
Pervasive folk sociologies distinguish realms of “magic,” “science,” and “religion.” Anthropologists’ folk-sociologies, like those of other “folk” in the post-Enlightenment West, operate with a powerful unacknowledged debt to the foundational metadiscourses of Bacon and Locke on science, rationality, and society (Bauman and Briggs 2003). These folk sociologies orient us to expect to find “magic” in the discourse of shamans,;scientific rationality in laboratory, lecture-hall, and court-room arguments; and appeals to affectively loaded belief as central to domains of “religion” and late capitalist consumerism.  Instead we find what Mary Douglas (1966; 1970) might call “monsters” of discourse. 

 
This panel explores ways in which veritable workshops of officially dichotomous “purification”—social sites dedicated to purifying science from social taint, religion from secular taint, etc. —flourish on discursive hybrids at every step. Our foundational disciplinary metadiscourses on magic, science, and religion begin with seventeenth century attempts to set apart a purely scientific sphere as a cognitive regime of language and discourse and to set (a rationalized notion of) “language” as grammar and logic apart from the impurities of rhetoric, of women’s stories, of vernacular “Others” with their epistemic anchorings in variously interested institutional forms.  They have continually spawned hybrids instead of a science free of the taint of society.  Yet our charge is not merely to reject the dichotomies or trichotomies, but to see them in the light of comparison. 


This panel, then, considers ways in which current representational practices also participate in “magically” ironic processes of dichotomizing purification that at the same time, and contrariwise, are hybridizing in the way cultural values are presumed by discursive effectiveness. It will thus advance the linguistic ethnography of monsters lurking in places that on disciplinary conceptual maps might seem to be sites of attentive policing of discursive boundaries, so as to separate magic, science, and religion as a condition of modernity. More importantly, it exemplifies in a set of studies how we can look at the ubiquitous factories in which such “monsters” are performatively— magically—produced as construals/constructions of the world and discovers our own investment in recognizing—or not recognizing — them for what they are.


The first half of the session uncovers discursive hybridity when Tibetan politics becomes the site for the production of hybrid forms of medicine and spiritual desire (Adams); when contemporary Temiar and Malay shamans produce modernizing, hybrid discourses (Roseman and Laderman); when colonizers and other folk attempt to produce purified objects to populate the categories of “religion” and “culture” (Keane); and when encounters with extraterrestrials are interpreted as supports for the uncanny conditions of modern social life (Battaglia). The second half highlights scientific breakthroughs that were made to represent a nexus of mediation between the living and the dead (the phonograph, Bauman); scientific models of “face-to-face interaction” adopted as chartering myths to underpin Fordist and post-Fordist regimes (Briggs); and cross-examination that impugns expert medical testimony as compromised by subjective interest (Matoesian). Crapanzano considers how incompatible elements manage to stand together, e.g., in Creation Scientists’ discourse, to create a potentially effective montage. 

