho-Chi-Minh City led her to work on a new research project focusing on qualifying and quantifying plastic debris in water streams. After realising how much of our research was complementary, we decided to work on an exhibition that could paint a general picture of the social and environmental lives of plastics in Viêt Nam (Le Meur and Strady 2020). Mainly based on my doctoral research, this exhibition mixes photographs, small texts and captions, figures, and graphic objects created by Elza Montlahuc.

          Plastic Matter: Wild Lives
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          The first of the 22 boards of the exhibition launched at the International Centre for Interdisciplinary Science and Education in Quy Nhơn, on the central coast of Viêt Nam in 2018.

          IRD 2018

           In order to make the exhibition attractive to a wide audience, and because she found its content a little gloomy, Elza Montlahuc proposed using acid colours of drinking straws and graphic textures resembling the candy wrappers. She gave an aesthetic unity to the exhibition and helped us draw and guide attention to the plastic matter in its various forms of social and environmental life.

          Highlighting plastics: a detail of the exhibition
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            Photo by Mikaëla Le Meur, editing Elza Montlahuc 2018
          

          Picturing plastics: details of the exhibition
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          These drawings made by Elza Montlahuc for the exhibition are intended to represent different states of plastic matter: ordinary objects like Vietnamese colanders; visible and less visible plastic pollution symbols (macro and micro debris floating in the water); and, at the molecular level, the synthetic polymers made by human hands from hydrocarbons.

          Drawing by Elza Montlahuc 2018

           As we were both based in Marseille, Elza Montlahuc and I worked closely on the visual identity of the exhibition. One board happened to require more time than the others. It was the central one which aimed at summarising the general theme in a single image through a kind of subjective mapping. I even consider this ‘plastic world’ as a representation of my PhD research insofar as all my fieldwork sites are visible in it, and many of the people I met are also featured.

          A plastic world: the 10th plate of the exhibition
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          Exhibition ‘Plastic Matter: Wild Lives’ IRD 2018

           Unfortunately, this plate was removed from the exhibition during its last presentation in Hanoi in January 2022. After it had been scheduled several times in Viêt Nam with the support of IRD, on university campuses, in French institutions, and even in supermarkets, Vietnamese censorship threatened French partners to forbid it. The problem was not related to the ‘bad image’ of Viêt Nam the exhibition showed, as a colleague from a provincial university once told me after seeing it, but the fact that the two ‘maps’ of Viêt Nam were ‘wrong’. According to the censors, we had not correctly represented the Spratly and Paracel archipelagos which the government of Viêt Nam claims in the Eastern Sea, as many other Asian nations do. As we knew this risk, I had actually asked Elza to represent these islands in the ‘plastic world’ image, but it seems it was not rendered well enough. In 2022, three years after the exhibition was published, a revised version was made: the central image was removed, and the small map of Viêt Nam on the credit page was quickly modified to add the archipelagos. The exhibition received the authorisation to be scheduled at the French Institute in Hanoi. The sensitive matter was no longer waste accumulation or plastic pollution, but a maritime land promising oil extraction and other strategic resources. This experience shows how pictures can cross political lines, even if they are figurative (which does not mean unrealistic), colourful, and seem inoffensive at first sight.

          The censorship authorization 
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          This document shows that each board of the exhibition had been examined to fulfil the requirements of the censorship department and that the authorisation only covers the event scheduled at the French Institute in Hanoi for two weeks in 2022.

          Vietnamese government 2022

          A revised version of the exhibition 
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          Event ‘Plastiques : pollutions & solutions’ at L’Espace, French Institute, Hanoi, January 2022.

          Photo by Phuong Anh Nguyen, IRD 2022

           In 2021, I had another opportunity to use drawings in my anthropological writings but this time, it was with the intention to stop using photographs of waste accumulations and waste workers. I wrote a book on plastic recycling based on the field research I conducted in the village of Minh Khai (which I described earlier), with a French publishing company that reaches a broad audience. Since my editor had access to my doctoral dissertation, she asked me to use photographs from the field to illustrate the book and she selected a few pictures she found particularly interesting. Most of these pictures showed Vietnamese women I had met while they were collecting waste door-to-door to later resell, or while they were sorting dirty waste plastic films on trash piles. When I met them in 2011, 2014, 2016, and 2017, I obviously asked these women if they agreed to be photographed for research purposes. However, I did not know what the future life of these images would be. During my PhD, I used these photographs to illustrate seminar presentations, academic articles, and even exhibitions, but when the opportunity arose to use them to illustrate a book, I considered that it was going too far. Ethically, something was wrong, and I had to stop acting as if an ad hoc oral agreement was usable forever. I probably should have stopped earlier, but the idea that the book would be commercialised on a larger scale compared to circulating solely within scientific circles was more problematic for me because the science and the greater good that I thought I was serving until then were vanishing. I was afraid of the multiplication of images of Vietnamese female waste collectors in French bookstores and of a ‘voyeuristic relation’ to their reality (Sontag 1977). Even if Susan Sontag developed her argument on and ‘against photography’ in the context of the American war in Viêt Nam (Nudelman 2014), the objectification of the Other through photography and what she denounces by saying ‘to collect photographs is to collect the world’ (Sontag 1977: 3) directly echoes the still contemporary debate on imperialist research practices and scientific extractivism. In this publication process of my research, I felt the “ethical urgency” of dealing with photographs as ‘affective objects’ (Edwards 2015: 247) and wanted to protect the faces of these ladies living and working in precarious and hard conditions, out of whom I was already talking a lot in the book through a combination of their words and mine. So, I decided to illustrate the text in another way. Perhaps spurred by the current ‘graphic boom’ in anthropology (Tondeur 2018) and a strong and collective interest in practices of hybridisation (Le Meur et al. 2019), I started to draw lines in black and white to represent the entire chain of plastic recycling from the containers arriving in Minh Khai village to the recycled pellets that were reserved for melting and manufacturing plastic bags. This range of entangled and knotted lines was strongly inspired by Tim Ingold’s Lines: A Brief History (2007) which I enjoyed reading at the beginning of my doctoral research. The images and the text of my book aimed at unfolding the myth of absolute plasticity and recycling as a perpetual matter formation and reformation (Barthes 1957), by tackling its logo made of three arrows spinning around endlessly like the one-band Möbius loop. Therefore, my drawings were a way of protecting the images of my field interlocutors while showing and representing my ethnographic results and the concepts of my research in a book addressed to a wider audience.

          Recycling symbols 

          
            [image: Image 10000201000004C1000002AFC979B45C768B2425.png]
          

          Iconographic research from Google Images 2022

          Plastic lines, knots, dots, and spots 
[image: Image 10000201000004E2000002C0C3BF3135F39CB824.png]

          
            Drawings by Mikaëla Le Meur 2021 
          

           The audience that I imagined when I wrote and drew was mainly French, but I hope that someday, the book could be translated into Vietnamese. This means getting through censorship, but also finding Vietnamese editors, and for now, and for many reasons, this project seems deadlocked. However, luckily, it was translated into Korean by a South Korean publisher: Pulbit. I have never been to South Korea and do not read Korean, but I can now imagine another audience for my research there, and in February 2023, a Korean reader sent me an amazing email. She said: ‘Dear author, I am a reader of your book from Korea and I live in Hanoi. Today I read your book in only 2.5 hours, which was awe-inspiring.’ As a business developer, she had already visited Minh Khai village and wanted to develop a sustainable project there. Our conversation has just begun, but I am already impressed by the life of my book travelling back to one of my field research sites without me. As my Korean reader mentioned in her mail: ‘But as you know, Viêt Nam is a tricky country to get books shipped from abroad. So, I decided to read your book by e-book.’ In view of these international circulations, I feel more serene that I refused to show any Vietnamese face in the book because even if anthropological research somehow reveals little-known places or lives, bringing sensitive matters to light and often disturbing our common ideas, it should do no harm.

          Conclusion 

           As a researcher who has specialised in ecological issues related to waste and plastic pollution in a global context of environmental awareness raising and sociotechnical controversies (for example, on recycling), I always considered that anthropology should not be limited to academia but should be open to the discussion with a wider audience. I believe that the possibility of this discussion with the non-academic public relies on our capacity to produce singular forms of knowledge that can circulate with or without us and be appropriated by others outside a small circle of specialists. In other words, if there are ‘different types of publics and multiple ways of accessing them’ (Burawoy 2005: 7), there should be as many scientific objects to create, (non)academic positions to adopt, and speaking configurations to engage with. Therefore, each type of research-based image can be a tool for crossing borders and reaching a new space for discussion or a new audience, whether established or in formation. This is why I multiplied the techniques that could help me picture sensitive matters such as waste and plastics in Vietnamese towns, houses, streets, rivers, recycling warehouses and workshops. To produce ethnographic material and anthropological narratives, I engaged my whole body in the fieldwork, walking in rhythms with my interpreters, encountering people, listening to their stories, desires, and complaints, photographing and smelling decomposing garbage piles, watching and filming human gestures, changing matters and damaged environments. This movement only slowed down at night when I wrote in my notebook and the drawings that I later published are meant to represent these dynamical processes I embraced, and then analysed. Thus, the different images which I present in this article do not only reflect what happens in the eye of the ethnographer but also in her feet, in her mind and, in a certain way, in her guts: when disgust develops into feeling of injustice. Thereby, writing with images was a way of both sharing knowledge and expressing concerns. 

           However, I think it is important to acknowledge that these ‘embodied polygraphies’ of my research – as the editors of this volume called them – participate in ‘the distribution of the sensible’ (i.e. Le partage du sensible of Jacques Rancière 2000) which shares, connects, divides, and separates. That is the ambiguity of the French word ‘partage’ and the reality of ‘an aesthetics of politics [that] engage[s] the practices of disfiguration and reconfiguration of what is given to sense perception’ and what is not (Panagia 2010). In other words, if these anthropological narratives enable access to other publics, they perhaps simultaneously close the discussion with others. One example is the controversy that exists within academia about the legitimate ways of writing. Almost forty years after Writing Culture (Clifford and Marcus 1986), some academic colleagues still refer to the term ‘postmodern’ as a way of discrediting certain ways of doing anthropology. This controversy about narratives shows how different publics are being formed and distinguished within the very academic community. Besides, the division is particularly true when different political practices meet and when the constraints of an authoritarian context strongly pressurise the production and sharing of research. As I have discussed in this article, in Viêt Nam there is a divide between ‘good’ and ‘bad’ images that engage politics of representation as well as aesthetics: the widespread practice of editing photographs and correcting faces, saturating colours, and turning landscapes into scenery would be another entry to discuss these issues with a more cultural approach. Considering the performative power of images, if expressing things makes them become ‘real’ (Bourdieu 1993), picturing and showing sensitive matters produce trouble as if everyone suddenly realised there is an elephant in the room. However, this is probably the basic nature of social sciences to disturb preconceived ideas and images – the clichés – and even in authoritarian regimes can knowledge be produced and shared. It is our duty to attempt to produce a shareable science without doing harm. What I tried to demonstrate in this paper is that picturing sensitive matters is clearly a way of stimulating knowledge production processes and discussions with other publics, whether established or still in formation. But it is also a way of revealing some political and ethical limits that the anthropologist has to consider very carefully, especially regarding pictures of people engaging in these matters. When and where to cross or not to cross any of these lines? When and where to make them thicker or thinner? That is the question.
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          Notes

          
            1 The author would like to thank the editors of the volume and the anonymous reviewers for their engaging, supportive comments and Morgan Jenatton for helping sharpen the text.
          

          
            2 It is hard to find an English equivalent to the term ‘sensible’ in French. In this article, I mostly use ‘sensitive’ but I do not want to change the words of Rancière whose work on the ‘sensible’ is already discussed in English by other scholars (such as Panagia 2010).
          

          
            3 North Korea and China are the first and the second of this index.
          

          
            
              4
              Vietnamese Decree on the grading of urban centers No. 42/2009/ND-CP
            
          

          
            
              5
              ‘the realist illusion which believes in a direct and objective access to reality and forgets that reality is a social construction’ (My translation) 
            
          

          
            
              6
              ‘one only sees what one looks at’ (My translation)
            
          

          
            
              7
              
                https://en.ird.fr/plastic-matters-wild-lives
              
               
            
          

        

        
          Abstracts

          
            Within the framework of an anthropology of techniques and material culture focused on the relationship between humans and non-humans in a context of ecological crisis, the objective of this article is to contribute to a discussion on the function of images – animated or static, realistic or imaginary – both as ethnographic tools and as modes of scientific writing and knowledge sharing. This article draws on ethnographic data from the multi-sited PhD research I conducted in Viêt Nam between 2011 and 2018 which focused on urban waste politics, social and environmental lives of plastic waste, and supply chains of globalised plastic recycling. In this authoritarian context, I argue that waste and plastics are sensitive matters that engage politics of representation: between the official ‘good image’ of Viêt Nam and the ethnographic pictures that make these waste matters visible, the researcher has to contend with an ‘elephant in the room’. Through a reflective analysis of different experiences and practices of photography, filmmaking, and drawing illustration, this paper will thus address political, ethical, and aesthetic issues related to the circulation and publishing of research images inside and outside of academia. 

          

          
            
              À partir d’une anthropologie des techniques et de la culture matérielle centrée sur les relations entre humains et non-humains en prise avec la crise écologique, l’objectif de cet article est de contribuer à la discussion sur le rôle des images – animées ou statiques, réalistes ou imaginaires – à la fois comme techniques ethnographiques et comme modes d’écriture scientifique et de partage des connaissances. L’article s’appuie sur une recherche ethnographique multi-située réalisée au Viêt Nam entre 2011 et 2018 dans le cadre de mon doctorat, qui portait sur les politiques de gestion des déchets urbains, la vie sociale et environnementale des déchets et des matières plastiques et leurs filières globalisées de recyclage. Dans ce contexte autoritaire, je soutiens que les déchets et les plastiques sont des matières sensibles qui engagent des politiques de représentation : entre la « bonne image » officielle du Viêt Nam et les images ethnographiques qui rendent ces déchets visibles, la chercheuse doit faire face à un sujet-objet tabou. À travers une analyse réflexive de différentes expériences et pratiques de la photographie, de la vidéo et du dessin, cet article aborde ainsi les questions politiques, éthiques et esthétiques liées à la circulation et à la publication d’images issues de la recherche à l’intérieur et hors du monde universitaire.
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          Ethnographier les expériences somatiques avec la recherche en danse :

          Récit d’une enquête sur la pratique de qigong de Shi Yanlei au Shaolin Temple Europe

        

        Martin Givors

      

      
        
          
            Le 
            
              qigong
            
             et ses gestes
          

          
             
            Les techniques du corps chinoises constituant le 
            
              qigong
            
             (littéralement, « la maîtrise du souffle »), dont l’enseignement et la pratique se développent progressivement en Europe depuis les années 1980, brillent aujourd’hui par l’hétérogénéité de leurs formes et l’éventail de leurs fins : « activité physique de développement personnel » pour les uns (Chenault 2008), pratique prophylactique issue de la tradition taoïste pour d’autres (Despeux 2011), ou encore exercice de conditionnement martial et spectaculaire popularisé par les moines de Shaolin (Shahar 2008). L’histoire récente du terme – qui s’est imposé en Chine dans les années 1950 sous l’impulsion de Liu Guizhen, fondateur du Sanatorium de Tangshan puis directeur de la clinique de Beidahe, deux institutions spécialisées dans le traitement médical par
            
               
            
            le 
            
              qigong
            
             – veut cependant que ce champ disciplinaire soit aujourd’hui avant tout reconnu pour ses ambitions thérapeutiques ou préventives, et pour son étroite association avec la médecine traditionnelle chinoise. Le 
            
              qigong 
            
            s’est ainsi progressivement cristallisé dans les imaginaires européens comme une pratique de bien-être douce, méditative, caractérisée par ses mouvements lents et ronds, cherchant à « faire circuler le
            
               qi
            
             dans le corps ».
          

          
             
            Si de nombreux travaux d’anthropologues et de sinologues se sont attachés à étudier les enjeux socio-économiques, politiques et religieux structurant les pratiques du 
            
              qigong
            
            , notamment en Chine et à Taïwan (Chen 2003 ; Palmer 2005), certaines de ces recherches, pour la plupart menées par des chercheur-praticiens, se sont également attachées à développer des analyses phénoménologiques de la discipline, guidés par l’intuition que la transformation des conduites sociales opérées par le 
            
              qigong 
            
            trouvait quelques racines dans la transformation de l’expérience sensible que sa pratique suscitait (Murakawa 2002 ; Micollier 2020). Or, parce que nombre de chercheurs mettent l’accent sur « l’état » d’unité, d’esprit, de conscience ou encore de 
            
              flow
            
             recherché par les praticiens (Winniger 2017), l’analyse du
            
               qigong 
            
            tend parfois à faire abstraction des gestes techniques constituant les séances de pratique – « gestes » étant ici entendu dans un sens élargi, incluant tant les mouvements des membres du corps, les respirations, ou encore les visualisations. Pourtant, c’est bien dans la spécificité d’une séance, d’une pédagogie, ou encore d’un style, que se construisent les chemins toujours singuliers menant à l’émergence et à la définition de ces expériences.
          

          
             
            En complément des recherches d’inspiration phénoménologique susmentionnées, cet article entend donc proposer une approche ethnographique et chorégraphique du 
            
              qigong
            
             en se focalisant sur les temps de pratique eux-mêmes, dont il s’agira d’étudier la composition : comment les praticiens entrent-ils dans la pratique ? Par quels gestes ? Selon quelle logique séquentielle évolue-t-elle ? Suivant quelles indications ? Les expériences somatiques des praticiens seront ainsi abordées moins par le recueil de leurs paroles que par la description des dispositifs d’entraînement au sein desquels leurs organismes se trouvent trempés. L’ambition de cette approche sera double. D’une part, il s’agira de mettre en lumière, par l’analyse gestuelle, un certain nuancier des pratiques de 
            
              qigong
            
            , et d’interroger ainsi les définitions du terme lui-même. D’autre part, il s’agira de participer à la valorisation de l’étude des temps d’entraînement comme pierres angulaires de l’inscription sociale des pratiques de 
            
              qigong
            
            , leur analyse étant essentielle à la compréhension des dispositions et des sensorialités qu’ils peuvent structurer et activer chez les praticiens.
          

          
             
            En raison de la centralité des techniques du corps dans cette étude, et du fait de mon propre parcours de chercheur dans le champ de la danse, cet article puisera ses outils descriptifs et conceptuels dans les littératures à la fois de la recherche en danse et de l’anthropologie. Les pratiques dansées et les pratiques de 
            
              qigong
            
             partagent effectivement un certain nombre de caractéristiques fondamentales justifiant la mise en commun de ces outillages analytiques, à commencer par le fait que leur ethnographie est « nécessairement ancrée dans le corps et l’expérience somatique » (Sklar 1991 : 6), et que, en conséquence, l’étude qualitative des gestualités qu’elles développent y est fondamentale, « parce que la 
            
              manière
            
             dont les personnes bougent permet de comprendre la manière dont ils pensent et ressentent et ce qu’ils savent. » (Sklar 1991 : 6) S’inscrivant ainsi dans la lignée de récents travaux à la croisée de l’anthropologie et des études en danse, ce travail s’appuiera sur des approches structurales, affectives mais aussi qualitatives de l’analyse du geste, inspirées notamment du système développé par le chorégraphe et théoricien Rudolf Laban
            
               
            
            (Loureiro 2013 ; Houseman, Mazzella di Bosco et Thibault 2016 ; Roquet 2019). Il proposera ainsi de montrer les apports des pratiques de l’analyse gestuelle et chorégraphique dans le cadre d’une anthropologie des techniques du corps et des affects. 
          

          
             
            Cette exploration à la fois conceptuelle et méthodologique prendra pour objet une enquête de terrain que je conduis depuis 2022 au Shaolin Temple Europe. Monastère bouddhiste Chan fondé dans la région de Kaiserslautern (Allemagne) en 1995, cette structure accueille une communauté (
            
              sangha
            
            ) composée de disciples et de novices partageant leur temps entre des séances d’entraînement aux arts corporels chinois (
            
              qigong
            
            , 
            
              taiji
            
             
            
              quan
            
             et 
            
              kungfu
            
             principalement),
            
               
            
            des temps dédiés aux tâches de la vie commune, et des cérémonies. À raison de plusieurs semaines par mois, le lieu accueille des praticiens venus principalement d’Europe et d’Amérique du Nord pour y suivre des temps d’immersion dans la vie monastique, ou des stages donnés par l’équipe permanente ou des professeurs invités.
          

          
             
            C’est à l’occasion de l’un de ces événements, un camp d’été de quinze jours, que l’enquête dont il sera ici question a été réalisée. Notre attention se portera plus spécifiquement sur la pratique du 
            
              shaolin qigong 
            
            enseignée par Shi Yanlei. Ancien moine-combattant formé au Temple Shaolin du Hennan (Chine) aujourd’hui âgé d’une cinquantaine d’années, Shi Yanlei s’installe en Angleterre au début des années 2000, et dispense ses enseignements aux côtés de son frère, Shi Yanzi, au Shaolin Temple UK, ainsi que 
            
              via 
            
            sa propre plateforme en ligne. Ayant longtemps pratiqué le combat, d’abord en contexte irrégulier
            
              1
            
             puis dans le cadre du 
            
              sanda 
            
            – une forme instituée de boxe chinoise –, le style de Shi Yanlei se caractérise par la recherche d’une articulation entre des éléments issus de ce qu’il nomme les « 
            
              arts martiaux traditionnels 
            
            » de Shaolin et les pratiques de « 
            
              combat moderne 
            
            ». Opérant à la croisée de ces influences, il développe une pratique physique mêlant renforcement musculaire, endurance, vitesse, et « 
            
              travail interne
            
             » (
            
              neigong
            
             
            内功
            )), adoptant un vocabulaire varié de postures et de frappes (pied et poings) issues des arts dits traditionnels et de diverses boxes, et laissant de côté les formes plus acrobatiques et plus chorégraphiques des arts de Shaolin véhiculées notamment par le 
            
              wushu 
            
            sportif et les films d’arts martiaux. Bien que la pratique du combat ait longtemps été à l’horizon des entraînements de Shi Yanlei, elle occupe aujourd’hui une place mineure dans son enseignement, lequel entend s’adresser à un large public (et non pas seulement aux combattants). Adaptés à la transmission « 
            
              en ligne
            
             », ses protocoles d’entraînements sont réalisables sur l’espace « 
            
              d’un tapis de yoga
            
             », dans des espaces intérieurs même exigus, et ceci afin de faciliter leur intégration dans le quotidien des praticiens. En tant qu’enseignant, son désir consiste ainsi à transmettre des routines d’entraînement à travers lesquelles répondre aux « 
            
              besoins du corps
            
             », qu’il juge trop souvent négligés vis-à-vis de ceux de l’esprit.
          

          
            The Shouting Shifu
          

          
            S’entraîner dans les forêts d’Otterberg
          

          
            [image: Image 10000000000003E000000292DF79F7D323492755.jpg]
          

          
            Photographie de Miao Zheng
          

          
             
            Mercredi 22 juin 2022, dans la cour du Shaolin Temple Europe, au milieu des bois de la commune d’Otterberg (Allemagne). 
            Il est environ 6h10. « 
            
              Ok guys come on, we start training 
            
            
              
                
                  2
                
              
            
            
              !
            
             ». 
            C’est avec plus d’une quinzaine de minutes d’avance sur le programme que Shi Yanlei crie pour battre le rappel. Nous accourons dans le pré en contrebas du monastère et nous plaçons face à lui. « 
            
              We start warm up before running
            
            
              
                3
              
            
             ». Sans attendre, je me trouve levant mes genoux jusqu’à la poitrine en alternant rapidement jambe gauche et jambe droite. Mes hanches sont encore raides de la nuit, mes cuisses lourdes de la veille, mais je tente de maintenir le rythme soutenu qu’il impose, avec la sensation de brusquer le brouillard matinal qui m’habite encore. Nous poursuivons avec des fentes en avant, des squats, et c’est au tour de mes genoux de me faire grimacer, à mesure qu’une chaleur s’empare progressivement de mon corps et amorce une première suée. Le temps de mobiliser doucement mais succinctement nos articulations, Miao Jian, l’un des disciples du monastère, ouvre le portail au fond du pré. Le footing matinal commence.
          

          
             
            La route en direction d’Otterberg, sur laquelle aucune voiture ne circule à cette heure, est en pente descendante, et le premier kilomètre et demi parcouru me paraît 
            étonnamment
            
               
            
            léger, par contraste, peut-être, avec l’intensité soudaine de l’échauffement. Arrivés dans le champ où nous nous étions entraînés la veille, Miao Jian, qui tient la tête du cortège, pénètre en courant sur la terre encore humide et crevassée, et nous entraîne dans une course circulaire depuis la route jusqu’au sommet d’une haute butte en pente raide, le temps que l’ensemble des participants soit arrivé. Rapidement, les pas se font lourds, imprécis, s’enfoncent entre les bottes d’herbes touffues, les cuisses se raidissent à la montée, le souffle s’accélère, et tandis que certains se montrent hésitants à la descente, d’autres se ruent dans la pente.
Une fois l’intégralité des participants rassemblée, Shi Yanlei nous installe au sommet de la butte où l’entraînement se poursuit sans interruption. Disposés en lignes, l’assemblée, composée à part égale d’hommes et de femmes, a les yeux rivés vers le professeur. Autour de moi, les visages ont rougi, les tempes sont humides, les vestes tombent et jonchent à présent l’herbe. Personne ne parle, tous les regards épient les gestes de l’ancien moine-combattant. « 
            
              Focus your breathing with your movement together, no power
            
            
              
                4
              
            
             » : les mouvements qui suivent forment des enchaînements à partir de postures traditionnelles, genoux fléchis, souvent proches du sol, générant des étirements importants, et sollicitant fortement nos cuisses pour résister à la gravité. Je remarque que la crispation de mes jambes n’accroche plus tout à fait mon attention, mais elle s’étale à présent comme une toile de fond, silencieusement insistante. Lorsque nous nous relevons enfin, mes hanches se découvrent de nouvelles amplitudes de mouvement, mais mes jambes sont raidies par l’effort de maintien des postures. 
            « 
            
              After stretching you have to use your legs to make them strong
            
            
              
                
                  5
                
              
            
            
              .
            
             » 
            Shi Yanlei décline alors un répertoire de cinq coups de pieds que nous enchaînons. Mes jambes se délient progressivement à mesure que la vitesse augmente, puis le professeur enchaîne par des frappes de poing effectuées en posture basse, cette fois « 
            
              with power
            
            
              
                6
              
            
             », râlant à chaque expiration lorsque son poing fracasse l’air encore frais.
          

          
             
            Enfin, Shi Yanlei se place au centre du groupe, soucieux que chacun puisse distinguer les mouvements qu’il s’apprête à nous transmettre. 
            « 
            
              If you teach this to your mom, better you know how to do it properly
            
            
              
                7
              
            
            . » 
            Il s’agit des deux premières pièces du 
            
              baduanjin
            
             – un enchaînement classique du style de Shaolin – dont il nous dit qu’elles permettent d’ouvrir la poitrine et de faciliter la récupération. 
            « 
            
              Push as hard as you can with your arms, back straight, feet grab floor, focus your breathing with your movement together
            
            
              
                8
              
            
            . » 
            C’est au cours de cet exercice que Shi Yanlei mobilisera l’une des rares métaphores présentes dans son enseignement : « 
            
              Be like a stone, heavy, hard
            
            
              
                9
              
            
             ». Au terme des répétitions, le professeur prend la parole alors que les corps autour de moi commencent à se relâcher, légèrement alourdis par l’effort, le souffle apaisé. 
          

          
            « If you have no strength you have no patience, if you have no patience you get angry, I don’t believe someone who says that he has a strong mind but a weak body. Now run back to the temple, at your own pace. When you are running, you should be able to talk to yourself. If you can’t talk, you are running too fast. Ok. Go10 ! »

          

          
             
            Les plus téméraires détalent, ragaillardis. D’autres amorcent un trot. Cette fois, la pente n’est pas à notre avantage, mais même si les muscles me tirent, je sens mon corps prêt à endurer la remontée à un rythme soutenu mais confortable. Arrivé en contrebas du monastère, j’aperçois Joshua, le plus jeune des disciples, trottant en cercle devant un ancien corps de ferme délabré. Il s’élance subitement en se dirigeant vers moi alors que j’emprunte un virage, et le voilà qui se met à crier dans mon dos : « 
            
              Run faster, faster, I’m running after you
            
            
              
                
                  11
                
              
            
            
              !
            
             ». Sans réfléchir, je me précipite aussitôt en avant de toutes mes forces pour gravir les quelques deux-cents mètres qui me séparent encore du monastère. « 
            
              Yes, that’s it
            
            
              
                
                  12
                
              
            
            
              !
            
             ». Quelques secondes plus tard, je m’aperçois qu’il m’a à peine suivi, bien sûr. Il trotte à nouveau en contrebas, méditant peut-être sur sa prochaine cible. Le souffle coupé par le sprint, je me retrouve bientôt dans l’enceinte du temple et rejoins les premiers arrivés qui s’étirent contre le muret de la terrasse. En attendant le retentissement du gong qui signalera l’heure du porridge, je m’affale dans l’une de ces chaises de jardin en plastique blanc disposées dans la cour. Julien, un participant avec qui j’ai commencé à sympathiser la veille, me rejoint bientôt. De là, nous commentons nos sensations de la matinée. Il me dit : « 
            
              Yanlei nous pousse hors de notre zone de confort, c’est comme ça qu’on grandit, qu’on progresse
            
             ». Puis, carnet et stylo en main, nous procédons à la prise de notes détaillée de la séance. Il ajoute : « 
            
              Je les note, comme ça si jamais je veux les refaire chez moi, après…
            
             »
          

          
            « Cutting » and « Sharpening the Knife »
          

          
            Le répertoire de Shi Yanlei
          

          
             
            C’est au cours de cette routine, qui nous accompagnera matin et après-midi deux semaines durant, que Julien et moi procédons tous deux à l’écriture de partitions de l’ensemble de nos entraînements avec Shi Yanlei et Shi Hengyi, notre second professeur. Ces notes, pour reprendre les termes de la chercheuse en arts du spectacle Julie Sermon, sont autant de « manières protocolaires de transcrire, guider ou prescrire » (2016 : 44) les entraînements de 
            
              qigong  
            
            que nous suivons : elles endossent un rôle à la fois mémoriel (garder une trace), performatif (s’y référer dans l’avenir pour remettre en jeu l’entraînement), mais également analytique, au sens où leur rédaction comme leur relecture sont des occasions pour le praticien (et l’ethnographe) de porter un regard réflexif sur les séances traversées. Au fil des jours, se dessine, sur nos carnets, tout un répertoire d’exercices bientôt familiers, lequel laisse également entrapercevoir les organisations rythmiques des entraînements de Shi Yanlei. J’entends ici la notion de rythme au sens de François Laplantine, c’est-à-dire comme « la forme (
            
              morphè
            
            ), en tant qu’elle est transformée par le temps » (2005 : 106), en l’occurrence : le corps en tant qu’il est transformé par une succession de mouvements qui ne sont pas seulement des déplacements dans l’espace, mais des dispositifs affectifs altérant les états des praticiens.
          

          
             
            
              Ce média ne peut être affiché ici. Veuillez vous reporter à l’édition en ligne http://journals.openedition.org/anthrovision/10272
            
          

          
            Video-Link: 
            
              https://vimeo.com/985595657
            
          

          
             
            Rythmiquement, la pratique de Shi Yanlei se compose de différentes séquences parmi lesquelles se distinguent deux régimes d’exercice qu’il qualifie lui-même en ces termes : « 
            
              using the body
            
            
              
                13
              
            
             » et « 
            
              looking after it
            
            
              
                14
              
            
             », ou encore, « 
            
              cutting
            
            
              
                15
              
            
             » et « 
            
              sharpening the knife
            
            
              
                16
              
            
             ». « 
            
              Cutting
            
             », c’est courir, sprinter jusqu’à en perdre haleine, enchaîner des combinaisons de coups de pied « 
            
              traditionnels
            
            
              
                17
              
            
             » forts, jambes contractées, avec des séries de squats inspirés des cinq postures du style Shaolin
            
              
                18
              
            
            , mais c’est encore enchaîner des coups de poing réalisés en position basse avec des séries de pompes, de « 
            
              burpees
            
            
              
                19
              
            
             », de sauts à pieds joints par-dessus un partenaire en position de gainage. Montant progressivement en intensité jusqu’au « 
            
              killing time 
            
            », ce régime d’exercice voit les muscles se fatiguer parfois jusqu’à l’échec, la transpiration imprégner les visages et les vêtements, des râles se faire entendre lorsque le maintien de postures exigeantes met à l’épreuve nos résistances. Le répertoire du « 
            
              cutting
            
             » de Shi Yanlei se compose d’une alternance de ce que les arts martiaux chinois appellent, d’une part, le 
            
              jibengong
            
            , c’est-à-dire le travail des mouvements élémentaires d’un style de 
            
              kungfu
            
             (postures, frappes de pieds et de poings), et, d’autre part, le 
            
              gongfu
            
            , c’est-à-dire le renforcement du corps (squats, pompes, gainage). Seules les frappes dites « 
            
              de combat
            
            
              
                20
              
            
             », issues principalement du vocabulaire du 
            
              sanda
            
            , nous offrent ici une occasion de répit, en ce qu’elles se pratiquent « 
            
              without power
            
             », mais avec vitesse, l’accent étant ici porté sur la précision d’éléments techniques.
          

          
             
            « 
            
              Sharpening the knife 
            
            », c’est se préparer ou récupérer, assouplir le corps en enchaînant les cinq postures, grimacer en sentant les faces internes des jambes tirer, grimacer encore parce que les postures d’étirement sont basses et épuisent les cuisses, exécuter la respiration inversée pendant laquelle l’abdomen se contracte pour soulever la cage thoracique. C’est aussi pratiquer les différentes pièces du 
            
              baduanjin
            
             en poussant les bras « 
            
              as hard as we can
            
             » pour étirer les tissus de la poitrine, pousser le sang de toute notre force jusqu’à l’extrémité des doigts, contracter le corps « 
            
              to be like a stone
            
             ». Dans ce régime d’exercice, la tension est comme réorientée au travers de mouvements plus progressifs et soutenables, des rythmes respiratoires plus longs, quoique les fortes poussées dans les mains, les positions basses sur les jambes, ou encore les contractions de l’abdomen interdisent toujours tout relâchement global. Le vocabulaire de ces séquences emprunte à nouveau au 
            
              jibengong
            
            , aux positions d’étirements plus classiques, ainsi qu’à une version peu répandue d’un enchaînement de mouvements intitulé le 
            
              baduanjin
            
             que Shi Yanlei dit tenir de son maître, Shi Yongxin, actuel abbé du Temple Shaolin du Hennan.
          

          
            Qualifier deux régimes gestuels
          

          
             
            Une analyse kinesthésique, inspirée des travaux de la danseuse, pédagogue et notatrice Angela Loureiro, révèle rapidement que les mouvements du premier régime d’exercice, « 
            
              cutting
            
             », se caractérisent tous par leur flux « libre » – au sens où la progression du geste ne pourrait être que « difficilement interrompue » (2013 : 34) en raison de sa puissance balistique –, et leur « phrasé d’impact » – au sens où l’intensité augmente jusqu’à un point culminant. Toujours avec force, le corps « presse » contre la terre dans les squats et les pompes qu’il enchaîne à grande vitesse, il « frappe » lourdement des pieds et des poings, il « fouette » l’air pour se relâcher. Le second régime d’exercice, quant à lui, propose tout autant de fortes mises en tension du corps avec quelques brefs relâchements, mais ceux-ci sont réalisés suivant un rythme « soutenu » – comme pour « rallonger le temps » (2013 : 40), prolonger le geste d’ouverture du corps dans l’étirement des tissus. Le flux des gestes y est « condensé », dans une forme de « rétention de la progression du mouvement », celui-ci étant « maîtrisé en chaque point de son trajet » (2013 : 35). Et les phrasés, s’ils ne sont pas construits autour d’impacts, restent néanmoins « progressifs » et culminent lors du maintien des postures.
          

          
             
            Fait remarquable, la spatialité des mouvements, en revanche, demeure toujours « directe », – « le mouvement ne dévie pas de son but, il est ciblé, droit » (2013 : 37) –, qu’il s’agisse de frappes soudaines ou de pressions continues. Or, la relation à l’espace d’un mouvement décrit bien souvent l’attention, « à la fois mentale et physique » (2013 : 36), que lui porte le praticien, et l’on ne s’étonnera pas de constater que Shi Yanlei nous invite à travailler cette directionnalité jusqu’à notre regard qui doit rester « 
            
              sharp
            
            
              
                21
              
            
             », jusqu’à nos gestes d’attention qui doivent rester « 
            
              focused
            
            
              
                22
              
            
             ». C’est là, selon lui, la condition nécessaire pour que la pratique du 
            
              qigong 
            
            « [agisse] comme une paire de ciseaux, découpant nos pensées et donnant à notre esprit et à notre corps un lieu de refuge et de calme » (Shi Yanlei 2009 : 78).
          

          
            Gainés et concentrés.
          

          
            [image: Image 100000000000043E000002DAFBE7C8481809F0C2.jpg]
          

          
            Photographie de Participant.e (anonyme
            )
          

          
             
            C’est donc dans l’alternance dynamique de ces deux régimes gestuels que s’élabore le rythme spécifique du travail de Shi Yanlei. Pour reprendre le récit initial : l’échauffement et le sprint ont proposé une montée progressive en intensité qui a culminé lors des ascensions répétées de la butte, le travail d’étirements a offert un temps de récupération – quoique les postures soient restées basses –, puis les coups de pied et frappes de poing ont à nouveau cherché l’épuisement et l’essoufflement des corps, avant que le 
            
              baduanjin 
            
            ne permette à nouveau de récupérer – quoique les pressions exercées dans les postures maintiennent un haut niveau de tonicité. La course de retour cherchait l’effort mais non l’épuisement, à l’exception notable de celles et ceux dont Joshua estimait qu’ils pouvaient recommencer un cycle de « 
            
              cutting
            
             » sous la forme d’un sprint final. On observe ici combien la pratique est sous-tendue par une construction rythmique dans laquelle la résolution de chaque séquence « est en elle-même une préparation pour la construction suivante » (Ingold 2001 : 197), au sens où les séquences élaborées par Shi Yanlei sont comme maillées les unes aux autres. Chacune altère ce que Christine Roquet, reprenant un terme vernaculaire de la danse contemporaine, nomme un « état de corps », c’est-à-dire la « disposition sensorimotrice » du praticien, « la manière dont [sa] perception […] sous-tend et organise le déroulement de [son] geste » (2019 : 155) : l’état de fatigue conduit à la nécessité de la récupération, l’état de ré-énergisation conduit à la possibilité de l’effort renouvelé.
          

          
            De la partition à la sous-partition
          

          
             
            Au fil des jours, les agencements de ces différentes phases d’entraînement se modulent au regard de la météo et de l’appréciation du tonus général du groupe. Lors des après-midis de grand soleil, les frappes traditionnelles lourdes sont remplacées par des frappes de combat légères pour tempérer l’intensité de l’entraînement, et le cours est déplacé dans les sous-bois environnants. Les deux derniers jours, l’entraînement matinal est amputé de la course, parce que le professeur désire transmettre une structure de pratique adaptée aux petits espaces (comme le salon étroit de son appartement londonien) et aux temps pluvieux. Moins une recette qu’un canevas, l’entraînement de de Shi Yanlei cherche ainsi à être une structure modulable et résiliente face aux formes et rythmes hétérogènes des quotidiens des participants. Et l’alternance dynamique des régimes d’exercice constitue précisément l’un des points d’ajustement essentiel, de même que l’économie (relative) de son vocabulaire de mouvements : « 
            
              The workout is the same to build up your routine. 
            
            
              Everyday, we repeat similar things. […] I don’t want to teach too many things. […] Better you learn simple things, but you know what it is
            
            
              
                23
              
            
            . »
          

          
             
            De fait, au cours des semaines et des mois suivant la fin du camp d’été, plusieurs participants ne manqueront pas de partager (sur le groupe Whatsapp créé pour l’occasion) leurs différentes manières d’intégrer ou de poursuivre la pratique : celui qui avait pour habitude de s’exercer au renforcement musculaire dans une salle de sport intégrera des pratiques de 
            
              jibengong 
            
            pour mettre son corps en mouvement dans l’espace et l’assouplir, celle qui faisait son footing matinal le conclura par l’exercice du 
            
              baduanjin 
            
            pour récupérer, celui qui pratiquait un 
            
              qigong 
            
            doux y intégrera les mouvements du « cutting » pour se renforcer, 
            
              etc
            
            . Au cours de ces deux semaines, les entraînements de Shi Yanlei semblent ainsi avoir structuré ce que l’on appellerait, dans le champ des arts performatifs, les fragments d’un « chemin », d’une « trajectoire », ou encore d’une « sous-partition », laquelle désigne le « tressage émotionnel et kinesthésique » sous-tendant une écriture chorégraphique : « Celui qui met en jeu une partition doit non seulement réaliser les différentes choses que cette partition indique successivement, mais aussi inventer la façon de se frayer un chemin à travers ces choses et d’opérer le passage de l’une à l’autre. » (Sermon 2016 : 43). Ce que la pratique élaborerait donc, parallèlement à un répertoire gestuel, serait une manière d’inventer des frayages reliant différents états de corps et différentes qualités de mouvement : une forme de « ligne de croissance » (Ingold 2007) le long de laquelle le praticien cultiverait un spectre relativement défini d’expériences somatiques suscitées par le 
            
              qigong 
            
            de Shi Yanlei.
          

          
            Corps d’adamantine
          

          
            Hésitations catégorielles
          

          
             
            Lors des premiers jours du camp d’été, certains participants n’ont pas manqué de partager leur étonnement face aux séances de Shi Yanlei : s’ils ne les considéraient pas comme des cours de 
            
              kungfu – 
            
            au sens où l’aspect martial n’y jouait qu’un rôle très mineur –, ils n’y reconnaissaient pas non plus une pratique de 
            
              qigong
            
             telle qu’ils en avaient fait l’expérience auparavant, ou telle qu’ils en avaient vues. Si l’analyse de la construction de la représentation du
            
               qigong
            
             comme une pratique douce, garante d’« harmonie » entre l’humain et son environnement, dépasse le cadre de cet article (Clarke 2000), qu’il me suffise de relever les principaux points de divergence gestuel entre les formes douces de 
            
              qigong
            
             et la pratique de Shi Yanlei. Pour ce faire, je m’appuierai ici sur l’exemple d’une enquête que j’ai menée à l’occasion d’une retraite « taoïste » dans le sud de la France.
          

          
             
            
              Ce média ne peut être affiché ici. Veuillez vous reporter à l’édition en ligne http://journals.openedition.org/anthrovision/10272
            
          

          
            Video-Link :https://vimeo.com/985597418
          

          
             
            Au travers de ces images, l’on peut observer que, non seulement la temporalité des gestes est ici « soutenue », comme étirée, leur tempo lent, leur flux essentiellement « neutre », c’est-à-dire sans saccade, comme un écoulement continu, mais leur spatialité y est aussi parfois « indirecte », c’est-à-dire sinueuse, changeante, circulaire, bouclée, et leur poids « léger », les bras se trouvant comme soutenus par la densité des airs. En outre, le travail rythmique y cherche moins une variation dynamique des états de corps que le maintien, voire l’approfondissement progressif, d’un état de « calme ». Aussi, la séquentialité de ces pratiques est moins à chercher dans une variabilité qualitative des gestes que, par exemple, dans les différentes formes de « circulations du souffle interne » (Despeux 2011 : 40), dans les « procédés imaginaires » ou attentionnels parfois employés, ou encore dans les « méridiens » – des lignes dites « énergétiques » – que les praticiens cherchent à étirer.
          

          
             
            À l’évidence, la description de ces caractéristiques générales ne saurait résister à des ethnographies aiguisées, lesquelles ne manqueraient pas de relever les nuances propres aux différents enseignements. Mais il n’en reste pas moins que le travail des courses, des sprints, de l’explosivité, de la vitesse, et, plus encore, de la force tel qu’observé chez Shi Yanlei y reste tout à fait mineur (si ce n’est absent, voire jugé contradictoire) au titre que : les caractères « 
            
              soudain
            
             » et « 
            
              direct
            
             » des gestes ne facilitent pas la patiente observation de leur déroulé et font ainsi obstacle au développement d’une attention calme et flottante, souvent considérée comme l’une des garantes d’une possible « 
            
              union du corps et de l’esprit
            
            
              
                24
              
            
             ». Ils paraissent également brider la sensation d’un geste qui s’effectue idéalement « 
            
              par lui-même
            
             », selon les « 
            
              mouvements du 
            
            qi
            
               
            
            » plus que de la volonté « 
            
              musculaire
            
             » du praticien, dans une forme de « 
            
              non-agir
            
             », avec légèreté et fluidité – afin que « 
            
              le 
            
            qi
            
               puisse circuler sans blocage
            
             ». Si l’on ajoute à ces observations le fait que Shi Yanlei, au cours des deux semaines du camp, revêt essentiellement des tenues d’entraînement courantes en Europe – vestes en polyester sombres (voire, torse nu), shorts fluorescents, leggings aux couleurs treillis –, qu’il rechigne à mentionner la notion même de 
            
              qi 
            
            au cours des (très) succinctes explications qu’il propose, et qu’il présente nombre d’exercices de renforcement et de boxe par leurs noms anglais (
            
              push-up
            
            , 
            
              burpees
            
            , 
            
              plank
            
            , 
            
              jab
            
            , 
            
              hook
            
            , 
            
              etc
            
            .), il devient plus évident encore que le dispositif de son enseignement tranche avec les mises en scène courantes en Europe valorisant une forme d’identité chinoise du 
            
              qigong
            
            , ses liens avec la médecine traditionnelle ou encore une compréhension spirituelle de la notion d’« énergie » (Legendre et al. 2022 ; Givors 2024).
          

          
            La méthode de la « chemise de fer »
          

          
             
            Aussi déroutante catégoriellement que soit la pratique de Shi Yanlei pour nombre de participants, elle n’en est pas moins l'héritière d’une forme singulière de 
            
              qigong
            
             à laquelle le professeur fut initié au Temple Shaolin du Hennan : la méthode dite de la « chemise de fer » (
            
              tiebu shan 
            
            鉄布衫
            ). Celle-ci se caractérise communément par la quête d’un « corps de diamant » capable de résister aux frappes les plus fortes. D’après le sinologue Meir Shahar, sa genèse serait étroitement associée à l’introduction du bouddhisme tantrique indien en Chine au milieu du premier millénaire, dont l’une des déités majeures – Vajrapani, « le Dieu de Diamant » – a longtemps été une figure tutélaire des moines de Shaolin, avant d’être progressivement remplacé par Boddhidharma (Shahar 2008). Des figures peintes du dieu n’en ornent pas moins aujourd’hui le grand portail du Shaolin Temple Europe, le représentant, selon la tradition iconographique, torse nu, le corps extrêmement musclé, soulignant ainsi la valeur accordée à la tonicité corporelle.
          

          
            Peintures de Vajrapani
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            Photographie de Martin Givors
          

          
             
            À l’image de l’alternance dynamique des entraînements de Shi Yanlei, la pratique de la « chemise de fer » se fonde sur un certain alliage d’une force dite « musculaire » et du « souffle interne », ce qui invite Shahar à l’associer à « l’ancienne tradition gymnique nommée 
            
              daoyin 
            
            » (2012 : 119), – que l’on considère comme l’une des sous-composantes de la catégorie actuelle du 
            
              qigong.
            
             Composé des caractères 
            
              dao
            
            , « guider », et 
            
              yin
            
            , « étirer », le terme 
            
              daoyin 
            
            regroupe des techniques du corps destinées à « chasser les souffles pathogènes », « rétablir une circulation du souffle défectueuse » mais aussi à « en améliorer la qualité » (Despeux 2011 : 48). C’est essentiellement à cette dernière fonction que se rapportent les exercices de la chemise de fer : il s’agit d’attirer le 
            
              qi 
            
            en certains espaces du corps afin de renforcer leur qualité et leur conférer ainsi une résistance adamantine. Or, là où les formes plus douces de 
            
              qigong 
            
            procèdent par des visualisations et des mouvements doux pour guider le 
            
              qi
            
            , Shi Yanlei recourt à la poussée musculaire, d’où, pour partie, la valeur qu’il accorde au renforcement du corps : « 
            
              How can you push your hands if you have no strength ? 
            
            
              That’s why we do push-ups. You can’t do qigong if you have no strength, because you can’t push if you have nothing to push with
            
            
              
                25
              
            
            . »
          

          
             
            
              Ce média ne peut être affiché ici. Veuillez vous reporter à l’édition en ligne http://journals.openedition.org/anthrovision/10272
            
          

          
            Video Link: https://vimeo.com/985598540
          

          
             
            La pratique des frappes telles que démontrée dans cet extrait ne sera pas proposée par Shi Yanlei lors du camp d’été. Si Shi Yanlei en fait la démonstration, c’est que son imaginaire doit imprégner la réalisation de nos gestes (être comme une pierre comme si l’on devait recevoir des coups), et que, loin de n’être reconnues que pour leur intérêt martial, les méthodes visant à « coaguler le corps pour le rendre dur », dont fait partie la chemise de fer, sont également vantées pour leurs vertus prophylactiques : « L’invulnérabilité dans la bataille n’est qu’un avantage secondaire d’un régime d’entraînement qui éliminera toute maladie » (Shahar 2012: 123). En reprenant les propos du 
            
              Yi Jin Jing
            
             – un manuel du 17
            
              e
            
             siècle consacrée au
            
               daoyin
            
             –, et en les ajustant aux propos des participants du camp d’été, l’on pourrait dire de la pratique de Shi Yanlei qu’elle travaille spécifiquement à développer tant la « vaillance » que la « fermeté » du praticien, c’est-à-dire, simultanément, sa ténacité, sa vigueur et la qualité de ses tissus corporels, soit les caractéristiques d’une « robustesse » tant musculaire, qu’organique et attentionnelle (2012 : 122).
          

          
             
            Au fil des jours, l’épreuve répétée de ces expériences somatiques s’est accompagnée de l’émergence progressive de discours valorisant le corps, tant dans ses capacités d’adaptation à l’effort que dans ses possibilités motrices d’arpentage du monde. Les entraînements de Shi Yanlei semblent ainsi œuvrer à contre-courant des dynamiques axiologiques propices à la « dématérialisation des corps » (Legendre et al. 2022) caractéristiques de certaines formes d’appropriation du 
            
              qigong 
            
            et des arts martiaux internes en Europe. Les propos suivants de Shi Hengyi confirmeront bientôt cette ligne : 
          

          
            « When you are old, is it better if you are sit, you cannot move, but you can say “oh, I can feel the qi flowing inside”? Or is it better if you can go for a walk to the mountain? I think the second one is healthier. Even if this is called qigong, don’t be focused on qi26 ».

          

          
             
            Au lendemain de la clôture du camp d’été, Tim nous partagera un texte rédigé lors de son retour afin de synthétiser les réflexions qu’avaient fait émerger en lui le camp d’été. Témoignage parmi d’autres du mouvement de revalorisation du corps opéré par les pratiques traversées, on y lira notamment : « 
            
              Your body is the vessel that will carry you through life. 
            
            
              It’s next to impossible to have a healthy mind without a healthy body to carry it through
            
            
              
                27
              
            
            . » 
            Quelques jours plus tard, alors qu’afflueront les messages de participants commentant leurs manières de poursuivre leur entraînement une fois revenus chez eux, le même Tim, revenant de son footing, écrira : « 
            
              Noticing a certain element of beauty in my neighbourhood that I never paid attention before
            
            
              
                28
              
            
             ».
          

          
            Un rituel moderne de robustesse ?
          

          
             
            À Otterberg, Shi Yanlei n’a pas prétendu initier notre groupe à la technique de la « chemise de fer » elle-même. Ce processus, qu’il réserve à celles et ceux qui ont suivi son enseignement sur plusieurs années, ne s’envisage d’après lui qu’à l’échelle d’une relation entre un maître et un disciple averti, ceci en raison de son intensité physique et de la résistance à la douleur qu’il suppose. Il n’en reste pas moins que les entraînements qu’il a dispensés sont, à ses yeux, comme des fragments d’un chemin pouvant mener à cette pratique. Ils en suivent la structure chorégraphique (fondée sur l’alternance dynamique entre deux régimes gestuels, « 
            
              cutting
            
             » et « 
            
              sharpening the knife
            
             ») ; ils utilisent une partie de son vocabulaire de mouvements (en particulier : une version du 
            
              baduanjin 
            
            insistant sur la densification du corps) ; ils en reprennent l’imaginaire minéral dans leurs indications métaphoriques (« 
            
              be like a stone
            
             ») ; ils sont l’occasion de l’explicitation de son système de valeurs faisant du développement de la robustesse un gage de calme et de patience
            
              
                29
              
            
            .
          

          
             
            À ce titre, si les entraînements proposés par Shi Yanlei au Shaolin Temple Europe ne sont certes pas comparables aux « rituels d’invulnérabilité » entremêlant entraînement physique et pratiques religieuses décrits par Shahar (2012 : 121), ils opèrent néanmoins à la manière de rites fonctionnant sur la performance d’une partition gestuelle prescrite – Shi Yanlei parlera de « 
            
              time-tested movements
            
            
              
                30
              
            
             » – par le biais de laquelle les praticiens peuvent développer une « disposition exemplaire » (Houseman, Mazzella di Bosco et Thibault 2016 : 67) – ici, la robustesse – depuis laquelle réenvisager une multiplicité de situations dans leur vie. Une « disposition » que certains praticiens ne tarderont pas à nommer le « 
            
              shaolin spirit
            
            
              
                31
              
            
             » lorsqu’ils iront courir sous la pluie et dans le froid, lorsqu’ils auront la sensation de repousser leurs limites au cours d’entraînements ou encore lorsqu’ils effectueront les mouvements dits traditionnels de Shi Yanlei dans une salle de sport.
          

          
             
            Les outils développés par la recherche en danse auront ainsi offert des prises remarquables sur ce qui est au cœur de la transmission de Shi Yanlei, à savoir : des écritures kinesthésiques, qui s’inscrivent jour après jour dans les corps, et qui, chez les praticiens comme chez les chercheurs, prendront parfois la forme d’artefacts manuscrits ou visuels qui feront office d’aide-mémoires et de souvenirs. En permettant la description et l’analyse des entraînements de Shi Yanlei à la manière de partitions et de sous-partitions, la perspective chorégraphique adoptée ici a révélé non seulement la filiation de ces pratiques avec la méthode de la chemise de fer, mais elle a aussi montré combien, au-delà des mouvements eux-mêmes, Shi Yanlei s’attachait à transmettre un schéma d’alternance dynamique entre deux régimes gestuels, signe d’une volonté d’adaptation de la transmission des arts corporels chinois à un public de pratiquants de 
            
              fitness 
            
            moins attaché à cultiver un vocabulaire chorégraphique spécifique qu’à explorer des principes d’entraînement transposables dans des contextes plus hétérogènes.
          

          
             
            D’un point de vue épistémologique, si les partitions et sous-partitions de Shi Yanlei et des praticiens ont pu devenir de véritables objets ethnographiques, c’est cependant que leur pratique et leur étude ont bel et bien débordé le temps même du camp d’été – en l’occurrence, elles avaient commencé deux années auparavant. Comme tout processus technique, le 
            
              qigong 
            
            suppose un apprentissage, un chemin « d’éducation de l’attention » (Ingold 2001) au gré duquel j’ai pu apprendre à identifier le vocabulaire gestuel, les états et les schémas corporels spécifiques à cet art et à ses différents enseignements. Dans une perspective ethnographique, j’ai ensuite exploré différentes graphies, ici narratives et visuelles, afin d’offrir une variété d’éclairages sur la complexité des expériences de mouvement que je recueillais. Aussi documentaire qu’herméneutique, ce travail m’a notamment permis de mettre en lumière un vécu à la première personne, nécessaire pour comprendre la formation des sous-partitions, puis d’utiliser la nature dynamique de la vidéo pour servir une description plus qualitative des vocabulaires gestuels. Enfin, c’est également sur la base de cette expérience pratique au long cours que s’est construite une « double réflexivité » (Halloy 2006) mettant en dialogue les vécus des participants rencontrés et le mien, des vécus sur lesquels les outils de la recherche en danse – souvent élaborés par des praticiens – ont ensuite pu déployer leur puissance critique propre.
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          Notes

          
            
              1
              Au sens de « en dehors des règles, du cadre légal » (par opposition avec le cadre réglementé du 
              
                sanda
              
              , la boxe chinoise) : il s’agit de combats de rue.
            
          

          
            
              2
              « Ok tout le monde c’est parti, on commence l’entraînement ! »
            
          

          
            
              3
              « On commence par s’échauffer avant d’aller courir. »
            
          

          
            
              4
              « Faites attention à ce que votre souffle et votre mouvement soient ensemble, ne mettez pas de force [dans l’exécution de vos mouvements]. »
            
          

          
            
              5
              « Après vous être étiré vous devez faire usage de vos jambes pour les renforcer. »
            
          

          
            
              6
              « Avec de la puissance [dans l’exécution du mouvement] »
            
          

          
            
              7
              « Si vous enseignez ce mouvement à votre mère, vous devez savoir le faire correctement. »
            
          

          
            
              8
              « Poussez aussi fort que possible avec vos bras, le dos droit, les pieds qui agrippent le sol, faites attention à ce que votre souffle et votre mouvement soient ensemble. »
            
          

          
            
              9
              « Soyez comme une pierre, lourd, dur. »
            
          

          
            
              10
              « Si vous n’avez pas de force alors vous n’avez pas de patience, si vous n’êtes pas patient vous êtes colérique, je ne crois pas les gens qui disent qu’ils ont un esprit fort mais un corps faible. Maintenant rentrez au Temple en courant, à votre propre rythme. Quand vous courrez, vous devez être capable de vous parler à vous-même. Si vous ne pouvez pas parler, c’est que vous courrez trop vite. Ok. C’est parti ! »
            
          

          
            
              11
              « Cours plus vite, plus vite ! Je te cours après ! »
            
          

          
            
              12
              « Oui, c’est ça ! »
            
          

          
            
              13
              « Faire usage du corps »
            
          

          
            
              14
              « Prendre soin du corps »
            
          

          
            
              15
              « Couper »
            
          

          
            
              16
              « Aiguiser le couteau »
            
          

          
            
              17
              Il s’agit des frappes suivantes : 
              
                zheng ti tui
              
              , 
              正踢腿
              , 
              frappe droite,
               
              
                ce ti tui
              
               
              側腿
              , 
              frappe diagonale,
               
              
                wai bai tui
              
               
              外
              擺腿
              , 
              frappe circulaire en rotation externe,
               
              
                li he tui
              
               
              裡合腿
              .
            
          

          
            
              18
              Il s’agit des postures 
              
                mabu 
              
              馬步
              , 
              
                gongbu
              
               
              弓步
              ,
               
              
                pubu 
              
              僕步
              , 
              
                xiebu 
              
              歇步
               
              et 
              
                xubu
              
               
              虛步
              .
            
          

          
            
              19
              Enchaînement constitué d’une pompe et d’un saut, que l’on répète par série (entre 5 et 10), jusqu’à 100 au total.
            
          

          
            
              20
              Il s’agit des frappes suivantes : 
              
                tantui 
              
              彈腿
              , frappe droite avec le dessus du pied,
               
              
                chuaitui
              
               
              踹腿
              , frappe latérale avec le dessous du pied,
               
              
                biantui
              
               
              鞭腿
              , coup de pied circulaire.
            
          

          
            
              21
              « Aiguisé »
            
          

          
            
              22
              « Concentrés »
            
          

          
            
              23
              « L’entraînement est toujours le même pour construire votre routine. Chaque jour, on répète des choses similaires. […] Je ne veux pas vous apprendre trop de choses. […] C’est mieux que vous appreniez des choses simples, mais que vous les connaissiez. »
            
          

          
            
              24
              Je cite ici, et dans l’ensemble du paragraphe, des principes clés de la pratique du 
              
                qigong
              
               énoncés à l’occasion d’une enquête au cours d’une « retraite taoïste » de 7 jours dans le sud de la France en octobre 2022 sur la thématique du « non-agir ». Ces concepts directeurs de la pratique sont également ceux que l’on retrouve aujourd’hui dans les principaux ouvrages de vulgarisation de la pratique du 
              
                qigong 
              
              en France. Voir, à titre d’exemple, Ke (2009).
            
          

          
            
              25
              « Comment pouvez-vous poussez vos mains si vous n’avez pas de force ? C’est pour ça que l’on fait des pompes. Vous ne pouvez pas faire de 
              
                qigong 
              
              si vous n’avez pas de force, parce que vous ne pouvez pas pousser si vous n’avez pas de quoi pousser. »
            
          

          
            
              26
              « Quand vous serez âgé, est-ce qu’il est mieux que vous soyez assis, que vous ne puissiez pas bouger, mais que vous puissiez dire “oh, je sens le 
              
                qi 
              
              qui circule à l’intérieur” ? Ou est-il mieux que vous puissiez aller marcher au sommet de la montagne ? Je pense que la seconde option est la meilleure pour votre santé. Même si cette pratique s’appelle 
              
                qigong
              
              , ne soyez pas focalisé sur le 
              
                qi
              
              . »
            
          

          
            
              27
              « Votre corps est le vaisseau qui vous transportera au travers de la vie. Il est quasiment impossible d’avoir un esprit en bonne santé sans avoir un corps en bonne santé pour le transporter. »
            
          

          
            
              28
              « Je remarque une certaine beauté dans mon voisinage à laquelle je n’avais jamais prêté attention avant. »
            
          

          
            
              29
              Shahar rappelle à ce sujet combien nombre de textes du bouddhisme tantrique prêtent au développement de « l’armure de diamant » le pouvoir de protéger les adeptes des dommages physiques tout autant que des démons. (2012 : 125).
            
          

          
            
              30
              « Des mouvements qui ont fait leur preuve à travers le temps » 
            
          

          
            
              31
              « L’esprit shaolin ». Pour en savoir plus sur la transformation du monastère de Shaolin en étendard culturel reconnu à l’international, voir Shahar (2008).
            
          

        

        
          Résumés

          
            
              Cet article propose une ethnographie des pratiques d’entraînement en 
              
                qigong 
              
              (discipline corporelle chinoise)
              
                 
              
              développées par le professeur et ancien moine-combattant Shi Yanlei. Celles-ci ont été observées à l’occasion d’un camp d’été de deux semaines au Shaolin Temple Europe (Otterberg, Allemagne) où se sont réunis une cinquantaine de participants. Prenant appui sur des outils et concepts issus de la recherche en danse (« partitions », « analyse du mouvement », « état de corps »), les descriptions et analyses de ces pratiques tentent de mettre au jour les enjeux kinesthésiques sous-tendant l’ambition prophylactique de l’enseignement, et révèlent ainsi l’intérêt offert par l’étude du geste dans le cadre d’une anthropologie des techniques du corps et des affects. Contrastant avec l’imaginaire d’une discipline corporelle douce aujourd’hui répandu en Europe, le 
              
                qigong 
              
              de Shi Yanlei nous apparaît ainsi peu à peu dans sa filiation avec la méthode dite de « la chemise de fer », caractérisée par sa quête de robustesse : une qualité que les participants cherchent ici à développer en eux au travers d’une forme rituelle développée par Shi Yanlei.
            

          

          
            This article presents an ethnography of the qigong training practices developed by teacher and former monk-fighter Shi Yanlei. These practices were observed during a two-week summer camp organized by Shaolin Temple Europe (Otterberg, Germany), which brought together some fifty participants. Drawing on tools and concepts from dance studies (« score », « movement analysis », « state »), the descriptions and analysis of the training sessions attempt to highlight the kinaesthetic principles underlying the prophylactic ambition of the teachings, thus revealing the interest offered by gestural analysis within the framework of an anthropology of body techniques and affects. Contrasting with a now widespread imaginary of a gentle bodily discipline in Europe, Shi Yanlei's qigong gradually appears to us in its filiation with the so-called « iron shirt » method, characterized by its quest for robustness, which participants here seek to develop through a ritual form developed by Shi Yanlei.
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