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DAWN NAFUS 

KEN ANDERSON   

 

 

INTRODUCTION 

This chapter explores the materiality of ethnographic practice within large a technology 

firm. As with the rest of the volume, it seeks to articulate a ground that is neither 

prescriptive of ‘best practices’ in uses of ethnography, nor, as Cefkin (Introduction) 

describes it, “one of angst-ridden hand-wringing about researchers’ moral and political 

complicity.” .The chapter reflects on the use project rooms—physical, three dimensional 

space to write, display artifacts and media, and draw. .Though used differently in 

different places, the practice of writing on the walls has become an everyday part of life 

as an anthropologist industrial contexts. Walls have become materials to think with, think 

through, and perform what it is researchers are thinking about. Our main claim is that 

these are not just simple mnemonic devices, a record of what happened while doing 

fieldwork or while thinking through business problems, but that these materials make a 

certain social configuration possible. Social relations happen in the process of people 

moving between text, visual material, and orality. It is possible to see these project rooms 

as a microcosm of one way that social memory plays a role in capitalist organizations. 
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Capitalist organizations are usually seen as destroyers of the past rather than holders of it. 

Farms are bulldozed to build factories; traditional craft knowledge is replaced with 

assembly line labor.  Yet these materials hold together everyday acts of both 

remembering and forgetting within the day to day life of capitalist organizations, which 

makes product ‘innovation’ just as reliant on the past as the present.  

 By writing about these spaces, we are in effect writing about a very different form of 

‘writing’. This gives us pause to reflect on how anthropologists have thought about 

writing, and how anthropologists represent the people who participate in research. In the 

1980s anthropology underwent a crisis of representation, which re-thought the politics of 

writing about non-Western people. There was much about this crisis that assumed one 

uniform anthropology and a shared model of knowledge production. An assumed “we” 

write monographs and journal articles of a certain length, with a certain font and 

regimented layout. The monograph and the journal article were the unmarked starting 

point, as if people had equal ways in to anthropological text, and for that matter cared in 

equal quantities, such that representations of the Other could be interrogated as itself a 

kind of known, writerly quantity independent of its scholarly form. The debate took place 

as if everyone equally could just read it and judge for themselves what was orientalizing 

and what was not. A recent move from an academic environment to an industrial one, 

however, revealed to one of us (Nafus) just how much of anthropological knowledge 

goes unmarked as a neutral kind of knowledge practice. In corporate settings there is no 

commitment to a particular kind of text, visual or oral form. While the central issues in 

the writing culture debate such as power, neocolonialism and representation of the Other 

permeate all aspects of anthropological research outside academic institutions, the issue 
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of the material form that knowledge takes, and therefore the various ways into the work, 

is not a stable given.  

 In fact, quite to the contrary, it is highly unstable. There is little in the way of 

expectation about how an argument should flow, which in academic anthropology is 

policed to some extent through material form. While there are some experiments in 

anthropological fiction (McClard 2005, Jackson 1986, Schmidt 1984), and interesting 

developments in museology (Moutu 2006) on the whole this is the far more difficult route 

to tenure. It is still the case that an abstract should look and sound a certain way, a 

beginning and an analytic another. This in turn is constituted by a naturalized material 

aesthetic. The black and white starkness, page size and length, and placement of 

institutional affiliations next to authors inscribed right on the front are all enrolled in the 

processes of making legitimacy. 

  Particularly in large, post-Fordist organizations, knowledge is situated by and 

through multiple millieux. Reorganizations occur frequently, cross-team collaborations 

happen regularly, new specialisms crop up, and one never knows exactly who has the ear 

of whom. One outcome of the transformation into a knowledge/network economy 

(Castells 1996) is that as these millieux expand and fragment, legitimacy is increasingly 

contested. Often the one known quantity is that people are differently situated to a body 

of knowledge, yet all claim one sort of expertise or another. It makes a certain sense that 

in there no one way to produce knowledge and no one form to legitimate it.  Initially 

moving into industry, Nafus imagined that the central challenge would to put in the 

simplest possible terms what was happening out there in the world with products. 

Eventually she came to understand that the problem was not one of simplicity but 
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heterogeneity. She found herself engaged in a long-term dialogue with the technology 

industry with many moments when people were nominally engaging the ‘same thing’ but 

on very different, and forever shifting, terms 

 Just as the actors shift, so do the props. It is never clear what ethnographic knowledge 

is speaking to—sometimes it shapes physical technologies, sometimes business strategy, 

but also occasionally social science itself. Although participatory design advocates often 

talk about design processes as a set of translations from researchers to designers (for 

example, Hansen 2006) in our experience, this notion of point to point translation elide 

the instabilities that happen along its course. Ethnography, at least at Intel, instead 

resembles more of a sustained dialogue through which multiple knowledges flow. This in 

turn means producing, sustaining, and destroying many boundary objects, that is, things 

in which people have shared stakes but on radically different terms and often to different 

ends.  

 Because of this instability, boundary objects like project rooms are particularly good 

places to start to understand how this heterogeneity and instability of knowledge practices 

within late capitalist organizations happens. Project rooms are places where people who 

have different levels of engagement and different disciplinary commitments dip in and 

out of a research effort. This instability, embodied in project rooms, usually seems to lead 

in a certain direction. It has a theme of sorts. Knowledge does not just circulate, but is 

consistently made to appear as if it were new, regardless of its origins. Capitalist firms, 

after all, ‘innovate’. Project rooms can reveal how this occurs. 

 In a different paper it would be possible to interrogate materiality as itself an issue in 

a more direct way. While there is a recent push to theorize materiality in academic circles 
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(see for example the debate in Archeological Dialogues 2007 (Ingold 2007)), we 

approach it here simply as a way into understanding how things are made to become 

perpetually new. If we were to follow Ingold (2007) we might say we are addressing 

materials, as opposed to materiality, which he argued has been so overtheorized as to 

have little bearing on to actual physical artifacts. In a tongue in cheek sort of way, we 

stick with the term ‘materiality’ because we suspect there is a similarity here between 

what may happen to create overtheorization, and how these corporate processes escalate 

similar self-induced, politicized complexity, with multiple knowledge producers all 

attempting to position themselves as experts by mixing the pot. At least in the corporate 

setting, this abundance of knowledge production does indeed create a distance between 

what is at stake in the discussion (politics and prestige) and anything that ends up in the 

hands of consumers (stuff).   

 In what follows we will present the story of one project and the artifacts it produced 

as it went from field research to brainstorming session with key stakeholders. It is worth 

taking some time to explain what sort of story this is. We expressly do not consider 

ourselves expert users or inhabitants of project rooms. Indeed, in speaking with 

colleagues elsewhere as part of the background research to the paper, there were many 

people eager to convince us of the worth of having such space. Our colleagues, who are 

the real experts in this case, steered conversations in the direction of what a dedicated 

space for such practices was good for. While there are normative stories amongst 

ethnographers about the value of these artifacts, our story is not one of them. Nor is the 

present story intended to signal what we have done at Intel as either ‘best practice’ or a 

tradition of sorts that is set to go on indefinitely. Instead, we tell the story of one project 
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room as a way of thinking through the much longer-standing phenomenon of memory in 

enterprises, which exists beyond talk of what project rooms are supposed to be good for. 

For our purposes, then, whether or not the artifacts succeeded in building consensus, or 

representing an ethnographic point effectively or ineffectively, matters less than what 

they reveal about the paradox of memory in institutions that seek to create novelty.  

  The second note on our story, then, has to do with how we intend to treat social 

memory. Those readers less interested in the more precise usages of the term ‘social 

memory’ might want to skip ahead to the next section. There has been extensive 

anthropological and historiographical thought on the relationship between memory, 

material artifacts, and the body (Nora 1996, Stewart 1996, Connerton 1989, Bourdieu 

1977, Battaglia 1992, Forty and Kuchler 1999, Buchli and Lucas 2001). This line of 

thought has, interestingly enough, not intersected with the design and human-computer 

interaction (HCI) research on collaborative space for knowledge work. The research on 

project rooms, for example (Barthelmess et al 2006; Cohen and McGee 2004) and on 

‘corporate memory’ and knowledge management more generally, takes memory as an a 

priori fact on the way to designing systems to encourage even more collaboration. 

Collaboration is an assumed end to itself (a self-legitimating ethos becoming somewhat 

of a wider trend (Strathern 2003)), and as a result the authors working in these paradigms 

simply call out the importance of shared artifacts as a way of sustaining collaboration 

across time. This type of work does not problematize memory, but assumes it away as a 

brute psychological capacity.  

 Both Nora (1996) and Connerton (1989) address the social life of memory, though 

not in the context of ‘collaboration’ as an explicit form of social relations. Connerton 
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famously made a distinction between incorporation, where bodily habit lives and is 

transmitted as a kind of memory (think cooking traditions learned from elders), and 

inscription, the manipulation of the physical world into building monuments, memorials, 

and texts which outlives people (think recipes).  In doing so, he privileges one model of 

memory (inscription) as the exclusive property of ‘modern’, and literate, societies, while 

others are left with embodied tradition. This bears some similarities to Nora’s treatment 

of memory at first glance.  In his view, history, in the sense of professional re-accounting 

of events, is meaningful only when some rupture in memory occurs, which is 

modernization. Memory for him is “life, always embodied in living societies and as such 

in permanent evolution” (1996:3). Embodied in social habits, and transmuted across time, 

Nora finds a gulf between memory and “history, which is how modern societies organize 

a past they are condemned to forget because they are driven by change…At the heart of 

history is a criticism destructive of spontaneous memory. Memory is always suspect in 

the eyes of history, whose true mission is to demolish it, to repress it” (ibid). To draw out 

the cooking metaphor, Nora might draw attention to the violence done to practices of 

cooking by the historian’s account of it, devoid of human attachments. In what he calls 

lieux de memoire, both inscription and incorporation take place. Lieux de memoire are 

places of remembrance that exist in a social world that constantly seeks to get ahead of 

itself, to ‘innovate’. These can be literal places, such as museums and archives, but also 

more broadly festivals, calendar rituals, and indeed canonical historical accounts. These 

are places that refuse to give the disenchantments of History the final word. “Lieux de 

memoire are fundamentally vestiges, the ultimate embodiments of a commemorative 
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consciousness that survives in a history which, having renounced memory, cries out for it 

(emphasis added)” (1996:5).  

 Battaglia (1992) has written against these distinctions between history and memory, 

inscription and incorporation. They are not just ethnocentric, where ‘modern’ people 

have one and ‘traditional’ people the other, but hide from view the importance of active 

forgetting, obscuring and erasure. She argues that in these theories of social memory, 

forgetting can only be a way of eliminating dissent, as power comes as a function of who 

can remember what. She sees forgetting not just as an aspect of repression but as a 

constructive aspect of sociality that makes it possible to re-frame and reconstruct. This 

anticipates later work by Buchli and Lucas (2001) who describe the relation between 

remembrance and forgetfulness as struggle. 

  Nora’s work seems to work fairly well with this idea of forgetting and remembering 

as a kind of politics or struggle. Like Nora’s modernizing France, in corporate 

environments people set out to achieve the sense of rupture so central Nora’s work. The 

pressure to create disruption is enormous. Particularly in technology firms, but also 

amongst designers of many persuasions, remembrance is thought of as a sort of 

constraint. The job is perceived to be one of improving and making new rather than 

remaining content with the old. Ethnographic research is caught up in this project, too. It 

is there to see something ‘new’ amongst consumers. Yet to do this one must do lots of 

remembering. Project rooms remember field sites, they remember the interests of those 

sitting around the table, and in a wider sense they ‘remind’ firms that a social relation 

exists with the people who buy their products. For these reasons, when we discuss 
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memory, we pay attention to the embodied nature of what is being transmitted across 

time, and we include in the notion a hefty dose of forgetting.    

  

A BRIGHTON STREET IN SEATTLE 

One way to describe project rooms is as a container that extends the shelf life of 

intermediary research artifacts. Both academic and non-academic anthropologists 

produce much more than publications. Videos, photos, notes from discussions, quotes 

from research participants and diagrams representing either social relations or design 

ideas, rarely see publics in academic work. But in project rooms they are debated and 

reworked with various insiders and semi-insiders. Just how long these artifacts ‘live’ 

varies from firm to firm, but on the whole their extended life reflects the betwixt and 

between position of ethnography in firms. Their physical display invites people who did 

not perform the field research into the production of knowledge. These can be other 

members of the company, colleagues and research managers. It is tempting to say that 

heterogeneity is ‘managed’ in project rooms, as if these artifacts were somehow framed, 

disciplined even, by the interiority of the walls. In post-Fordist models of production 

heterogeneity is not necessarily a problem to be contained.  Instead, the most important 

feature of the ‘container’ is its open doors, built to invite interjection and interception 

from various parties.      

 Switching back to the comparison with academic writing, working through project 

rooms, rather than individually authored texts, de-centers the self as the technology of 

knowledge production. Historically anthropologists have always dealt with stakeholders 

of various kinds, and have worked to take seriously others’ voices in our accounts. The 
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extensive de-centering of project rooms does, however, push the boundaries of 

anthropological knowledge production. As Sherry Ortner has it, “minimally 

[ethnography] has always meant the attempt to understand another life world using the 

self—or as much of it as possible—as the instrument of Knowing” (Ortner 2006). Here 

though, this interpreting self as the instrument of knowing is acutely problematized. 

Other people and objects, along with the self, partially traverse sites of knowledge from 

field to ‘home’ at various moments. This means that moments of anthropological shock, 

those disjuncts between ‘our’ world and ‘theirs’ that are the engine of interpretation, 

proliferate in these contexts. The interjections are as multiple as they are constant. What 

will they read into things? What do they want to know? Project rooms provide good 

grounds to question what happens to anthropological interpretation, indeed ways of 

claiming anthropological expertise, in these circumstances where the technology of 

interpretation (the self) is so radically decentered. 

 At some companies the display of researcherly artifacts is de rigueur, and there are 

even local languages that describes and classifies these intermediary artifacts, which is a 

common practice in interdisciplinary contexts (Galiston 1996). At Intel, there are 

practices that happen with varying degrees of consistency. Sometimes posters and 

displays hang on in the office for weeks, as if there were an extended mid-stream 

thought. At other times there is a dedicated session in which stakeholders are invited and 

writings take place on large whiteboards with post-it notes attached. The artifacts left 

tend to variously reflect designerly, managerialist, anthropological or engineering 

committments. For example, as we write this we are sitting amongst diagrams describing 

usage scenarios for mobile technologies, complete with pictures of people and artifacts 



 

Cefkin volume / Nafus and anderson chapter  212

accompanied by short scenarios. This is a layout that would be recognizable in any 

human-computer interaction (HCI) or design context. These sit next to a hastily drawn 

2x2 square for a project to show how social perceptions of time influence technology 

adoption. This is hugely ironic. The project was an attempt to revisit David Harvey’s 

(1989) critique of global acceleration, yet to do it the researchers use a drawing that owes 

aesthetic debt to managerialist techniques used to quicken decision making in businesses.  

While project rooms do hold together strange bedfellows like these, there are also 

expectations that do narrow the field of possibilities. PowerPoint and whiteboards are 

expected, interpretive dance is a non-starter. They in theory should contain artifacts from 

various moments of inspiration. If your inspiration happened to come from ‘suspect’ 

sources, such as religious texts, this can be smuggled in only through disguise.  

   

 

Figure 5.1 Photo courtesy of Smart Streets Project 
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  The above picture was taken from a meeting in our Seattle lab which we held for a 

project called Smart Streets. The research, led by Wendy March (standing at back), was 

to explore the technological possibilities for shared public infrastructure at the street 

level. Taking the street as the unit of analysis, the ethnographic question was to identify 

which kinds of social interactions within mixed-use streets one could design technologies 

around. This led us to consider the interstices between neighborly, stranger, business and 

kin and state interactions.  

 When this shot was taken, we had begun the first leg of this three part project. The 

other two were set to take place in mixed use streets in Brazil and China. This was also, 

unusually, a joint project with Nokia, the mobile phone manufacturer. The project took 

place in the context of this broader corporate partnership. The goal for both firms was to 

identify and open up design opportunities. Historically the two companies have tended to 

do this differently. Intel researchers had focused on publishing alongside internal 

presentation, whereas for the Nokia team recognition and reward was more linked to 

writing patents. Both sides were also using it as an opportunity to exchange 

methodological knowledge. In the end, the project did all of these things, with both 

companies participating in equal measure.  

 In this picture, four researchers had recently returned from fieldwork in Brighton, 

UK, and had invited other Intel staff to a session that conveyed something of the results, 

and involved them in the brainstorming process for drawing up concepts for new 

technologies. Up to and including the day before, the materials visible in the picture—the 

street reconstructed along the walls with photographs, the lists on large white pieces of 
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paper—were enrolled in somewhat of a different process, which was to create the themes 

presented that day. This is when the project room artifacts began linking people together. 

 Creating themes meant identifying and selecting the dynamics of social relationships 

we found of potential interest. For example, some themes centered on deconstructing 

what does and does not count as ‘infrastructure’, or the ways in which identity plays out 

in geographic space. These themes were in mid-stream at the time of the brainstorm. 

Mid-stream here meant stable enough to easily articulate and form the basis of 

comparison for the other field sites, but not stable enough to discuss publicly. Working 

amongst four researchers, these themes did not arise ‘naturally’ as if research participants 

had simply reported them to us, nor did they arise through the anthropological way of 

extensive note taking followed by extensive reading. With four researchers from two 

different companies there was a high emphasis on externalization of knowledge early on 

in the process, even in the field. Historically at Intel we have relied on the traditional 

separation of fieldwork and ethnography writing, but for our partners the opposite was 

the case, doing all the analysis in-field. This project did a bit a both.   

 During fieldwork, researchers held daily discussions of research events. Track was 

kept by taking notes of conversations on large white papers that could be viewed by 

everyone in the room. The writings were mostly headline-style words or phrases, around 

which one person might orally relate the idea behind it (‘trading’, ‘visibility’, ‘garbage’ 

etc..). Each day we could return to these as emergent sites of knowledge, to either 

confirm, refute or otherwise redirect depending on the experiences the researchers had on 

the street. The walls did the work of threading together a conversation. They were three 

dimensional hypertext. In part the headlines cut off conversations, in that we did not have 
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to repeatedly trace our steps starting from nil. ‘Visibility’ ‘garbage’ etc. were constantly 

present, no longer in need of assertion. This is the central premise behind oft-used 

brainstorming strategies: if one writes it down so everyone can see it, in theory it need 

not be restated. There are people who struggle to get their agendas taken seriously and 

will repeat themselves in any available forum, especially brainstorms. These people are 

seen as a threat to progress, and the wall can be used to make complete consensus 

unnecessary. To prevent repeated returning to (marginal) issues, meeting leaders will 

write these pet agendas walls to provide acknowledgement of these voices that struggle to 

find a home. This was one of the things it was widely said to be ‘good for’. 

 This appeasement strategy assumes ideas are a stable, ‘done’, thing. However, just 

because it is written does not make it meaningful. The writing of headlines on walls both 

cut off talk but just as likely ensured repetition. With headlines is not possible to 

remember the origins, inflections, and tones, particularly when working in a group that 

shares little in terms of conceptual models and sensibilities. There is much oral work that 

has to be done to make these writings conceptually meaningful. Talk around these 

categories continued right through the life of the project until they more or less did 

signify consensus: ‘This was the idea that…  and I think it came from you…” until who 

was speaking became arbitrary. Writing on walls meant that people became ‘good at’ 

enacting one another’s discourse. In this sense, the seeming neutrality of ‘capturing’ what 

is said is entirely false. Each headline was an occasion to enroll one another in a point of 

view.   

 In the course of all of this the team had assembled a photomontage of the street 

studied. While the team pasted together the street they team also papered over 
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epistemological difference. The slowed pace of arranging and taping allowed a brief 

acknowledgement of epistemic differences emerged. One member of our team worked in 

ways similar to photojournalism; for him knowledge was produced in the hundreds 

photos he took each day. At such volumes photos become not just mnemonic traces but 

itself a way of knowing the world. He literally had a lens through which he saw things, 

and this made his experience of that street radically different from Dawn’s. For her, the 

street was interesting only in as much as it forced her to grapple with anthropological 

concepts in new ways. Whether or how this could be done meaningfully photographically 

was not obvious. The thought of getting behind the camera felt distracting at best. The 

researchers were mutually suspicious of one another. What could be gotten with all those 

photos? Or all that theory?  

 The awkward conversation about these issues revealed just how poorly language 

grapples with epistemic difference. Our brief acknowledgements of the different 

perspectives ended up becoming banal statements of working from ‘bottom up’ 

observations or ‘top down’ theory, expediency and institutional expectations, etc. etc.. It 

was a respectful enough conversation, but nonetheless one disconcertingly suffused with 

identity making, culture and affect (Knorr Cetina 1999, Ratto 2005). These things, 

however, are never socially legitimate accounts of why we are committed to seeing the 

world in the way that we do. “Because that’s what my kind of anthropologist does” is the 

accurate, but wrong, account. Project rooms present the opportunity to not make this 

account. Difference could be glossed by focusing the street seemingly ‘out there,’ which 

can be photographed and reassembled as a shared referent, out of which we could get 

different things. Dawn could read into it an imagination of social relations, and he could 
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read into it a visual instantiation of phenomenon on the street. The pictures of the street 

made debate unnecessary and allowed us to both remain equally enchanted with it.  

 

REMEMBERING  

The photographed street kept present the multiple conversations researchers had with 

residents up and down the street. The potter could be shown to have something to do with 

the restaurant up the road. The collage and the writings that held our discussions are two 

different devices. The pictures were displayed to bring viewers back to the street, and the 

writings were there to move beyond it. Still, when they came together in a project room 

they gained a sociological equivalence. We illustrate their equivalence by way of a third 

object, canoe prows in Papua New Guinea. All three could be considered technologies of 

enchantment (Gell 1992, 1998). Gell argues that art should not be addressed according to 

its aesthetic qualities, but rather as technologies of social engagement. It works by 

enchanting the viewer, dazzling and seducing him into doing things he would not 

necessarily do on his own accord. Canoe prows exert the agency of their makers, because 

trading partners become dazzled by them as they arrive on shore, which changes the 

power relationship between partners. Similarly, both the photographs and the writings 

exerted some power over their viewers. They returned people to a ‘site’ of a memory that 

they otherwise would not.  

  It is worth probing into how this enchantment is achieved, and why these objects 

enchant so much. They do not, as in Gell’s example, enchant through the technical skill 

of the assembler. There is nothing remarkable about the particular arrangements of notes 

and photographs. Bennett describes enchantment as “a mood of fullness, plenitude, or 
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liveliness, a sense of having had one's nerves or circulation or concentration powers 

turned up or recharged—a shot in the arm, a fleeting return to childlike excitement about 

life” (2001:5). This rapturous version may be a bit too strong here, though fullness is 

definitely key. In fact, to one of the strategic planners present in the brainstorm, ‘fullness’ 

is the whole point of ethnographic photographs. He in turn brings these pictures like these 

to his meetings as a way of creating ‘a ha’ moments, to persuade and inspire senior 

management to take action. To him some technical artistic skill certainly helps, but the 

photographs’ ability to instantly assemble the dots together in new ways is the real treat. 

Pictures make it easier to argue, for example, that the street infrastructure has an effect on 

the technologies people carry, if they can show devices intermingling with their 

environment. 

 It is the speed of this transportation, both conceptually and out of the drab office into 

the ‘real world’, that is so enthralling. To people who spend the majority of their waking 

hours in uniformly sized gray cubicles, the photographs also entrance in roughly the same 

way as fleeting glimpses out the window to the outside world do. Viewing them is not so 

much a replication of some experience ‘out there’ but the promise of new possibilities ‘in 

here’.  The ‘facts’ that they capture, such as the presence of commerce on the street or the 

practices of putting out the trash, are in a sense less important than how they perform the 

‘outsideness’ of the world.  As photographs, they made an empiricist move by 

performing a commitment to a world separable from the researcher (for more on this see 

Nafus and Anderson 2006). Drawings of trash or the street would be suboptimal. Too 

much interpretation and not enough ‘facts’. It needed to be made clear that researchers 

were ‘really’ there, and that we had talked to ‘real people’ in a ‘real place’.    
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 The allusion to ‘out there’ is necessary to the engagement for reasons beyond 

empiricist legitimacy. It brings forth more immediate concerns of what to do with the 

information. This nod to empiricist epistemology—the conceit that an ‘out there’ exists—

suggests to people sitting in the room that something ought to be done to intervene in it.  

They are not accounts of events as much as a signifiers of the question ‘what’s next?’. In 

this way, photographs and writings call the viewer to his or her own agency. The question 

of what next recharges excitement. Pictures that cause ‘aha’ give people attachments to 

multiple strands of thought at once—a penny appears to drop. The what next question 

appears answerable because of the remnants of modernism involved. Even in this 

unstable, heterogeneous post-Fordist world, a contained world is still seen as a knowable 

world, and therefore can be managed. The cast and characters of corporate politics may 

be shifting ground, but the photographed outside world can be made to appear as if it is 

less shifting and complex. Photographs smuggle in the Enlightenment idea the that 

external(ized) fact are apprehensible, and this fuels the charge. Collaging together a 

single street stablizes it, yet involves enough components to contribute to a feeling of 

fullness. These combined make it a thing to act upon.  The photographs and notes 

enchanted people into questions about the future, and once this dazzle set in the 

researchers began working very hard to steer conversation back to the fieldsite in some 

meaningful way. This is the moment where the demand whatever pet technological 

aspiration people have, gets suddenly remembered. Jet packs are demanded. The 

researchers repeatedly drew the technology developers back to the pictures to force them 

to not ‘forget’ the street, and to remind them that they are not the only relevant agents. 

The intention of the researchers was to entice people to not design for themselves, or for 
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individuals, but for this particular street. Bennett’s dazzle plays a role, but it is the Gellian 

aspect of enchantment as an agent of memory that gives it a more sustained power.  As 

the phenomenological immediacy wanes, these objects become lieux de memoire—sites 

to which one might return. Having already been taken in by the artifact, the question of 

what next returns people to it.  

 As Leach (2006) points out, Gell’s notion of agency is underwritten by the idea that 

single person is the agent. Individuals make art objects, not collectives. He goes on to 

point out that art-science collaborations similarly hold this assumption, such that people 

positioned themselves to be seen as the authors of objects. In his case, artists sought to 

author gallery works and the scientists publications and patents. Here, the question of 

skill was negotiated differently. It was possible to not seek to author any particular object 

in the room, as they required no skill to produce them. The question of who was the 

creative agent could be put on hold, momentarily. These artifacts can never constitute the 

final, authoritative say, in part because there were simply too many threads which would 

make no sense to authoritatively assemble as some final end. These threads do have an 

ultimate endpoint, either in intellectual property or in writings or conference papers. But 

for now talk of the street was in a holding pattern, which made the institutional 

heterogeneity seem okay for a time. 

   The holding pattern has certain advantages, particularly in technology companies. 

The very fact of repetition does the work of longer term enrollment. While the 

inscriptions on walls endured as a kind of social memory from session to session, it was 

the speech, embodied in speakers and practiced over time like so many gestures made 

while cooking a staple dish, that outlived the physical materials in the end. To bring 
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people back to the street, the lieu de memoire, meant not just pointing to pictures but 

inspiring them to repeat themselves in the street’s terms. Researchers could only hope 

that whatever changed in that reframing was carried forth in their future conversations.  

Though written to transcend (fleeting) conversation, over the long term the written 

account of the research is actually the more ephemeral of the two. It fades into the 

background as discourse takes hold. It is eventually destroyed physically. Papers and 

photographs on walls have a shelf life of a couple months at most.  Success of 

ethnographic research at Intel is talked about explicitly in terms of the durability of the 

discourse produced. The goal is to ‘change the conversation’, that is, change the terms of 

discourse about technologies and their value to people.   

  Yet the phrase ‘changing the conversation’ betrays a wider undercurrent of 

repetition.  Conversations are in fact repeated until they are changed. One way to do this 

is to stabilize conversation on one’s own terms. When the strategic planner quoted earlier 

uses these pictures in subsequent venues, researchers’ agency is exercised. The 

conceptual work done in drawing out the connections in the photograph—that streets are 

an interconnected web, and that technologies can work through those connections—has a 

chance of being remembered when the picture gets repeated through other venues. Just as 

researchers get good at one another’s talk, so do others in the organization.    

 However, owning the wall does not mean owning the conversation. The powerful can 

fill the wall with different aspects of the same agenda, essentially shouting people down 

visually. Similarly, people interjected one comment to set up an ally to make his or her 

idea onto a wall. This volume can make pictures become ‘really’ about some technical 

trajectory none of the researchers cared about, though this did not happen in the Brighton 
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meetings. At its most power-suffused, postit notes become tokens in a market place, 

currency for trading and negotiating, where an agenda is not emergent from an open 

dialogue but already set by the social relations within the room. Amongst the initial four 

researchers, the shared headlines meant practicing each other’s ways of talking, but the 

rapid drawing of connections amongst project room materials can create a pyrrhic 

consensus that legitimates offstage social relations by creating the fiction that ideas 

generated emerged through egalitarian talk.   

 This account has shown how returns to lieux de memoire emerge as important, agenda 

changing things, and how this memory operates within processes of forgetting. 

Forgetfulness about disciplinary concerns is primary, as epistemological differences get 

glossed over by the shared assembly and viewing of photos and other artifacts. To the 

extent pet agendas succeed; the group has to forget them as someone’s pet project.  

Contexts similarly get forgotten in order for memory to succeed. To stay on the street, or 

in the project room, would be a failure to move on to what’s next. The materials in 

project rooms navigate, enroll and seduce through these remembrances and forgettings. 

They do not hold memory as a kind of elaborate mnemonic device, but acts as an engine 

of the present, initiating a discursive site that outlives any one material form.   

   

MAKING THINGS NEW BY FORGETTING THAT THEY ARE OLD 

The stakeholders within the company were at the brainstorm to hear something new 

about the world, so that they in turn might create something novel with technologies. The 

mental model of this, to the minds of nearly everyone sitting in the room, was that of a 

funnel. Many nascent possibilities, concepts, and material ingredients populated the wide 
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end, which grew ever narrower up until the moment of production. Images of these 

funnels circulate within the company, and have a social life well beyond it in 

management studies departments and business punditry (for example, Chesbrough’s 

Open Innovation (2003)).  

 

 

 

Figure 5.2. A folk model of technology development.  The idea here is that a product 

must work technologically, on business grounds, and fit in user’s everyday lives. Many 

product concepts fill the beginning of the funnel, are eliminated as its failures in one or 

more areas become clear, ever tightening the three fields of knowledge until product is 

manufactured.  

 

In this project room, a visual analogy was taking place. If we were at the beginning of a 

funnel, the widest part, then it must be ‘filled’ over time. One good idea simply would 

not do, particularly if people hear stories of research precisely to have their point of view 

disrupted. Tales of the unexpected in turn demand an unexpected response, and the only 

   business 

     users 

 technology Manufactured 
 product 

field of possible outcomes 

time 
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way to do that is through a volume of ideas, assumed to be discrete and independent, but 

nevertheless emergent through dialogue. The first three ideas shouted out to the room are 

always predictable, but still are perceived to need to be said. They begin populating the 

funnel’s edge. The technology flavor of the day can always be counted on to start things 

off.  Sure enough in our Brighton brainstorm the first ideas brainstormed had to do with 

tricks drawn from ubiquitous computing, a trendy technology paradigm. Other 

contributions then fill the space, each given their own distinct spatial frame by sitting on 

their own post it note, making each separable from the other. If imaginary arrows could 

be drawn between post it notes, there was a convincing visual argument that multiple 

possible trajectories were present. The post it notes made it seem as if knowledge could 

be recombined at any moment and different arrows could be drawn. We were drawing 

and filling out in a rather visceral way traverse the widest part of the funnel. The 

Brighton project room had this kind of volume by the end of the day. The participants 

had a very clear marker that they had achieved something new by being immersed in this 

visual analogy of the product development funnel. The sheer volume of words on walls 

made it matter less what the words actually meant.  The long term enrollment work that 

happened earlier in the project, with long discussions about what headline style phrases 

meant, in the brainstorm took a back seat to the feeling of fullness in having completed 

the space.  While there was indeed a dynamic of returning to sites of memory, the sense 

of having returned to something, having done an act of memory, was obliterated in the 

service of seeing oneself as making something new. The mental model of the funnel 

suggests that if there are lots of post it notes, something new probably happened.     
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  When we spoke to colleagues, particularly those from design disciplines, writing on 

walls was seen as a technique good for circumventing convention. The claim was that 

volume, indeed occasionally explicit demands for ever greater volume from session 

organizers, thwarted re-production of ‘old’ ideas, not just those persistently marginal 

ones that held meetings hostage. In this context the blank wall came to be seen as a threat 

of sorts. They were rendered incomplete by the impetus to write on it. This threat was 

said to ‘push’ people to think outside their own conventions. Post-it notes are the 

technology of choice for the reason that they can be moved around. Again there is an 

analogy being made here. Discourse can be seemingly repositioned by moving around 

words on post-it notes. Perhaps too so can people be repositioned in relation to that 

discourse. By seeing yours amongst many, the idea is that participants detach their 

commitments to any particular one.  

 In this sense, the post-it notes frame orality as an almost tedious, and at the same time 

uncontrolled, building on each other’s speech. Indeed Nafus was part of another 

workshop that involved mostly academics and a designer who suffered a good deal of 

frustration, not with the tone of the conversation, but what seemed to him to be the 

conversation’s circularity. By circular, he meant that “the conversation wasn’t being 

recorded.” The statement is interesting in that the workshop had two people visibly taking 

detailed notes as well as an audio recorder on the desk. But for him these technologies of 

keeping account were no account at all. They were not embodied in a way that pushed 

along the funnel. The physical memory (or Connerton’s incorporation) of going up to the 

wall and doing the writing, makes the ‘brainstorm’ a meaningful, socially-coded activity 

for him.  
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 Wagner (1973) argues that all social acts are simultaneously conventional as well as 

an invention of sorts. There is always something new in traditional acts, and something 

old in seemingly inventive activities. What matters is where people attribute creativity.  

Here the cards were stacked decidedly in one direction. Making something seem to be 

new is where participants attributed creativity. Many technologies sit on the shelf, as it 

were, until the marketplace is ready for them. With good timing money can be made. But 

if the ethos is ‘innovation’, then it is not legitimate for them to be seen as old 

technologies which have sat around; they must be constituted as new in order to find their 

way into secured discourse and eventually the marketplace. Faced with new information 

about the social life of the street, people responded by constituting their notions of what 

technologies should do as similarly new, or made new by this new context. Many of the 

‘ideas’ discussed in the brainstorm were in fact twists on technology fads, wrangled into 

a form appropriate for the street. Old ubiquitous computing scenarios became newly 

meaningful in Brighton. The tantalizing originality posed by the brainstorming fantasy, 

where the volume of post it notes looses up people’s dispositions and attachments, seems 

an impossible version of novelty that is never  really achieved—and perhaps should not 

be. If memories weren’t constructive, why hold on to intermediary documents for so 

long? 

  At the same time, however, the fact of a shared referent occasionally affords 

genuinely surprising conversations. Happily one never really knows who the project 

room is actually speaking to. In a different project room researchers had printed out four 

Russian words associated with ‘usefulness’, and attached pictures of artifacts that people 

associate with those words. One Monday morning five new post-it notes had appeared, 
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commenting on those artifacts in Russian. The researchers wrote back, asking who they 

were. A whole week passed and the following Monday they learned students from Russia 

were doing a work abroad program as an extended holiday, and were cleaning the offices. 

This then drew in other expats around the office, and took the research in a new direction. 

This was a totally different sense of ‘out of the box’ thinking. It startlingly shifted the 

field ‘site’ away from a far flung locale and brought it home, not as a collection of 

artifacts for display but as a set of  ongoing relations. For these researchers, this project 

room almost felt like the fieldwork of traditional anthropology. 

 

CONCLUSION: THE COST OF INSTITUTIONALIZATION 

Deep in the belly of capitalist systems, we have traced the ways in which the past is not a 

scarce resource (Appadurai 1981) but a fecund one, in which reframings and 

reconstructions proliferate amidst radical heterogeneity. The ethos of newness allows 

people to mine the past with great plasticity, as long as it is made new again. The social 

life of ethnographic research materials in corporate settings shows how rupture, in Nora’s 

sense of breaking away from the past in the course of ‘modernization’, is something 

achieved through memory, not despite it.  In the resurrecting of past fieldwork 

experiences in project rooms, and re-articulation of past technological paradigms 

alongside fieldwork documents, knowledge practices are made eerily ‘traditional’. Not 

unlike ‘traditional’ craft knowledge, ‘innovation’ knowledge is embodied in physical 

gestures and speech that endures over time. They fit rather well into the anthropological 

descriptions of memory.  
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 The struggles of remembering and forgetting involve efforts to make enchantments 

with past intellectual or technical trajectories take place alongside their eventual 

destruction. It is as if the modernist impulse to codify and systematize does not drive out 

lived, embodied memory, but rather the very promise of systematicity, the smoothed 

contours of a social world rendered miniature inside four walls of a project room, invites 

an embodied, lived experience of creative satisfaction. The funnel is filled! Actions will 

happen!  Each headline and photograph ultimately yields to those oral patters that strive 

to configure some sort of agenda.  

   The simultaneous stabilization and destabilization that happens with these artifacts 

betrays something about a context with proliferating boundaries. Like Nora’s modernity 

in the institution of History, “rupture” takes place at multiple points, and yet itself is 

becoming institutionalized. There is a wider context that sets up this paradox. The notion 

of disruption as a theory of markets (Christensen 1997) has been widely embraced in 

technology industries. This is the notion that market changing technologies struggle to 

come out of large incumbent businesses, and are most likely to be produced by lone, 

marginal mavericks. The imagination of a marketplace suffused by disruptors and 

disruptees could be seen as a continuation of a social imagination that is interested in the 

apparent shifts rather than the continuities of technosocial life (see Woolgar et al 1999).  

 Yet to call a large incumbent a fixed entity is a fiction, as they are themselves cross 

cut internally and in their relations with smaller businesses, think tanks, consultants, 

consumers and universities. Project rooms are a field in which to enact those cross 

cuttings. It cannot  be coincidence that ‘disruption’ became such an assumed model of 

markets around the same brainstorming type events in project rooms, such as the one in 
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Seattle, started becoming institutionalized. The enforced forgetting of brainstorming 

sessions is becoming an explicit social form. People now know what they are getting 

when attending a brainstorm, and what to do with all those post it notes. The notion of 

markets as ‘disruption’ enforces a forgetting that small players are a part of the market as 

well as large ones, and creates an imagined nowhere from which technologies are thought 

to emerge.   

 The danger of this, however, is that what starts out as a ‘model of’ quickly turns into 

a ‘model for’ (Geertz 1973). Project rooms emerged as a way to engage with these 

institutional complexities, and grew, implicitly, as a model of them. Some colleagues, 

however, have told us that it can give the appearance that qualitative research is 

essentially some sort of algorithm with inputs and outputs. Input field data into a certain 

configuration and out pops the answer to a research question. This renders invisible the 

critical thinking work that goes on within the space. Similarly, the designer colleague 

who grew nervous about a workshop going ‘unrecorded’ also acknowledged the 

problems of such thorough institutionalization. As much as his post it notes asked people 

to push the boundaries of their own knowledge, it also de-legitimized knowledge which 

did not come in the form of bold, sweeping statements required of ‘out of the box’ 

performances. The specific social configurations, designed to avoid prejudgment in fact 

required a pre-judgment of sorts.  

 Ethnography has been popularly touted as a method(ology) which helps companies 

see beyond their own assumptions and gain deeper insights about their customers and 

markets. Where there is consistent pressure to make something new, social conventions 

develop as a way to be seen to be forgetting the old ways of doing things. Ethnography 
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continues to have an uncomfortable relationship with more routinized models of 

producing knowledge. It is one of the few research techniques that seek the radically 

unexpected by directly challenging researchers’ personal worldviews. Ethnography was 

created to destabilize, but it is entirely possible that a routinized form could emerge. We 

wonder whether the enchantments that ethnographic practices deliver will survive as the 

institutionalization of corporate ethnography itself become greater, and descriptions of 

whatever this job is becomes clearer. If the work is routine, no one is disrupted. 
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