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Why do Western narratives depict the impending phase-out of coal while the world has yet

to see the height of global production? Coal’s impact on our communities, environments, and

economies has never been more pronounced. My dissertation will build upon my Masters thesis

and fieldwork in Eastern Kentucky, where I saw first hand the ways coal saturates the personal,

social, physical and political experience of everyday life. With language fluency in Spanish, my

research will be a two-sited ethnography set in the coalfields of Asturias, Spain, where coal mining is set to end in 2014, and the Guajira peninsula of Northern Colombia, where the largest open-pit coal mine in the world, El Cerrejon, continues to increase its production, shipping a majority of its coal to the European Union. While a source of power for those who utilize and extract it, coal mining has led to long-term suffering for those who live near sites of extraction. Amidst labor, capital, and global consumption, and at the heart of profit and exploitation, lie the workings of nation states and global markets, alongside the day-to-day lives of miners and their families whose livelihoods are continually in question. My dissertation will explore the production and circulation of narratives of “progress” and “decline” in these landscapes of mining transition. 
The extraction, circulation, and consumption of coal have produced histories, ecologies and subjectivities on a global scale for the past 150 years. Since the early 1980s, the indigenous Wayyu and Afro-Colombian communities living near the El Cerrejon mine have borne the brunt of the negative social and environmental impacts of extraction, while migrant workers flood the region for high paying job opportunities. My ethnographic research will focus on families living in Tamaquito Village, a mostly indigenous community that has yet to be displaced by El Cerrejon and is currently negotiating for land concessions. In stark contrast to Colombia, the Spanish coal industry is now operating at a loss, as their coal is efficient neither to extract nor to burn, due to increasingly cheap coal from Colombia. The Spanish Government, which is heavily invested in the coal industry, has promised to help prepare the region for the impending changes, but right now, Spain has the highest unemployment rate in Western Europe. My research would explore what James Ferguson identified as the “social experience of decline itself”(Expectations of Modernity: Myths and Meanings of Urban Life on the Zambian Copperbelt: 1999) Some 40,000 Spanish miners and peripheral industry employees are estimated to loose their jobs in 2014, when the EU will stop subsidizing the industry. The increase in exports and profits from Colombia’s El Cerrejon mine are inextricably linked to the very processes that have led to the proposed closures of Spanish coal mining and its social consequences. 
These scenarios are exemplary of the paradoxes and contradictions inherent in today’s transnational coal market. Ferguson’s notion of “decline,” alongside similar research of “progress,” would allow for an innovative account of the nature of contemporary extractive industries. In the “awkward” space of late capitalism – I will consider how people make sense of their lives during phases of profound uncertainty and change (Jean and John Comoroff, Occult Economies and the Violence of Abstraction: Notes from the South African Postcolony, 1999). I am interested in looking at how communities produce, experience, circulate, and adapt to changing local, regional, and transnational narratives of resource extraction. That is, how do narratives of mining produce cultures and identities in late modernity and how do these relate to the imagined experience of progress/decline in sites of coal extraction? How do communities, companies, and nations prepare for impending changes? What stories will be told about future and the past and how will coal mining be expected and remembered? How do people, governments, and industry envision the management of “mining waste” and how will scientific/technical knowledge generate new forms “knowing” the effects of mining-waste on public health? More generally, what are the factors that have led to the demise of the Spanish coal industry, alongside the rapid expansion of coal extraction in Colombia?
Anthropologists have historically found mining an important site for research (Finn: 1998,

Godoy: 1985, Nash: 1979), as mining has long been a source of contention and division within

communities. However, the tendency towards “strategic essentialism” (Spivak) in reference to

mining and environmental narratives has often mitigated the contingencies inherent within specific localities. My work will fill this gap. I find Arun Agrawal’s notions of environmentality, Michael Watts’ argument on the inextricable link between environmental and social degradation, as well as Arturo Escobar ideas of a “socially constructed” environment inspiring. In this same vein, my coursework in political ecology with Paige West offers a theoretical framework for thinking about the power and economic dynamics inherent of extractive industries; calling for what Laura Nader termed “studying-up”(1969). I will therefore engage not only with those who are most affected by mining transitions, but also with the professionals within corporations most concerned with narratives of “corporate social responsibility.” Within the complex set of relations that form around access and control of resources, I regard narrative production as an important location for analyzing the short and long-term consequences of mining on both physical and environmental health. It is for this reason that I will look at narratives not only as they flow within local spaces, but also as they travel and take form within global discourses on urgent environmental questions like “climate change.” By linking the sub-discipline of environmental anthropology and health, alongside with coursework I did with Faye Ginsburg in culture and media, my project will take a unique approach to the mediation of mining. I see a growing need for research that connects contemporary media theories with the political and economic questions inherent in environmental anthropology’s concern with land /health/environmental degradation. My research will therefore not only add to a contemporary

anthropology of mining and the environment, but also to the growing body of work on the social

practice of media (Ginsburg, Abu-Lughod, Larkin: 2002, Gupta and Ferguson: 1997, Appadurai:

1991).

These concerns stem directly from previous personal, professional, and scholarly pursuits.

Of particular importance is my near 2-years of work in Ecuador, volunteering in environmental

conservation, but more significantly, producing the documentary film When Clouds Clear (2007). During production I lived and worked in the community of Junín (in the Intag region), engaging in a naïve form of fieldwork. Though marginal in location, Junín is literally at the center of the global conversation on resource extraction. For 14 years, residents in Junín have been living with the threat of a proposed open pit copper mine that would displace the entire town. My first hand recording of industrial and governmental strategies to relocate the community, set alongside the creative forms of radical resistance that emerged in Junín, inform my proposed project. The complexities and inconsistencies inherent in Ecuador encouraged me to leave commercial film production in order to pursue my questions via the social sciences. More recently, I spent this past summer exploring similar questions in Eastern Kentucky – doing fieldwork at Appal shop, a 40 year old film cooperative that has long been committed to retelling Appalachian narratives on local terms. This work inspires my Masters Thesis, “White Trashed: Narratives of environmental and social degradation and reconstruction in Letcher County, Kentucky” (In Progress: Working title), which engages with questions about how these Appalachian filmmakers negotiate the contradictions, challenges, and complexities of living in and mediating their home place. The contentious nature of strip mining in Kentucky pervades every aspect of their livelihood, family life, stories and experiences – I am looking to understand why? 
I see Duke as the ideal location to pursue my proposed research project. The cross disciplinary and global nature of this project will fit well with the current interests of faculty. There are many faculty members whose interests are directly related to mine. In particular, Orin Starn – whose work with indigenous social movements, Latin America, and the identity formation will provide an important theoretical framework for my project. Irene Silverblatt could provide great mentorship considering her geographic expertise in Latin America, and her current research on politics of memory in Eastern Europe. I hope to work not only within the Department of Anthropology, but also with faculty at the Center for Documentary Studies, including Charlie Thompson. I am excited about the professionalization opportunities at Duke - the portfolio development and TA and RA opportunities will lay the groundwork for my future teaching career. The department’s commitment to advocacy and training engaged scholars also influenced my interest in your department. The small size, mentorship opportunities, and access to a wide array of faculty whose interests align with my research makes Duke the ideal program. My professional attitude, commitment to the field, and previous experience will uniquely add to your department, as well as help confront timely issues from a contemporary perspective. I see the human experience of “resource dependency”, “climate change”, and “fossil fuel phase-outs, ” as research with a particular urgency for the global community.



Personal Statement

Samuel Shearer

I plan to study the politics of development in Central Africa through an investigation of

urban planning and infrastructure building. I will focus on the 2008 Kigali City Conceptual

Master Plan: a fifty-year city planning project touted by the Rwandan government and its

planning partners as a model of “sustainable” urban growth, environmental, and economic

development. The Kigali Master Plan is not just another high modernist planning scheme. It is

an altogether novel conception of a future African cityscape, in which the city is conceived as an

organism in itself. The plan envisions the city as a built environment that is conscious of its

contexts: both the surrounding “natural” environment and the city’s insertion into a

cosmopolitan global order. I am interested in the plan itself- the way it materializes Kigali as a

gateway to and from central Africa – but also in the tensions that appear in the process of

implementation, the disjuncture between outsourced conceptual planning and state building

practices, and street-level political contestations over the production and occupation of urban

space. I intend to make these themes my sites of ethnographic investigation and will ask how

they play out in multiple and contested visions for a “new” post-genocide, cosmopolitan,

Rwandan future.

The Kigali City Master Plan’s focus and implementation may suggest Rwanda’s

subversive place in a “neoliberal” world order (Ferguson 2006). The plan is by and large the

product of an architecture firm from Boulder, Colorado and early project funding and

implementation has relied on financing from a variety of domestic and foreign donors. I would

like to offer, however, that city planning in Rwanda is also emblematic of an emergent way of

producing utopian futures that seek to erase postcolonial pasts. In framing my ethnographic

investigation into postcolonial city planning around these ideas, I hope to open the door for

new questions to be asked: How, for example, does the “new” Kigali articulate the different

ways the Rwandan state, the inhabitants of Kigali, and those excluded from the city envision

post-genocide Rwanda? How does the discourse of “sustainable” development mediate

multiple desires of urban, African, and cosmopolitan futures in Rwanda? Finally, how are these

multiple futures deployed by various actors to salvage Rwanda from its archetypical

“postcolonial nightmare” (D. Scott 2004) - the 1994 genocide?
A fascinating body of literature on city planning and the relationship between built

environments and social worlds has emerged in recent decades. (Caldeira 2000; Harvey 2000;

Holston 1989; Rabinow 1995; J. Scott 1998). There is also rich ethnography on post-cold war

Africa that considers the blurred lines between “licit and “illicit” practice (Comaroff and

Comaroff 2006; Roitman 2004); opens up a concept of “human infrastructure” (Simone 2004);

re-conceptualizes the problem of producing new futures when old forms of social reproduction

appear to be in crisis (Piot 2010; Weiss 2004; 2009); and calls for new understandings of the

African metropolis through the category “Afro-modernity” (Mbembe 2004). While these two

bodies of literature are not usually linked, post-genocide Kigali’s rapidly transforming cityscape,

its emergent population of migrant labor, foreign investors and aid workers, and the Master

Plan itself, places Kigali as an excellent site to draw out the connections between discussions on

state planning schemes and discussions on modernity and emerging political practices in

postcolonial Africa.

I have developed these ideas through first-hand experience in Rwanda and in three

years as a graduate student. In 2007, I interned as an elementary English teacher in Kigali as

part of my Bachelor’s degree in International Studies. This led to a MA thesis on “street” youth

and the politics of space in Kigali at the University of Chicago’s Master of Arts Program in the

Social Sciences (2008-2009). In three semesters as a PhD student at the CUNY Graduate Center,

I have developed my interests in urban planning, African politics, and postcolonial states

through coursework and participating in cross-disciplinary reading groups such as the CUNY

African Studies Reading Group and a seminar on Third World Sovereignty and International Law. Collaborating across disciplines has allowed me to situate the Master Plan within larger

discussions on political imagination, international humanism, and colonial and postcolonial

histories.

My time at CUNY has been productive. I have taken part in collaborative writing projects

with fellow graduate students, including a review of the 2010 New York African Film Festival

which was published in the December 2010 issue of Anthropology Now. This semester, I

designed and am teaching a four-field introduction to anthropology course at City College of

New York. In summer 2010, I was awarded a full FLAS fellowship to study iKinyarwanda at

MSU’s Summer Cooperative African Language Institute. Living and working in Kigali has

prepared me to undertake research in Rwanda, while my training in theory, teaching, and

research has prepared me to undertake the rigorous program in Cultural Anthropology at Duke.

Duke’s program in Cultural Anthropology would be the ideal place for me to develop my

research interests. The department’s—and the university’s—focus on Africanist scholarship,

development, and urban politics in the “global south,” and its encouragement of

interdisciplinary work would be an excellent match for my project plans. I would like to work

with two faculty members in particular: Charles Piot and Anne-Maria Makhulu. Professor Piot’s

work on development, charismatic politics, and the problems of producing futures in post-cold

war Africa is especially relevant to my own work. Professor Makhulu’s work on the politics of

place in apartheid and post-apartheid South Africa would offer an excellent vantage point to

pursue my own similar questions about the politics of place in post-genocide Kigali. I have been

in contact with both and they have encouraged me to apply. I am also drawn to the

interdisciplinary discussions in the Duke community at large and was pleased to learn that

anthropology students are encouraged to participate in discussions at the John Hope Franklin

Center and the Department of African and African American Studies.

A final note on my unconventional path to graduate school which I believe has been

invaluable to my intellectual and professional development: I spent seven years between high

school and college working odd jobs so I could volunteer for NGOs throughout Asia and Africa.

My GRE scores suffered as a result. However, my unorthodox academic path also provided me

with valuable skills and fostered an early interest in the politics of development in Africa. In

2004, I decided to pursue my B.A. in International Studies, which I completed Summa Cum

Laude while working full time. During my undergraduate studies, I also taught English in El

Salvador (summer 2006), studied abroad in Morocco (winter 2007), and taught English in Kigali

(Summer/Fall 2007). I first discovered anthropology during this time. The discipline’s attention

to the interplay between global forces and “local” practices helped me make sense of my own

experiences as a volunteer, student, and intern in Africa. By my junior year, I was determined to

pursue a PhD in Anthropology. While my time at CUNY has been productive, the faculty and

institutional focus on Africanist scholarship at Duke would be a better match for my particularproject which I hope to complete in the PhD program in Cultural Anthropology at Duke.



Statement of Purpose

Alyssa Miller 

I am an M.A. student in the final year of the Middle Eastern Studies program at the University of Texas at Austin, with a focus on modern Arabic literature and history. My formal training in literary studies at both the MA level and during the course of my BA in Comparative Literature at the University of Virginia have provided me with invaluable skills in textual analysis and semiotic readings of Middle Eastern cultures, especially literary productions. However, given the entanglements of contemporary global politics, the vagaries of the war on terror and the imperatives of capitalist interests in the Middle East, I do not believe that the purely textual analysis of literary or historical scholarship can fully encompass the complex set of phenomena that have most powerfully captivated me as a student of the region. My intention in applying to the doctoral program in Cultural Anthropology at Duke is to acquire a solid training in ethnographic techniques that will allow me to move beyond the archive, and to build a theoretical framework to analyze affect, urban consumption practices, and the politics of asylum as they pertain to communities of displaced Iraqis in the Middle East. 

My first substantive exposure to Arab culture occurred fortuitously, through encounters with Maghrebian immigrant communities in the Parisian suburbs, where I spent two years teaching English in French public high schools after completing my B.A. in 2001. Spurred on by curiosity about the forms of Islamic modernity I had observed in Paris, as well as alarm at the escalation of US military engagements in the Middle East, I dedicated myself to Arabic language study shortly after my stay in France, moving to Tunisia in 2004 to attend the Bourguiba Institute of Modern Languages. There, I acquired a 2-year foundation in Modern Standard Arabic before returning to the United States in 2006 to begin my Master’s studies at the University of Texas. Acceptance to the prestigious CASA program in Cairo allowed me to study Arabic intensively during the academic year 2008-09; it also offered an unparalleled opportunity to immerse myself in the city’s exhilarating rhythms. 

My interest in the Iraqi refugee community stems from experiences during the summer immediately following the CASA program, when I worked as an interpreter at the Resettlement Legal Aid Project (RLAP) at St. Andrew’s Refugee Services. Housed in a dilapidated annex on the grounds of a church in downtown Cairo, RLAP’s main activity was to prepare legal testimonies for the displaced, to be forwarded to the UNHCR where resettlement decisions could be taken. Basing their elicitation styles on the UN’s definition of the refugee, which recognizes victims of targeted persecution rather than fugitives of a general state of war, interviewers encouraged the production of a particular kind of testimony, one which also corroborated the US master-narrative of the war as driven by politically inflected sectarian violence. Dictates of legality further mandated that asylum seekers’ experiences be modulated into an emotionally detached tone of factuality, even when the content of testimonials bespoke of disquieting brutalities. At times, however, affective surges would rent the smooth surface of legalese, revealing deep reservoirs of anxiety and trauma—traces of an excessive quality that could never be fully contained by the language of law, offering glimpses of the absolute alterity of the subjectivity of the displaced. I am interested in understanding how these moments reveal the individuation of much larger networks of events and circumstances—including the war in Iraq, and the politics of asylum and American imperialism—whereby such macro-processes attain an intimate, personal dimension. 

Iraqi nationals represented a small subset of St. Andrew’s clientele, most of whom are refugees of longer-standing African conflicts. The African refugees’ more hardened 

comportments indexed the impossibility of finding a way out of their intractably provisional lives. Iraqis, in contrast, can claim a privileged position vis-à-vis future asylum in the United States because of their entanglement in American imperialist politics. Broadly speaking, given the pervasive experiences of poverty encountered by the vast majority of Cairenes, this community of overwhelmingly middle-class Iraqis pushes us to rethink the categorical notion of the refugee itself. Ensconced in suburban apartments, with neat lawns and children engrossed in computer games, the daily life of many Iraqi refugees in Cairo approximates a still-life image of American suburbia. Nevertheless, due to existing legal injunctions barring refugees from entering the labor market, the placid appearance of suburban life is undercut by the gradual attrition of limited financial resources. This parody of bourgeois leisure is thus haunted by desperation, produced by the knowledge that for these Iraqis, money is the only instrument of stability. 

The research I am currently undertaking for my Master’s thesis will assist me in understanding the disciplinary processes involved in the production of legally-admissible testimony. The thesis will comprise a critical analysis of Elias Khoury’s experimental novel Yalo, which engages issues of torture, trauma, memory, and the enduring legacy of violence in the wake of the Lebanese Civil War. Given that much of the novel appears as a series of progressively revised criminal confessions penned by an apparently unschooled former militia member, it invites comparison with the uncanny testimony of French parricide Pierre Rivière, reconstituted and published by Michel Foucault in 1973. Other substantial research projects undertaken during my M.A. at the University of Texas include a comparative analysis of contemporary Egyptian scholar Nasr Hamid Abu Zayd’s literary hermeneutics of the Qur’an as expounded in his book Mafhoum al-Nass, and the rationalist approach of the classical Mu’tazili exegete ‘Abd al-Jabbar. This project culminated in a paper entitled “Historicizing the Qur’an: the Burden of Scriptural Proof” which I presented at the Annual Meeting of the Middle Eastern Studies Association in 2008. 

The success of any ethnography lies in the ability to do a close and sensitive reading of complex linguistic, corporeal, and other semiotic signs that mark a particular culture. I believe my educational and professional experiences prior to my proposed matriculation at Duke have prepared me to both excel in my studies and execute the project delineated above. Perhaps my greatest weakness as a PhD candidate lies in my lack of formal training as an anthropologist, and relative unfamiliarity with ethnographic methods. However, I am in the process of making up for such lacunae through course work in Anthropology at UT. Moreover, my background in Comparative Literature and Middle Eastern Studies combines the theoretical rigor and regional expertise that are the hallmarks of solid anthropological work. In addition to fluent control over Egyptian Arabic and familiarity with other dialectal variations—including Tunisian, Syrian, and Iraqi—I also possess a keen understanding of Arab cultural norms, acquired through extensive work, study, and travel in the Middle East and North Africa. 

If granted admission to the Cultural Anthropology program at Duke, I hope to work under Professor Rebecca L. Stein, whose scholarship on the politics of mobility and everyday consumption habits in the context of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict will serve as a guidepost to inform my reflections on the Iraqi community in Egypt. Other faculty members who will prove critical to my project include Professor Katherine P. Ewing for her expertise on migration and Muslim identity, and Professor Engseng Ho for the historical depth of his work on Islamic trans-nationalism.



Statement of Purpose 

Serkan Yolacan

A working-class background coupled with increasing acquaintance with middle class life styles mainly through educational capital have charged me with a discomforting sense of uprootedness from early on. Experiencing this uneasiness in the awe-inspiring metropolis of Istanbul have made it all the more difficult to develop an unequivocal sense of belonging, to put myself in a box and mark it with a comforting label. Yet, city air also makes free, as medieval peasants once said. And I guess my share has been a basic perceptive sensitivity to and a keen interest in the not-so-innocent connections among ostensibly irreconcilable differences -cultural or otherwise- in the urban setting of a global metropolis. In retrospect, it is this unresolved interest that seems to underlie much of my scholarly work and which has kept bringing me up against the question of where and how to trace “politics” within a globally-imbued urban complex. 

What captured the very core of this unsettled interest of mine was the “messy” nature of a case of urban contestation that I began to follow for my BA thesis, and on which I ended up writing my MA thesis as well. It is an NGO-led urban movement mobilized over the renewal plan of a local municipality concerning an ethnically-labeled old city neighborhood -namely Sulukule. This particular conflict, internationalized so far as to become the showcase of the recently intensified urban contestation in Turkey, gave me the chance to observe how a series of seemingly autonomous political acts and moments are woven simultaneously by the historically situated repertoires of activist forms and discourses available at the moment; their potential global outreach conditioned by the international political culture as well as global economy; conflicting and/or cohering networks of individual and institutional actors involved in the contestation; peculiar historical and cultural dynamics of modernization in Turkey; and finally the local history of the neighborhood in question. The close scrutiny of all these elements in a single case of urban conflict through fieldwork not only helped me unravel the “black box” of ‘political action,’ but also compelled me to develop a less romantic view of social movements. In the context of the Sulukule case, for instance, this meant a leverage to go beyond the prevailing image of the case as a sacred battle of an ethnically stigmatized people and to identify middle-class nostalgia, networks, and consumption patterns laid within a globally recognized story of “civic resistance to gentrification.” 

Having said this, realizing the complexity of stakes and stakeholders in this relatively pronounced case of political conflict has disturbed me only more as it evidenced the hardships involved in reading the intricate interface of the urban and political landscapes of a country, where even the color of street signs may turn out to be yet another political symbol. My aspiration therefore in pursuing a Ph.D. in Anthropology is to advance my understanding of urban contestations as a window onto the changing culture of politics in contemporary Turkey. More specifically, I want to look at the ways in which concurrent urban movements negotiate over the most “righteous claim” to the city and seek legitimacy in the eyes of local, national and international publics through a language of rights. In doing so, my interest resides in exploring the historical and contemporary dynamics of the relentless struggle among various social groups to set the terms of political claim-making in Turkey. 
What excites me most about this tentative plan is its multifarious nature. Not only will it trace the ways in which global political economy of urban capitalism plays out in Istanbul, but it will also relate inevitably to the history of the left in Turkey; to cultural and political identity of the intensely conflictual urban neighborhoods and places; to biographies of central figures 

with critical agency in the clustering of oppositional networks; and finally to the configuration of relations and values within what David Harvey calls “cultural mass”; a privileged class of people working in various sectors of artistic production, broadcast media, universities, communication industries, publishing houses and similar institutions of cultural production that “define and circumscribe symbolic orders, imaginative realms, and forms of representation in crucial ways,” and thus shape the rhetoric of politics. Being able to operate in all of these scales at once leaves me no chance but to seek rigorous training in Anthropology. 

The progressive structuring of the Cultural Anthropology Program at Duke University, which combines the study of culture with attention to political economy to develop a critical understanding of global processes, promises an inspiring and challenging academic atmosphere where I can work with a number of faculty who share my interests. Particularly relevant to my research agenda is the work of Charles Piot on culture and politics in West Africa; of Anne Allison on the relationship of desire to contemporary capitalism in Japan; of Anne-Maria B Makhulu on globalization and city as strategic grounds for marginal subjects to make political claims; of Ralph A Litzinger on politics of national belonging and the role of elite cultural producers in minority politics; and of Orin Starn on identity politics and social movements in historical context. Fortunately enough, I was able to visit the department in August 2009 and met Orin Starn, Charles Piot and Anne Allison, all of whom expressed their interest in my research plans and encouraged me about the exiting academic journey awaiting me there.
