FORUM ON CONTEMPORARY THEORY, BARODA, INDIA
(A Member of the Humanities Centers and Institutes)
Organizes a National Workshop
with
Stephen Muecke
Workshop Theme: “Critical Zones”
Dates: 6- 7 March 2023
Venue: C-304 Siddhi Vinayak Complex, Faramji Road, Vadodara,
Gujarat

Concept Note
The Workshop is dedicated to continuing the legacy of Professor Bruno Latour,
who died in Paris on the 9th October 2022.
Latour’s last book, Memo on the New Ecological Class, co-written with Nikolaj Schultz, will be out in English
soon. In an interview reflecting on this book he said:
I have a weakness for thinking that the ideological work being done by Green parties is not thorough enough.
A lot of time and effort were needed to create the fiction of the rational individualist Man, homo economicus,
on which the economisation of the world is based. They had to invent everything, redefine what liberty and
abundance meant, spread around imaginary ideas, value systems, descriptions of the world. Ecologists have yet
to do this work. They thought it wasn’t necessary to deal with these questions; that it was enough to talk about
‘nature’ and how to protect it. (Marie Lemonnier et Rémi Noyon, “Bruno Latour : ‘Le programme de M.
Macron avait un sens en 1945!’” L’Obs, le 7 janvier 2022.)
It is a response to his Marxist critics: the issues facing the world are not just about struggles between classes of
people. It is also a classical statement of his method: we have to think about how things are sustained in
networks, and recomposing these networks is a revolutionary task. As Lesley Green also says: ‘You cannot
solve a problem with the same ideas that created it.’ It is in this spirit that we embark on this workshop where
we start by doing fieldwork observing particular places, then expanding out to the discussion of conceptual
networks.
Critical zone analysis is one method in the field of the Environmental Humanities (see, for example, the
numerous studies in Latour and Weibel, Critical Zones: The Science and Politics of Landing on Earth:
https://mitpress.mit.edu/books/critical-zones).
This workshop will help participants describe the critical zone in which they are living. Every problem starts

with a description of the situation. If the description is inadequate, the problem will be ill-conceived, not to
mention the solution. Critique, blame, policy or theory can all come later!
While critical zone science is monitoring the health of the thin atmospheric layer inhabited by life on Earth,
critical zone analysis, as informed by the Environmental Humanities, seeks to re-organise knowledge and
practices on the ground, always with a view to describing what makes our interdependent human and nonhuman lives sustainable.
Participants should come to the workshop with a description of where they live and their matters of concern:
You could start by noting down two simple lists:
1) What you are happy about in your place (e.g.: your human and non-human family, plants, animals,
the flow of knowledge, spiritual guidance…)
2) What gives you concern: supply of goods? Atmospheric pollution? Visible effects of climate
change? The concepts behind the idea a developer has for a new building?
All of these actors (both things and ideas) flow in networks. Describe the networks too, maybe with maps.
Some things are near: maybe you get vegetables from the garden; others are far: remittances arrive from a
cousin in Canada? You can cite evidence: refer to the ‘literature’ on pollution, including science, government
policy, journalism and fiction.
In each case, we can try to identify the actors involved (human and non-human), the political tensions, the
handling and distribution of materials, the interplay of intergovernmental and intragovernmental environmental
policies and pressures. We are interested in adding sustainable practices to our worlds, while being wary of
‘greenwashing’, and not leaving everything up to the scientific experts.
‘Adding sustainable practices’ doesn’t mean getting back to some ‘normal’ situation. It means making the twostage assessment this workshop is all about: First: what is good about where you live, that is: traditions and
practices worth retaining? Second: What useful changes could be made to improve things, or at least keep
going, in the context of environmental changes? Having made our descriptive assessments there is now a final
stage: negotiation. One person suggesting a certain change might have to negotiate with their neighbour who
doesn’t want that particular change, but is suggesting a different one. Parties to this negotiation are not always
human either! We might have to learn the various languages of this cosmos, this world into which you are
pitching a description.

Keynote Speaker
Stephen Muecke is Adjunct Professor at the Nulungu Research Institute
Notre Dame University, Broome, an Emeritus Professor of Ethnography at
the University of New South Wales, and a Fellow of the Australian Academy
of the Humanities. Recent books are Latour and the Humanities, edited with
Rita Felski, Johns Hopkins University Press, 2020 and The Children’s
Country: Creation of a Goolarabooloo Future in North-West Australia, coauthored with Paddy Roe, Rowman and Littlefield International,
2020. His translation of Philippe Pignarre’s Latour-Stengers: An Entangled
Flight, will appear with Polity in 2022

Interested people may email a document stating their intent and expectation from the workshop in not more
than 300 words along with a short bio-note of not more than 50 words to the Convener, Forum on
Contemporary Theory, Prafulla Kar at prafullakar@gmail.com before February 15, 2023. Kindly note that the
workshop would be rigorous and require the full-time participation of the selected participants. The maximum
limit of participants that can be admitted to the workshop will be up to 30.

Registration Fee
The registration fee for the workshop per person is ₹ 2000/- (Two Thousand Rupees) which includes lunch,
tea and snacks on both days of the workshop. Other costs such as travel and accommodation must be
arranged by the participants. Forum on Contemporary Theory will not be providing accommodation or
taking care of travel expenses for outstation participants.

For further information please contact:

1. Prafulla C. Kar
Convener, Forum on Contemporary Theory
Baroda, India
Email: prafullakar@gmail.com

FCT website: www.fctworld.org
Telephone: 0265-2320870

