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of human cooperation in the miraculous. Here 
material objects do more than reveal an other-
wise concealed set of beliefs and ideas; they 
collide with the bodies of religious practitio-
ners, leaving signs of otherworldly agency and 
revealing (as Orsi says) a network of relation-
ships between heaven and earth. 

Anthony Shenoda is a PhD candidate in social 
anthropology and Middle Eastern Studies 
at Harvard University and may be reached at 
shenoda@fas.harvard.edu. MES invites a variety of 
contributions—CFPs, conference summaries, field 
notes or short articles—from scholars and students 
of the Middle East and related fields. Please send 
all submissions, questions and comments to Emilio 
Spadola at espadola@colgate.edu.

National Association 
for the Practice of 
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ChristinE miLLEr, Contributing EDitor 

This month’s column comes from Elizabeth 
Nanas, a doctoral student in the department of 
anthropology and a King-Chavez-Parks Fellow 
at Wayne State University. She is the incoming 
editor for the NAPA e-Newsletter. You may 
contact her at enanas@wayne.edu.

the Means and ends of Practicing 
Anthropology

By Elizabeth Nanas (Wayne State U)

To describe a setting is to articulate a specific posi-
tion or place. This might also indicate putting 
something into a dynamic state or a stable posi-
tion, like setting things into motion or setting a 

broken leg. As I write these 
notes, my primary objec-
tive is to describe how I am 
figuring my location within 
practicing anthropology. 
Discussing the purpose of 
the NAPA column in the 
April 2007 issue of AN, Inga 
Treitler noted that this space 

should function to communicate activities of 
NAPA members, to share association news, and 
to invite interest or conversation with members 
of other sections. This article expresses, from a 
student perspective, some of my observations, 
activities and imagined opportunities regarding 
the means and ends of anthropology. 

New to anthropology as a doctoral student, 
my training at Wayne State University (WSU) 
has been grounded in the four-field approach to 
the discipline, including archaeology, cultural 
anthropology, linguistics and physical anthro-
pology. I entered the program as a sex worker 
rights activist hoping to strategically improve 
my dialectical toolbox. After completing most 
of my basic anthropological coursework, I was 
finally prepared to begin formal research and 
was in joyful anticipation of engaging with 

scholars who made their careers by studying 
and writing about sex workers. This anticipation 
was quickly erased when a professor advised 
that I conduct my initial fieldwork among 
people with whom I was not yet familiar. What 
would this mean for me? How could I identify 
what I did not know or, further, what was not 
knowable to me? Although I was upset by this 
counsel, I trusted her and began fieldwork on a 
new topic, at a new research site. 

On the surface, my choice of a research site—
my own neighborhood—might seem odd. Yet, 
as I was learning to become an anthropologist, 
I realized that my concepts of “we” and “they” 
were in need of excavation. I have lived in 
Southeast Michigan for most of my life; Detroit 
and her people are not “exotic others” for me, 
but this does not mean that I know this place. 
For example, the automotive industry is some-
thing that I have been close to my entire life, 
but I do not speak the language of automo-
tive culture. To borrow from Malinowski, if I 
do not speak the language, how can I think 
the culture? If I do not possess the means, how 
will I come to locate an end? And so, I set out 
to learn about the ways that Puerto Ricans in 
Detroit’s “Mexicantown” talk and think about 
the concept of race. What I discovered led 
me to rethink meanings of classification and 
belonging for people who work within automo-
tive cultures; this experience also led to a new 
understanding of the interrelationship between 
WSU and the automotive industry. 

Founded in 1868, WSU is Michigan’s only 
urban research university and is particularly 
renowned for its contributions in the sciences. 
This setting and context is important to the 
ways that I have been thinking about the means 
and ends of anthropology in theory and prac-
tice. My initial study of race and belonging led 
to my interest in anthropologies of science and 
technology, and I became a graduate research 
assistant for the College of Engineering. For 
the last three years, as I have been learning 
the language of industrial-manufacturing engi-
neering, I have also been exploring daily life 
and customs through the contextual dynamics 
of technical-knowledge exchange. 

In Technology and Culture (forthcoming), 
Allen Batteau argues, “Technology is a project 
of civilization, or more precisely civil-ization: 
bringing civil or corporate order to chaos.” 
His work transcends anthropological projects 
bounded by basic-theoretical versus applied-
practicing borderlands. He contends that 
“totemic equivalences” such as “basic is to 
applied” as “pure is to impure” channel iden-
tifications within communities of science. As 
I figure my place within anthropology, I see 
that there are parallels between my fieldwork 
“at home” and an ever-emergent anthropology 
of science that studies its neighbor-scholars. 
Through practicing anthropology, we explore 
hazy boundaries of imagining, creating and 
enacting our discipline and its realized ends.

Send comments, questions, news and column ideas 
to Christine Miller (cmiller@scad.edu).
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Going for the stars

By Zeynep Devrim Gürsel (U Michigan)

Just back from fieldwork, I was visiting one 
of several friends who had procreated since I 
began my PhD program. The child in ques-
tion (an adorable girl, Gabby) had not only 
appeared on the world stage two years after I 
began coursework, but here she was being potty 
trained and I had yet to type a single word of 
my dissertation. These were my thoughts as 
she smiled sweetly and said I could use “her” 
bathroom. As any ABD will agree, these are not 
happy thoughts. 

Washing my hands, I noticed the little stool 
Gabby used to climb on the potty. At her eye-
level was a list. Did you remember to: (1) Go to 
the bathroom? (2) Wash hands? (6) Eat break-
fast? (4) Get dressed? (5) Brush teeth? (6) Wipe 
bottom? Then I noticed a sealed box on the 
windowsill containing a redheaded doll, and 
below it a calendar with a star on almost every 
day. Ignorant of early millennium parenting 
techniques in certain US households, I emerged 
from the bathroom curious. My friend, Gabby’s 
mother, explained that every day that Gabby 
remembered to perform all the duties on the 
list by herself, with no help from any adults, 
she got a star. After ten straight star-days, 
Gabby got a reward, hence the doll. 

I was dismayed that bottom wiping should 
come after breakfast but did not ask whether 
the list was intended as a chronological schema. 
I also refrained from asking whether the pres-
ence of the doll might not cause performance 
anxiety. Nor did I inquire into the wisdom of 
using a list when Gabby had not yet learned to 
read. Instead, I cooed, “Oh Gabby, you’ve only 
got three days more to go.” “Two!” squealed 
Gabby. I left, relieved. Writing a dissertation 
had to be simpler than disciplining another 
human’s bodily functions. 

“I’m very proud of my calendar,” Sarah 
chuckled as she placed a star on that day’s 
square. She had insisted we meet in her office. 
Our department’s model dissertation writer, 
Sarah had no idea that the day before I had 
had a very different star-system explained to 
me. For a moment I couldn’t help but look at 
Sarah with admiration and think: Wow! 150 
pages written already and potty trained too! 

Sarah’s stars indicated that she had completed 
three 45-minute writing sessions that morning. 
She got a metallic red star and was guilt-free for 
the day. “I’m not off on the afternoons. I read 
or transcribe interviews. But no matter what, 
I write in the mornings!” Our lunch was an 
indoctrination session as Sarah raved about 
her writing counselor’s system. “Always stop 
at 45 minutes even if you’re mid-flow. Always 
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