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Keynote Lectures  

in the Humanistiska Teatern  
 

Thursday 19, 16.00 -18.00 

Robert Bernasconi , Edwin Erle Sparks Professor of Philosophy and African 
American Studies, Pennsylvania State University.   

ñRacism, Responsibility, and Social Vulnerabilityò 

Reference to the disproportionate impact on African Americans of the tropical cyclone 
Katrina is often considered sufficient to establish that race needs to be included 
among the factors contributing to our understanding of social vulnerability. 
Nevertheless, we also need to be aware of the way in which the perception of the 
racial dimension of social vulnerability has on occasion been used, and, it seems, is 
still being used, to perpetuate systemic racism. If we are to be able to give a 
philosophical account of how the concept of social vulnerability has an ethical 
purchase, we need to go beyond the merely factual level. In the second half of the 
paper I draw on Levinasôs account of how the concept of vulnerability embodies the 
idea of ethical responsibility to meet that need, but I use the argument about the 
operation of systemic racism developed in the first part to conclude against Levinas 
that his account must be located within a comprehensive political theory so as to 
guard against the danger that in our efforts to address our responsibilities we do not 
end up sustaining the status quo. 

 

Friday 20, 11.00 -13.00 

Veena Das , Krieger-Eisenhower Professor of Anthropology, Johns Hopkins 
University.   

ñIt is not that éò: Skepticism, Moral Insight, and Ordinary Realismò 

I try to capture the texture of everyday life in the slums in Delhi that are steeped in a 
kind of quotidian violence and try to discern how moral insights are generated within 
this scene of corrosion. Recent critiques of the genre of realism in ethnographic 
writing make a rather rapid   shift to such genres as that of mood or the subjunctive. I 
argue instead that the issue is not that of the suspension of the real but that of the 
contextual embedding of the real which includes within itself such registers as that of 
the modalities of the possible. Moral insights are not divorced from the appeal to 
regions of the real but we are led to ask what kind of real is at stake? Instead of the 
troubles of the eighties as in the crisis of representation, or in the unsayability of 
violence, the question for me becomes that of overwhelming, or inordinate knowledge 
and the imperative to absorb it in everyday forms of care. 
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Saturday 21, 11.00 -13.00 

Setha Low , Professor of Anthropology, Environmental Psychology, Geography and 
Womenôs Studies at the Graduate Centre, City University New York (CUNY).   

 ñVulnerability, Precarity and Social Justice in Public Spaceò 

This presentation addresses how vulnerability is structured by culture, race, class, 
gender, age and ability made visible in public space.  I interrogate different kinds and 
scales of vulnerability by examining the precarity of people who rely on public space 
for their livelihoodsðvendors in Buenos Aires, rough sleepers in Cardiff, 
undocumented workers on Long Islandðand suggest that their ñproductive 
responsesò and resistance varies by the degree of identification with a group or 
class.  Further I examine the psychological vulnerability of middle class ñfear of 
othersò and how their productive responses through video/digital surveillance, gating, 
policing, down zoning, redevelopment schemes and privatization of public space 
increase the inability those dependent on precarious labor to survive.  I illustrate this 
contention with examples of current threats to public space and how the built 
environment plays a dominant role in sustaining and exacerbating inequalities in 
productive responses to vulnerability advocating an engaged anthropology approach 
to this dilemma. 
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Roundtables  
Contemporary Debates in Anthropology  

  

Π-Å4ÏÏ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ !ÎÔÈÒÏÐÏÌÏÇÉÓÔȭÓ %ØÐÅÒÉÅÎÃÅ ɉin English ) 
Friday 20, 09.00 -11.00. Room 2 -K1028. 

The Roundtable addresses sexism and sexual harassment in our academic working 

environments and sexual vulnerabilities and coping strategies during fieldwork. It also 

allows for a comparative reflection on the #MeToo movement in different countries.  

Anthropologists constantly navigate the tension between "here" and "there" - 

departments and homes, on one side, and the field, on the other. Continuities and 

ruptures between these dimensions resonate with the continuities and ruptures in our 

personal relationships with assistants, friends, partners, supervisors and colleagues. 

How does this double dimension affect our vulnerability to harassment, psychological 

and physical violence, humiliation and the like? If doing fieldwork often entails 

vulnerability to harassment - on which we may reflect in our writing, so does a career 

in academia - something we seem to discuss less often. It may be easier to use 

anthropology as cultural critique when we talk about our experience ñout thereò, 

rather than when we address our vulnerabilities at home. 

How much do we write about the anthropologistôs specific vulnerabilities in our field 

notes, and how do we talk about it at home? Are we better positioned than others ï 

analytically and/or as engaged ethnographers ï to face, discuss, anticipate and 

overcome such circumstances? And how similar are experiences as anthropologists, 

and how do they compare with those of our informants? How do we acknowledge, 

record and recount the ways in which our informants express their own #metoo?  

The Roundtable includes voices from different dimensions of the anthropologistôs 

experience: the field, the academic and institutional environment and national and 

global movements like the Swedish #Akademiuppropet and the #MeToo. 

Co-organised by the Lika Villkorskomittén, Dept. of Cultural Anthropology & Ethnology, Uppsala University. 

Participants:  

Gunilla Bjerén, Professor Emeritus, Gender Studies, Stockholm University 

Sarah Grosso, PhD in Cultural Anthropology, Webster University, Geneva 

Anneli Häyrén , researcher, Uppsala Center for Gender Studies and investigator, 

HR-department, Uppsala University 

Henni Alava , PhD in Development studies, post-doctoral researcher, University of 

Jyväskylä 

 

Chair:  

Paula Uimonen , Associate Professor, Anthropology, Stockholm University  
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Antropologi och Rädslans politik  ( in Swedish) 
Saturday 21, 09.00 -11.00. Room 22 -025. 
 

Media har alltid krängt reportage byggda på rädslor. Sedan händelserna i USA den 
11 september 2001 har detta blivit allt tydligare. Samtidigt befinner vi oss i en politisk 
situation där oansvariga politiker ofta jobbar med faror och utnyttjar hotbilder som 
framträder i media. Allt för att locka väljare. Man kan kalla det en rädslans politik. 
Manipulerandet av òfaktaò till òalternativa faktaò ªr del av v¬rt nutida politiska tillst¬nd. 
Sociala media i alla dess former stressar på dessa processer. Med internationella 
drev i traditionell och social media har Sverige sedan Trump kom till makten i USA 
blivit en speciell skådeplats för alternativa-fakta-rörelsen framförallt i och med 
uppviglade begivenheter som òlast night in Swedenò och id®er om svensk 
systemkollaps grundad i massmigration, kriminalitet och terrorism. Det ger inte bara 
en skev bild av Sverige, utan intensifierar utsatthet för redan utsatta grupper samt 
ytterligare polariserar vårt samhälle. 

Detta rundabordsamtal samlar svenska antropologer som diskuterar hur vi inför 
höstens riksdagsval på olika sätt bättre kan göra oss hörda i den publika debatten. 
Eller om vi ska göra oss hörda? I vilka debatter bör och ska vi delta? När har vi ett 
ansvar att debattera och kommentera? Hur kommer vi till tals? Vilka fora passar oss? 
Vilka problem kan vi hamna i? Med några få undantag har svensk antropologi förblivit 
tyst, även om mycket av den kunskap vi har sammanfaller med ämnen som är helt 
centrala i den publika debatten. Varför är det så? Och varför är exempelvis norsk 
antropologi så mycket synligare? Finns det något vi kan lära oss av dem? Självklart 
är de flesta av dessa frågor inte nya för oss. Vi har brottats med dem förr, men tycks 
inte lyckas ändra något. Varför är det så? Hur bryter vi tystnaden? 

Dagens debattörer är en blandning av antropologer som synts i svensk debatt och 
andra som forskar om ämnen som ofta dryftas i svensk media. Initiativ till samtalet 
kommer ursprungligen från masterprogrammet i kulturantropologi vid Uppsala 
universitet där studenter förra våren själva skapade en kurs i public anthropology. 
Utifrån denna ansats arbetar Elizabeth Dacey, masterstudent vid institutionen och 
verksam journalist, tillsammans med Mats Utas, studierektor för masterprogrammet, 
med att skapa en plattform för publika antropologiska diskussioner. 
 

Deltagare:  
Don Kulick , fil dr i socialantropologi och professor vid Uppsala Universitet 
Sara Johnsdotter , fil dr i socialantropologi och professor vid Malmö Universitet 
Shahram Khosravi , fil dr i socialantropologi och professor vid Uppsala och 
Stockholms Universitet 
Helle Rydström , fil dr i socialantropologi och professor vid Lunds Universitet 
Jennifer Mack , fil dr i socialantropologi och forskare vid Uppsala Universitet och 
Kungliga Tekniska Högskolam 

Moderatorer :  

Elizabeth Dacey  och Mats Utas , Uppsala Universitetet 
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Film screening s 
 

 

*Å× -ÁÎ "ÕÓÉÎÅÓÓ ɉςπρρȠ τπȭɊ 
Thursday 19, 15.00 -16.00, Humanistiska Teatern.  

 
Documentary by Maya Christensen, Mats Utas and Christian Vium 
 
What are the prospects for the young and poor in African cities? This documentary, 
entitled Jew Man Business is filmed in Freetown, the capital of one of the worldôs 
poorest countries, Sierra Leone. Here the urban surroundings afford ex-combatants 
relative anonymity and create economic opportunities. 
Jew Man Business is a 40-minute documentary by Maya Christensen, Mats Utas and 
Christian Vium. The film follows three young men, Bone Thug, living on the street, 
Junior, trying to leave street life behind him, and Ice T, a former rebel soldier, as they 
go about their daily lives. It covers everything from family relationships to drug-related 
stories to crime. Belgium is their common home, a óghettoô in central Freetown, where 
informal and often illegal trade takes place during all hours. Those involved in this 
trade are called Jew Men on the street. 

 

* 

 

Scraps of Hope: An Urban Ethnography of Peace in Aceh, Indonesia  

(2012 -ςπρφȠ ÔÏÔÁÌ ωπȭɊ  

Saturday 21, 09.00 -11.00, Room 2 -1023 
 

Collection of short documentaries by Marjaana Jauhola and Seija Hirstiö  

Scraps of Hope offers a critical contribution to the study of post-conflict condition, 

complexities of rebuilding a city of Banda Aceh in Indonesia in the aftermath of the 

Indian Ocean earthquakes and the tsunami and thirty years of armed conflict. 

Following the lives of people through their everyday experiences, it offers insights 

into the relations of power and structures of violence that are embedded in the 

peace: layered exiles and displacement; hidden narratives of violence and grief; 

struggles over gendered expectations of being a good and respectable woman and 

man; the hierarchical political economy of post-conflict and tsunami reconstruction; 

and multiple ways of arranging lives and remembrance, cherishing loved ones and 

forming caring and loving relationships outside the normative notions of nuclear 

family and home. 
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Panels and abstracts  
(rooms and times on page 2- 5)  

 

Panel 1 || Acknowledging Potentialities of Health 

Vulnerabilities across the Life Course 
  

Erica van der Sijpt,  University of Amsterdam  
Natashe Lemos De kker,  University of Amsterdam 

 

Session 1  

 

Natashe Lemos Dekker  

N.LemosDekker@uva.nl 
University of Amsterdam  
 

Potentialities in vulnerability: Producing subjectivities at the end of life with 
dementia.  

The end of life with dementia can be characterised by intertwined forms of bodily and 
social vulnerability. All too often, dementia has been described in terms of a 
disintegration of the self and a loss of dignity, resulting in the dehumanization of the 
person with dementia. While dementia can separate one from the world, this paper 
focuses precisely on how forms of subjectivity can be produced in and through 
vulnerability, by addressing the re-humanizing capacity of pain at the end of life with 
dementia. Based on 18 months of ethnographic fieldwork in nursing homes in the 
Netherlands, I demonstrate that this potentiality of vulnerability emerges from a 
dynamic wherein, in response to suffering, family members and caregivers attune to 
the vulnerable subject and the human becomes visible. To address potentialities in 
vulnerability in this way, does not mean to overlook its tragedies or suffering, but to 
see how these might be productive in creating different forms of engagement.  

 

* 

Dresda Emma Méndez de la Brena  
dresda.mendez@hotmail.com 
Universidad de Granada  
 

Pain matters: the material struggles of living with pain.  

Particular experiences of pain such as Fibromyalgia (FM) confronts us with more 
complex intra-relations, entanglements and intensities with our sensorial bodies and 
other materialities. The characteristics of FM, that is, pain hypersensitivity towards 

mailto:N.LemosDekker@uva.nl
mailto:dresda.mendez@hotmail.com
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the touch of objects, is not merely the result of a sensorial bodily imbalance but a 
subjective and vulnerable experience affecting and affected by materiality. When 
pain is felt through friction with objects, pain responds to the human touch and in 
turn, human touch responds to the vibrancy of materiality. Then, if pain is inextricably 
intertwined with affective, non-human agencies, and if the intentionality and intensity 
of pain can only be felt when it is accompanied by objects, then it seems that objects 
can complicate the classical understanding of pain, its eligible (human) actors and, as 
Górska (2006) suggests ñthe differential forms of political practices in which 
vulnerable and quotidian corpo-affective actions are constitutive ofò living with pain. 

What difference does it make to think about pain and objects in this way? What kind 
of embodiment does intra-activity of pain and objects produce? What meanings of 
pain do objects bring about? Most importantly, how does the embodiment of pain in 
patients with FM lend itself for queering/cripping politics of vulnerability? (Wendell, 
1989; Hall, 2011)  Set in the context of new materialism theories and post human 
debates, I argue that by analyzing the intra-activity of material and discursive as well 
as the natural and cultural enactments of objects, objects can shed light to new 
transformations, transfigurations and negotiations of politicized understandings of 
embodiment, subjectivity, and the vulnerable meanings of the material struggles of 
living a life with pain. 

 
* 

Mirko Pasquini  
mirko.pasquini@antro.uu.se 
Uppsala University 
 

ñWhy are you here?ò On faking and the potentiality of vulnerability in an italian 
emergency ward  

ñYou know, instead of having spaghetti, I decided to pass by!ò (ironic answer of a 
patient) 

The paper will focus on how the appropriateness of patientsô presence in the 
emergency ward is negotiated during the assessment of clinical urgency (Triage). I 
will highlight the ways in which linically defined vulnerability can be thought of as a 
desirable condition, a resource that people actively use to access services that they 
otherwise risk being denied. I will examine claims to vulnerability, and how those 
claims are assessed, in relation to empirical and theoretical work on lying (Dongen 
and Fainzang 2005; Fainzang 2015) and faking (Schweik 2009), since both stances 
constitute a key knot in the slippery ground between personal experience and clinical 
meaning-making. By looking at how signs of vulnerability and suffering can be 
thought of as iterable (Derrida 1998), and, hence, available to be forged, I will explore 
how faking medical emergencies may be a critical practice that is actually re-shaping 
clinical procedures to meet new grassroots needs. While taking this challenge up, my 
analysis of the situation inside the emergency ward will explore issues of larger 
importance as: may vulnerability be a desirable condition? May faking reshape 
institutional borders?  

 

* 
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Stefan Reinsch  
stefan.reinsch@charite.de 
Charité-University Medical Center & Institute for European Ethnology, Humboldt 
University, Berlin  
Managing precarious normality. The artful practices of everyday life of young 
people living with a chronic illness.  

Anthropologists have directed our attention to the struggles of marginalized 
individuals and vulnerable groups like those with a chronic illnesses to gain greater 
public visibility of their therapeutic burden. Yet, only modest attention has been paid 
to the efforts put into achieving a visible normality through therapeutic practices or to 
the therapeutic work behind this apparent normality (Robbins 2013; Ortner 2016). 

This paper builds on a longterm anthropological study in collaboration with a group of 
young adults who have cystic fibrosis (CF), a fatal genetic condition. Therapy can 
postpone disease progession, but it is burdensome, time-consuming, and makes 
illness visible. Over the last 10 years I explored how young people ï who often do not 
readily appear to be sick ï integrate therapy into their daily lives. 

Using a practice-theoretical approach, I examine the artful tactics they employ in 
carving out a habitable space in an ableist world (De Certeau 1980). As both 
anthropologist and physician, I am interested in their creative struggle for well-being, 
care and with morality  (Miyazaki 2004). Living with CF means managing a 
precarious normality since, while visibility of illness excludes them from the group of 
the healthy ones, it is also a resource that can be used to gain support and care. 

 

* 

 

Session 2  

Erica van der Sijpt,  
E.vanderSijpt@uva.nl 
University of Amsterdam 
 

Varieties of vulnerability: On discourses and differentiatio ns of reproduction 
loss in post -communist Romania  

In Romania, both induced and spontaneous pregnancy losses have long been 
surrounded by discourses of vulnerability. During communism, when induced 
abortion was legally prohibited, any instance of pregnancy loss provoked suspicions 
and potential persecutions. In this context of repression, reproductive vulnerabilities 
were mainly political in nature. The politico-legal transformations, religious reforms, 
demographic anxieties, social stratifications, ethnic tensions, and general daily-life 
uncertainties that characterize the current post-communist era have engendered very 
different interpretations of reproductive loss. In this paper, which is based on 15 
months of anthropological fieldwork in Central Romania, I describe a number of 
common interpretations of pregnancy loss and illustrate how the notion of óvulnerable 
reproductionô is central to them. This notion of vulnerability is often used 
instrumentally to demarcate ethnic boundaries; in differentiating between various 
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experiences of reproductive vulnerability, Romanians comment on the boundaries 
between themselves and the Roma minority. The tensions between different 
narrations of loss thus reveal much about the social frictions that more generally 
characterize the stratified post-communist society that Romania is today.  

 

* 

Ben Epstein  
be.rudy@gmail.com 
University College London, University of Tohoku  
 

Managing Vulnerabilities or building resilience: policy orientations to 
competing goals in managing the men tal health fallout of 3.11.   

'Vulnerabilityô in disaster risk reduction discourse is contrasted with its conceptual 

opposite of óresilienceô in ways that shore up the different expectations actors have 

over disaster reconstruction and 'building back better'. The political economy of 

vulnerability, it has been argued, highlights how places and people are made 

vulnerable by institutional or structural inequalities. Vulnerability therefore becomes 

an internal deficit in the face of an external threat imposed onto a passive actor.  On 

the other hand, resilience discourse posits that a focus on vulnerabilities ignores the 

degree to which a system may return to its original state when exposed to 

stress.  Detractors of the resilience concept also highlight how a return to a status 

quo may lead to the continuation of entrenched vulnerabilities, and may also situate 

blame in victims themselves: 'building resilience' may be used as a screen to mask 

increasingly harsh neoliberal reforms. Programs aimed towards building resilience or 

reducing vulnerability therefore, have complex, different but intersecting aims. This 

paper will address this theoretical issue with reference to ethnographic fieldwork 

conducted from 2017-2018 in Tohoku, Japan, investigating the role of mental health 

support programs designed towards óbuilding back betterô in the disaster-struck areas 

of northern Japan. 

* 
 
Anette Wickström   
anette.wickstrom@liu.se 
Department of Thematic Studies, Child Studies, Linköping University 
 

 ñHow do you feel on a scale?ò An actor-oriented perspective of vulnerability 
within a network of measuring practices of young peopleôs psychological 
health  

At the end of the 1990s a shift occurred in the political debate in Sweden on 
childrenôs vulnerability. The discourse on children as victims changed to a discourse 
of children at risk for developing psychological ill health. Since then childrenôs and 
young peopleôs psychological health has become a public health concern and a large 
number of survey studies has been carried through. Most of them has taken their 
point of departure in psychological symptoms of ill health. In this paper I discuss the 
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performative aspects of the measuring practice and how it enacts the vulnerable 
child. Moreover, I demonstrate how an actor-oriented perspective can provide an 
alternative reality. 

The papers draws from 40 interviews with 15-year-old schoolchildren on how they 
make sense of concepts used in the survey Health Behavior in School-Aged Children 
(HBSC). The participantsô understandings of the symptoms asked for (stomachache, 
difficulties sleeping, depressed, irritability etc.) do not correlate with what the 
symptoms are thought to indicate (individual psychological problems). The 
participants relate the symptoms to physical diseases, stress in relation to 
performance in school and to relationships to friends and family members. I argue 
that the measuring practice enacts vulnerability as internalizing psychological 
problems, while in fact vulnerability is connected to the individualôs possibilities and 
conditions in a wider social and cultural context. 

 

* 

Jenna Murray de López  
jenna.murray@manchester.ac.uk 
University of Manchester 
 
Never again!: addressing iatrogenic trauma through a critical life -course 
perspective  

Childbearing is both a significant life event which results in a collective shift in 
identity, and a moment in which the mother-infant dyad is most vulnerable to external 
influence. In Mexico, this vulnerability is heightened by the common practice of abuse 
and mistreatment at birth. Drawing upon an ethnography of maternal transition in 
Mexico, this paper I advance the concept of ñiatrogenic traumaò to examine the 
reverberations of reproductive violence within the broader contexts of womenôs lives. 
Contextualised within an integrated experience of becoming, women reframe events 
into narratives of survival. Rather than submit to victimhood they describe events as 
turning points. By taking a critical life-course perspective, I consider how brief, yet 
powerful acts of violence shape womenôs subjectivity, and their subsequent 
interactions with health professionals throughout their lives. This work allows for an 
analysis of how and why the impacts of violence differ for individual women, offering 
a more robust framework for understanding and combatting iatrogenic trauma to 
improve womenôs health beyond the temporary transition to motherhood.  
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Panel 3 || Arenas of Vulnerabilities, Interventions, and 

Humanitarianism  
 

Sverker Finnström , Uppsala University  
Tanja Granzow , University of Tuebingen 

 

 
Sverker Finnström  
Sverker.finnström@antro.uu.se 
Uppsala University 
 

War and humanitarian racism  

The bitter war in northern Uganda, 1986-2006, was prolonged and deepened partly 
because the Ugandan governmentôs counterinsurgency measures against both the 
Lordôs Resistance Army rebels and civilians living in the warzone. More, the Ugandan 
governmentôs arbitrary killings and rape of civilians; torture; forced labor at gunpoint; 
the forced displacement, often again at gunpoint, of millions of people to squalid 
camps, were made possible as a consequence of the UN system and massive 
international humanitarian interventions. In-depth studies have described this 
development as one of ñsocial tortureò (Dolan, development studies), ñhumanitarian 
impunityò (Branch, political science), and ñenforced dominationò and ñauthoritarian 
controlò (Finnstrºm, anthropology). This paper adds to the critique by exploring how 
the Ugandan governmentôs dehumanization of both the Lordôs Resistance Army 
rebels and the local population found a force-multiplying parallel in an interventionist 
apparatus coloured by humanitarian racism, with repercussions still today, more than 
ten years after the guns of war fell silent. 

 

* 

Theodora Lefkaditou  
theodoralefkaditi@yahoo.com 
Independent scholar 
 
Together, we survive? Understanding vulnerability and precarity in refugee 
camps  in Northern Greece  

The so called órefugee crisisô of 2015 coincided with great economic and social 
upheavals in Greece. In this context, the refugeesô arrival was seen as an 
employment opportunity for many Greek people who were soon hired in law rank 
positions in INGOs. This paper is based on long term working and research 
experience in refugee camps in Northern Greece and focuses on the encounter 
between refugees and Greek humanitarian aid workers. It explores how the social 
subjectsô position and their experiences of both vulnerability and precarity shape 
relationships and guide action; at times, facilitating communication across 
boundaries, synergies and collaboration and at times, leading to conflict. By 
acknowledging agency, limitations and possibilities, the paper addresses the 
interplay between larger economic and political realities, humanitarian discourses 
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and INGO politics at a camp level, and links them to individual aspirations and 
projects. 

 

* 

 

Huong Thu Nguyen  
huongethno@gmail.com 
Vietnam National University of Hanoi 
 

Vulnerabilities, Precariousness, and Humanitarianism in the Philippines in the 
wake of Typhoon Haiyan  

This paper is based on an ethnographic study of the lived experiences of the 
survivors directly affected by Typhoon Haiyan in the provinces of Leyte and Eastern 
Samar of the Philippines. I focus on their untold suffering, their great loss, and their 
frustration at what they saw as a failure of the authorities to provide adequate and 
timely relief aid and rehabilitation support. I also examine how relief and rehabilitation 
efforts were beset by conflicting interests among international and national 
stakeholders and by the dynamics of metropolitan and provincial politics set against 
the background of pre-existing armed conflictðall of these combine to render these 
people into, figuratively and literally, bare lives.  

  

* 

 
Ekatherina Zhukova  
ekatherina.zhukova@genus.lu.se 
Postdoctoral Researcher, Department of Gender Studies, Lund University 
 

Nuclear Disaster, Childrenôs Vulnerabilities, and Humanitarian Assistance: 
Health Trips of the Chernobyl Children from Belarus to the Italian Family 
Homes  

Nuclear disasters are rare, but when they strike, their impact is felt across borders for 
years to come. Children are more vulnerable to their effects due to weak immune 
systems and limited capacities to respond. Yet, technological disasters have not 
received significant attention in childrenôs vulnerability studies. Natural disasters such 
as floods, droughts, hurricanes, tsunamis, and earthquakes remain the main focus. 
Drawing on a case study of the Chernobyl nuclear disaster (1986), this article looks 
at (1) what nuclear vulnerabilities Chernobyl produced for children and (2) what 
coping strategies Western charities developed to alleviate these vulnerabilities, and 
with what outcomes. More specifically, the article investigates humanitarian 
programmes, developed by the Italian charities, aimed at radiation detoxification and 
alleviation of socio-economic conditions of children from post-communist states. The 
article offers an in-depth analysis of a recuperation strategy in host families (famiglie 
ospiti) in Italy by analyzing in-depth interviews with grown-up Chernobyl children from 
Belarus. The article shows that the outcomes of humanitarian assistance went 
beyond alleviation of nuclear vulnerabilities and resulted instead in Italian families 
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adopting small Belarusian children or assisting grown-up Belarusian children to 
migrate to Italy for education and marriage.  

 
* 
 
Nikolas  Århem  
nikolas.arhem@antro.uu.se 
Uppsala University 
 
Syna Ouattara  
syna.ouattara@globalstudies.gu.se 
Gothenburg University 
 

The West African Ebola outbreak: Exploring the vulnerabilities of the local 
resistance against the Western relief apparatus  

The recent Ebola virus outbreak in West Africa (2013-2016) was the largest known 
ebola outbreak in history. After a slow start, the Western aid community directed an 
enormous multinational effort to quench the spread of the virus. What was not widely 
reported in global media at the time was that there was a strong local resistance to 
the western-directed efforts, even resulting in aggressive attacks on health workers. 

This paper draws on anthropological fieldwork in the administrative area of 
N'Zérékoré in Guinea. It was here where the first EVD cases surfaced and then 
spread to the rest of Guinea and to neighboring countries. The paper argues that the 
mistrust and resistence stemmed on the one hand from an array of conspiracy 
theories that followed in the wake of the virus, that merged with local idioms about 
(evil) sorcery, and on the other from a communication failure between the aid 
apparatus and the local communities. The paper views the suspicions felt by the local 
communities as a ñproductive vulnerabilityò; not only did local reactions reflect 
contradictions in the official messaging, but the local interpretation of the virus and 
the aid effort also raise important questions about how that effort was conducted. 
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Panel 4 ||  Care and Anthropology  
Maris Gillette , Univ. of Gothenburg  
Anna Bohlin , Univ. of Gothenburg 

 

Jenni Mölkänen  
jenni.molkanen@helsinki.fi 
PhD student, Social and Cultural Anthropology, University of Helsinki 
 

Work, care and debt among the Tsimihety in rural Northeast Madagascar  

Madagascar is the hot spot of environmental conservation because of its unique 
biodiversity. The general concern in environmental conservation is that the Malagasy 
people do not care about their environments but continue to practice swidden 
cultivation destroying Madagascarôs precious forests. In order to secure 
Madagascarôs biodiversity and sustain environmental conservation processes 
economically, the 55 500 hectare Marojejy National Park was established in 1998 as 
part of the fast implemented Malagasy stateôs environmental policies funded by 
development and environmental conservation agencies. 

For the rice and vanilla cultivators (mainly Tsimihety ethnicity) to work on a rice field 
or with vanilla plants and to raise children is to care (mikarakara). As some Tsimihety 
were recruited in ecotourism activities, their relativesô concern was that people did not 
work enough on their rice cultivations. In addition, some tourists did not respect 
places in a proper way creating dangerous situations that could anger spirits. 
However, to care did not imply to the romantic notion of indigenous people living 
harmoniously with their kins and environments. People who had for example money 
were able to give debt to their kins confronted with a misfortune making the German 
vanilla buying companyôs country representatives worried about inequalities and 
ethics of the practice. The paper suggests that care should be studied holistically in 
relation to long-term processes and experiences, logics and politics of cultural 
practices and social relations in certain situations. 

 

* 

Mathias Wiklöf  
Mathias.Wiklof@hotmail.com 
 

How Parental Caring is Experienced by Children in Contemporary Taiwan  

For the young transitional generation of Taiwan, traditional Confucian morals and 
values are changing due to factors like globalization and democratization. 

In this paper I set out to explore how care is being experienced and interpreted by 
Taiwanese students from a prestigious University in Taipei. I especially focused on 
their personal experiences of how their parents expressed care for them, and how it 
was received. I analyzed and compared their answers with traditional Confucian 
values in order to find correlations and discrepancies. 

    I found a chasm between students and their parents in cases where the parents 
where described as traditional. The intended care was then often experienced or 
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described in a negative way. An example of this would be corporal punishment, as a 
way of disciplining and caring for children. 

 

* 

Anna Klepikova  
anna.klepikova@gmail.com 
Department of Anthropology, European University, St. Petersburg 
 

ñSpecial Careò Institutions in Russia: Disability and Vulnerability in Everyday 
Life  

The proposed presentation analyzes the social situation of people with intellectual 
and multiple developmental disabilities living in the state-run residential care 
institutions in contemporary Russia. It is based on the materials of the prolonged 
ethnographic fieldwork (participant observation) in two institutions of this kind: one for 
children with intellectual disabilities, and the other one for adults with psychiatric or 
neurological diagnoses. These institutions are the remaining legacy of the Soviet 
social policy, but nowadays some them open their doors for NGO volunteers. To gain 
access to field research I joined one of the volunteer communities.  

In my presentation I will address both structural and situational vulnerabilities 
experienced by the residents of the institutions, but following the Goffmanian 
perspective and ethnomethodological approach I will focus more on the latter. I will 
demonstrate how a residentôs status, including legal status, and position in the 
institutional hierarchy is constructed on the micro-level of everyday communication. I 
will highlight the ideological divergences between the staff of the institutions and 
NGO volunteers who tend to interpret residentsô behavior differently and ascribe them 
different ñsocial valueò.  

I will also reflect upon the role of an anthropologist doing research involving people 
with intellectual disabilities in the settings of closed institutions.  

 

* 

 

Anna Bohlin  
anna.bohlin@globalstudies.gu.se 
School of Global Studies, University of Gothenburg 
 
Caring for things, connecting to humans: Second -hand, reuse and ñsustainable 
consumerismò 

Based on ethnographic fieldwork in homes and second-hand shops in Gothenburg, 
this paper explores how urban Swedes relate to things that they have acquired on 
second-hand markets. The paper shows how reuse and second-hand practices 
involve practices of care, for the objects themselves, but also for other humans as 
well as the planet. In particular, it focuses on how the objectsô affordances enable 
sensuous and affective engagement in which the partly known, partly imagined 
traces of personhood, or dividual subjectivity that reside in the objects enable current 
owners to experience a connection to previous and coming generations. The paper 
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discusses the potential and limits of such caring practices in the light of debates on 
how to make sense of the recent growth of ñsustainable consumerismò. 

 

* 

Maris Boyd Gillette  
maris.gillette@gu.se 
School of Global Studies, University of Gothenburg 
 

Caring for butterflies, plant s, and people: The dilemmas of an urban ecological 
restoration project  

The decimation of milkweed in the American Midwest has contributed to a dramatic 
decline in the number of Monarch butterflies. Monarch butterflies require milkweed for 
reproduction; the species lays eggs on only this flowering plant. A major contributor 
to milkweedôs disappearance is the Monsanto Corporationôs pesticides, now an 
essential component of American farming. In St Louis, Missouri, where Monsanto is 
headquartered, the city government has partnered with nonprofit greening 
organizations and neighborhood groups to plant pocket prairies and milkweed 
gardens, in the explicit hope of attracting Monarch butterflies to urban neighborhoods 
where many children have never seen this once ubiquitous species. In this paper I 
explore the contradictions entailed in caring for butterflies, plants, and people in the 
St Louis Milkweed for Monarch project. Based on my participation, participant-
observation, and quantitative research that I conducted as a social science 
researcher of the initiativeôs ñsocial success,ò I argue that well-intentioned 
expressions of care for butterflies and plants were built upon structures of neglect for 
people. As a consequence, a widely-appreciated restoration initiative failed to 
achieve its ñtriple bottom lineò of economic, environmental, and social sustainability.  
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Panel 5 || Children and Vulnerabilities . Between Agency and 

Disempowerment  
 

Magdalena Radkowska -Walkowicz , University of Warsaw  
Maria Reimann , University of Warsaw  

 

 

Maja Brzozowska -BrywczyŒska  
bbmaja@gmail.com 
Adam Mickiewicz University PoznaŒ-Poland 
  

Children, art and vulnerable agency  

In 2014, while working on the next edition of the international theatre festival Malta in 
Poznan, Poland, we decided to reclaim a part of its programme and space and 
dedicate it to fostering childrenôs right to artistic expressions. We were profoundly 
inspired by the idea of childrenôs cultural citizenship, and promoting their agency in 
the public sphere. After four years of workshops, performances, and art projects with 
various groups of children, and in various parts of the city, we have gathered at least 
a handful of experiences and reflections regarding the complexity and paradoxical 
nature of childrenôs agency through the art. I would like to share them, while trying 
also to answer a more general question about how childrenôs agency and 
vulnerability are necessary interwoven: the former never being absolute, the latter not 
necessarily a weakness, and both needed to understand and navigate through the 
interdependecies between adults and children. 
 

* 

Nicoletta Diasio  
nicoletta.diasio@misha.fr 
University of Strasbourg 
 

Does the individualization of care empower the child ? 

Our paper questions the concept of individualization and empowerment in children 
with type 1 diabetes or other chronic diseases. These pathologies require a high level 
of technicality, accompanied by the need to adjust the treatment to individual 
specificities. This individualization of care, the self-administration of treatments, the 
need to know one's body, to feel the changes and know how to cope with them, are 
supposed to generate a progressive empowerment of children. But how do 
standardization of care and individualization of practices match together? Does this 
individualization necessarily involve the empowerment of children? Our aim is to 
discuss the idea that the individualization of the treatments automatically supposes a 
more active and autonomous role of the patients. From an analysis of the French 
anthropological and sociological debates on childrenôs responsibility and 
empowerment, we question their pertinence to the experience of the children coping 
with a chronic illness. The first results of an anthropological research we are carrying 
on in Eastern France with children and teens with type 1 diabetes will support our 
demonstration. 
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