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comment 
RETHINKING VIOLENCE
a response to Moody 21[1]
For an evolutionary biologist reading anthropo-
logical literature, there is just one thing more
annoying than theories devoid of biological
background – this is when evolutionary expla-
nations are offered that are misrepresentations
of current knowledge. In a recent letter, Moody
(AT 21[1]) makes the latter mistake when
accusing Whitehead (AT 20[5]) of the former. 

Moody summarizes: ‘Man is a hunter-
killer[…] my body biochemistry is that of a
hunter-killer. As were the bodies of all my
ancestors[…]’ One may be forgiven for thinking
this is the description of a wolf. As a description
of a primate, however, it is far from the truth. 

The order Primates consists of species uti-
lizing many different food sources. Some
species eat only insects, others leaves, and yet
others fruit. But – excepting the insect-eaters
who are very distantly related to humans
anyhow – one would search in vain to find a
pure ‘hunter-killer’. In fact, if we look at our
closest relatives, the orang-utans mainly eat
fruit, while the gorillas’ main subsistence is
foliage. Of the two species nearest to us, chim-
panzees are known to supplement their main
diet of fruits with the occasional kill, but
bonobos have never been observed to hunt –
and remember, we are equally closely related to
both these species. 

Dietary preferences are irrelevant if one wants
to make biologically informed statements about
violence. While there is ample evidence of the
biological background to violence, whether a
species regularly hunts or not has no bearing
whatsoever on the level of violence that that
species inflicts on its kin. 
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BIOSECURITY
a response to Collier, Lakoff & Rabinow
AT20[5]
Collier, Lakoff and Rabinow identify ‘biosecu-
rity’ as an emergent social form but, like
careful baggage screeners, want to examine it
from a number of angles before pronouncing
on its provenance, contents or destination.
They advocate placing biosecurity under
‘“second-order” observation’, an analysis that
steps away from quick diagnoses of biode-
fence as either (from the political right) a
moral imperative in an ideologically fractured
world or (from the left) an alibi for the exten-
sion of imperial power. They seek to inspect
the formation of a biosecurity apparatus in
three topographies: the diaspora of former
Soviet biowarfare scientists tracked by US-
based efforts to manage these researchers’ eco-
nomic opportunities and ethical predilections;
venues of security policy and planning; and
the Molecular Sciences Institute in Berkeley,
California, where biologists work on tech-

niques to detect and deflect pathogens that
may be used as agents in biowarfare attacks.

How does the authors’ ‘second-order obser-
vation’ function? Collier, Lakoff and Rabinow
want to observe how observers – regulatory,
policy-oriented and scientific – come into exis-
tence around biosecurity. This strategy demon-
strates an epistemologically prudent analytic
caution, but I am curious about what it means
in terms of ethnographic presence and prac-
tice. How does second-order observation
square with participant observation?

The question comes up because the authors
tell us about ethnographic research that will site
them in, at least, the Molecular Sciences
Institute. The authors argue that a biosecurity
apparatus is likely to be self-auditing, reflecting
on the implications of its own expertise; the
authors want to know ‘how science becomes
reflexive’. I am interested in the reflexivity of
the anthropological observer here.

It may be that the authors are partially fol-
lowing Rabinow, who argued that ‘participant
observation’ might be an outmoded tool:

This purposively oxymoronic term has probably
served its time, done its historical duty in
anthropology. For the practice I am seeking to
characterize, the term ‘participant observation’ is
misleading, as the observation pole implies more
distance than is appropriate, as well as an exterior
spatial location; the participation pole
misleadingly implies that one engages in some
mimicry of the natives’ practices (2003: 84).

Might not second-order observation also
produce ‘more distance than is appropriate’?
Of course, the real question here is: appro-
priate for what? This is where participation
becomes germane. I do not agree with
Rabinow that participation implies mimicry;
participation is many-faceted, always invested
in partially shared concerns. Such investments
cannot, I think, be relegated to the level of
‘first-order’ affairs from which we need
‘second-order’ disengagement. While such
parsing makes for an intriguing theoretical dis-
tinction, first- and second-order observation
are not so easy to distinguish, disentangle or
defend in practice. We might learn more about
how Collier, Lakoff and Rabinow will manage
their anthropological expertise during field-
work. Will they really only observe? Are they
confident anthropology itself might not be
enlisted as a genre of expertise to be inserted
into biosecurity apparatus?

Michael Fischer (2003) has written of ‘eth-
ical plateaus’, zones of practice in which we
find ourselves ‘acting without grounds’. What
‘ethical plateaus’ are produced for an anthro-
pology claiming biosecurity as an object? The
authors argue that epochal pronouncements
about bioterrorism ‘move too fast’, and so they
seek a slower-paced enquiry. I wonder whether
they risk sliding not into the ‘exterior spatial
location’ Rabinow identifies with observation,
but into an exterior temporal location,
scripting a new anthropological time and the

other, in which others are produced not
through assignation to the past, but through
emplacement into a modern, accelerated
present observed from the unhurried time of
second-order observers.

The speedy present directs us to history.
What is biosecurity’s relation to earlier
regimes of managing ‘life’? What is biological
‘life’ these days that it has become a site to be
secured? The authors put the question this
way: ‘What kind of “uncertainty” or “loss of
familiarity” has been introduced by the threat
of bioterrorism, and in what domains?’ One
place to begin would be with recognition that
biosecurity may operate through conjunctures
distinct from the classic biopolitical knot of
individual and population. Rabinow has
already coined the term ‘biosociality’ for the
new nexi of the biological and social.
Persistent biopolitical stratifications of battle-
field engagements by class, race and gender –
conditioned by such logics as the demo-
graphics of enlistment in the US military –
may not necessarily be reproduced in the
biosociality of biowarfare. Indeed, the word
‘biowarfare’, with its suggestion of popula-
tions in battle, is already being replaced by
‘bioterrorism’, where ‘terror’ directs us to a
dread of indiscriminate violence. The potential
of bioagents to cross demographic lines is one
reason biowarfare is commonly understood to
be so frightening: the microbiopolitics of
anthrax or smallpox may undo the rituals and
rules that solidify hierarchies of social risk. Of
course, the question is: terrifying for whom?
As Diane Nelson has argued, ‘terror is not a
thing but a relationship’ (2003: 199).
Diagnosis of the relations of dread, of terror,
would benefit from theorizing our anthropo-
logical ‘participation’ in the emergent form of
life the authors have so perceptively and
provocatively detected in biosecurity, a matter
for our first-order concern. 
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ISLAMOPHOBIA
a response to Werbner AT21[1]

Pnina Werbner’s subtle and well-grounded
article on Islamophobia (February 2005) offers
much food for thought, but I would like to
single out one of her concluding paragraphs,
where she considers the responsibilities of
European and American intellectuals and
politicians with regard to relations between
‘Westerners’ and Muslims.

Nearly all AT readers will agree with her


