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argues for a non-platonic approach to interdisciplinarity, suggesting that a more
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peoples, where antagonistic difference is valued for its constitutive and productive
effects on reality.
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When climatologists meet social scientists...

Introduction

or most academics, the idea of negotiating environmental knowledges"

would immediately bring to mind the frontier between science and

non-science, or situations where scientists meet non-scientists. The
work we will present in this article calls attention to the fact that a great
amount of such negotiations — including situations where negotiations fail —
takes place inside the realm of science. So instead of using science to make
sense of non-science, what we will do is attend to troubles inside of science
—the challenges of interdisciplinarity, so to speak —and analyze them using,
speculatively, a set of concepts developed in philosophy of science and
Amazonian indigenous philosophies — specifically, what Eduardo Viveiros
de Castro (2002) and Tania Stolze Lima (1996) have called Amerindian
perspectivism.

Most academic work on interdisciplinarity has one of two goals. One
is to generate “utility and productivity”, meaning constructing strategies
for diagnosing and disarming everything that makes interdisciplinary work
something dysfunctional (see for instance Szostak, 2013; Wallace; Clark,
2014). The other is to produce an explanation grounded in sociology
(e.g. Holmwood, 2010), anthropology (e.g. Hastrup, 2018; Strathern,
2007), psychology (e.g. Good; Still, 1992) or other disciplinary traditions,
taking interdisciplinarity — as either abstract concept or empirical work —
for object of study (see also Barry et al., 2008). What we intend to do in
this article is something different: combining an empirical ethnographic
approach with an effort to conceptually speculate based on social theory,
instead of “anthropologizing” or “sociologizing” (in a reductive sense) the
problems with interdisciplinary activity, we propose here a conceptual
experiment. The intention is to produce new fields of visibility, concerning the
elements and relations that structure disciplinary activity and interdisciplinary
challenges. We are interested in exploring whether debates that deal with
the relationship between the ethnographer and the other agents in the
research may serve as a conceptual basis that helps us understand the relation
among disciplines. What can the discussion of the philosophical problems

Negotiating Environmental Knowledges was the title of a seminar organized by Sophie Haines at Oxford
University on 12-13 December 2018, in which an earlier version of this article was presented.
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that characterize relationships between anthropologists and interlocutors
say about relationships between anthropologists and climate scientists (ex.
Edwards, 2010; Fine, 2007; Pennesi, 2013; Taddei, 2012), for instance?
In following this path, we explore a dimension of the potential of the
ethnographic enterprise to which Marilyn Strathern called attention, when
she said that what “was always evident in anthropology’s fieldwork mode,
learning about social relations by acting out relationships with people, has
recently become applicable to its position vis-a-vis other disciplines” (2006,
p. 78). And yet, the goal of this paper is not to present an ethnographic
analysis of scientific work, but rather to explore situations where borders
make themselves most strongly felt, in the peculiar situation where the main
goal is exactly to overcome them. It is the definition of such borderlines as the
locus of this analysis that allows us to ask the reader to forgive the absence
of a robust, sociological description of the worlds of both climatologists
and social scientists.

In a second moment in the speculative maneuvering of the argument,
we will draw conceptual inspiration from the field of indigenous ethnology.
Especially generative for the argument of this paper are the ways in which
conflict is ethnographically depicted, and enemies/others ethnologically
constructed, in the worlds of Amazonian peoples. The intention here is to
understand to what extent a discipline, in the context of Western academia,
occupies positions that may be structurally equivalent to indigenous groups
in relationship with others, and what that may suggest regarding how we
understand tensions that may arise when (more or less) distinct academic
disciplines engage with each other.

The research from which these reflections sprung has been in course
for over a decade?, and focuses on the communication between those who
produce seasonal climate forecasts and the “users” of these forecasts. In
such endeavors, climatologists often characterize themselves as being at
one end of a communicative chain, with “users” at the opposite end; a

2The authors would like to acknowledge funding that made the research efforts and seminar discussions
possible: Inter-American Institute for Global Change Research (IAl) projects CRN3035 and CRN3106;
Sao Paulo Research Foundation (FAPESP)/Belmont Forum, research project 2015/50687-8; the Oxford
Martin Programme on Resource Stewardship; and UK Economic and Social Research Council grant ES/
NO016084/1.
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position that reflects what science-policy scholars have called a “linear”
or “dragnet” model of a unilinear flow from objective science to decision-
makers (McNie, 2013; Robinson, 1982). In this article, we are interested in
understanding the expectations of climatologists and meteorologists engaged
in these communicative processes, and what they mean when they use the
word “interdisciplinarity”. More recently, under the induction of the World
Meteorological Organization (WMO), the concepts of “climate services” —in
which the stated goal is to take into consideration, in unprecedented ways,
the needs of the users — and “co-production of knowledge” have become
prevalent, giving meteorology and climate science in general the hope
that these concepts could be a safe guide to interdisciplinarity.® And yet,
this development has not changed — indeed, has arguably reinforced (e.g.
Addor et al., 2015) — the fact that in the discourse of many meteorologists
and other scientists (and funders), interdisciplinarity appears as a new El
Dorado, that is, a place that no one finds, but that everyone is sure that, if
found, would bring plenitude and happiness to all involved.

There are evident platonic dimensions in the ways interdisciplinarity
is placed in such a desired picture of the future.* This paper advocates
that interdisciplinarity should be approached instead through a relational/

3For a critical overview of some of these concepts and applications, see Goldman et al. (2018).

4Some of the implicit platonic qualities of much promotion of interdisciplinarity are very close to
Christian theology. Examples are: the idea that there is an inherent “goodness” in interdisciplinarity,
and therefore interdisciplinary advocates see themselves as morally “good,” perhaps due to how they
understand the activity as demanding high doses of tolerance, in the Christian understanding of the
term (a more anti-Platonic approach, such as the one advocated by lsabelle Stengers (2011, p. 371)
sees tolerance as a curse); and the common (self-)perception of the (social) scientist making the effort of
doing interdisciplinarity in environmental research as a hero who is working to save the planet and those
vulnerable to environmental change. There are three major problems with this picture: one is the tendency
to flatten and essentialize the complex field of relations in which beings (material or ideological) relate
to each other, reproducing a view of the sociological field as mechanistic and linear. Second, scientific
activity is seen as the benign action of knowledgeable humans (virile hyper-agents) over disempowered
groups of humans and non-humans (see the cover of the journal Nature, edition of 16 September 2015,
for an unusually explicit example). The tendency for science to attribute to itself too much self-importance
is permanently confronted by the empirical reality of how difficult it is to put science to productive
use outside of the walls of the university (a large amount of science being just ignored), and also by
feminist (Duran, 2018) and postcolonial critiques (Harding, 2015; Willey, 2016). And third, the amount
of expectation and emotional investment by researchers, especially in earlier stages of their careers, on
such unrealistic representation of matters, very easily leads to decrease in mental health (Green, 2017).
In such panorama, individuals, matters, and the social sciences are essentialized in unproductive ways.
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constructivist framework, in which agents relate to each other ecologically,
in the deep philosophical sense of the term (see Serres, 2007). In addition,
the productive dimension of conflict, as employed in the argument of this
paper, works in contraposition to such Platonism, assuming a rather more
Nietzschean outlook.

With that said, it is important to state explicitly what this article is not
trying to do®. Itis a conceptual experiment with a clear pragmatic goal; it is
not an attempt to present ethnographic theory as a universal antidote to the
crisis of grand theoretical paradigms. Amerindian perspectivism has indeed
been raised to the condition of a powerful critical theory, with effects that
spill far beyond the social sciences. Our goal is far more humble —we do not
try to address all the complex subtleties of Amerindian perspectivism, and
still less of Amerindian thought in its ethnological diversity and complexity®.
What we present here makes use of no more than a simplified version of
the referred theory (abridged for our purposes), in a way that instead of
presenting “just one more conceptual experiment with Amerindian thought,”
we feel it would be more appropriate to say that this is an experiment with

the theory of perspectivism, nothing more.

Tales of instructive equivocation

We begin with two ethnographic tales. One of us (hereafter referred to
as the social scientist) has conducted ethnographic research in the Brazilian
Northeast region, both inside the local meteorological agency and with small
farmers who were supposedly the most important recipients of the scientific
information produced by the meteorological agency (due to the correlation
between small family based agriculture in the semiarid region of Brazil and
poverty; income tends to be strongly connected to the occurrence of rains for
this social group). In the early stages of the ethnography, the social scientist
dedicated some time to studying how ideas about nature, drought, water,
and rain, existed in local narratives. After a number of interviews and a
couple of months of research, the social scientist wrote a report where he

5We are grateful for the comments of two anonymous reviewers on this matter.
6Amerindian thought, as stated by some authors, greatly exceeds the theory of perspectivism in complexity
and variation (see, for instance, Ramos, 2012; Turner, 2009).
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presented and discussed the data, referring, among other things, to what
local authors call the “cultural water complex” (Taddei, 2004) — describing
how water occupies a special place in the cultural schemes and constructs
of people who live in arid and semiarid places. In that report the social
scientist discussed how water has the power of agglutinating meaning, and
ordering, in specific ways, emotional and perceptual patterns. That text
was written as an initial exercise in the ethnographic work; at the same
time, the social scientist had the feeling that he had to justify his presence
inside of the meteorological agency, and so he decided to give a copy of the
report to the manager of the institution’s department of meteorology. The
social scientist felt that his presence among them generated some degree of
discomfort — not unusual in ethnographic research — and for that reason he
imagined that if he showed them something real, like an academic report,
they would be reassured. He also wanted to gauge their reactions to the
kind of analysis he would be working with — one that is not centered on
issues. Their

|//

“nature,” as is the case for their work, but more on “cultura
response would certainly be an interesting piece of ethnographic data.

The manager took the report, read it, and came to talk to the social
scientist the next day. It was all very well what the social scientist had written
in the report, the meteorologist said; and yet, it was difficult for him to
understand how it could be of any interest, from a scientific point of view.
In his understanding, what the report described happened everywhere,
with regional specificities and yet with an amazing degree of regularity: the
Eskimo had esthetical appreciation and emotional bond to snow, the Swiss
to the mountains, the forest dwellers to the forest, and so on. He could
not see what relevance could exist in this type of investigation: what was
being presented as worthy of academic interest was nothing more than
common sense’.

7Itis worth noting that this description does not correspond to the “prototypical” sequence of engagement
between meteorologists and social scientists that was identified at the Oxford seminar (see footnote
number 1) to be a common pattern: first the social scientist feels ignored (no interaction); then she
becomes instrumental, usually via requests to help educate the public (form of interaction imposed by
others); and finally the social scientist gains some degree of control over the interaction, and the relation
reaches the phase of misunderstanding and conflict.
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Many years later, a similar ethnographic encounter took place, in a
different setting. The social scientist was participating in the annual meeting
of a multi-national, multi-disciplinary project focused on the concept of
climate services, at the University of Buenos Aires. In his presentation,
the social scientist explained to the other participants (many of whom
were meteorologists), how the perception of utility exists among users of
meteorological information, according to his ethnographic research. Part
of the explanation centered on the fact that, if one has a large number
of distinct user groups, each with their own demographic, economic,
political, and sociological profiles, the criteria for what is or is not useful
become very heterogeneous and variable; exploding in fractal fashion.
Because of this, a computational model that produces forecasts may be
very “good”, according to the endogenous perception of meteorologists,
and yet this does not say anything about what is going to happen with the
scientific information once it gets disseminated. And, very often, even a
very “good” forecast will be considered useless, from the perspective of
a number of collectivities. Since the forecast will establish relations with
an enormous amount of distinct practices and needs, due to the diversity
of the collectivities with which it will interact, in each situation the utility
will be constructed in distinct ways — very often in creative ways that differ
significantly from the ideas meteorologists have about how forecasts should
be properly used (Taddei, 2013).

At that moment in the talk, a Brazilian meteorologist and university
professor who was in the group reacted, irritated, and began to explain
to the social scientist that the utility of a forecast is related to the “skill”
of the models used in its production; and the skill is measured based on
how good the model is for predicting the climate of the past (so one can
compare these predictions with the record of the real climatic events). This
is what determines the utility of the models, and therefore of the forecasts
produced by them, she said. A heated debate followed, in which the social
scientist sustained that utility cannot be something endogenous to the model,
but it is rather something necessarily relational, and therefore exogenous.
The meteorologist maintained her defense that the utility of a forecast is
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constructed by meteorologists, through their continuous improvement of
the mathematical and physical models used in their elaboration.

We will return to these encounters later in the development of the
argument. But first, a methodological note. For most scholars from the
natural and physical sciences, the most intuitive, and yet rational approach
to studying how non-scientists or other scientists react to the products of the
their research is through the study of success stories, trying to extract from
them the “structural elements” of success that can be transferred and applied
in different contexts. This approach is commonly called research on “best
practices” (for an example on climate services, see Adams et al., 2015).8 Our
approach here is almost the complementary opposite: our contribution to
the debate draws inspiration from situations of tension in interdisciplinary
work, grounded in ethnographic experiences in which anthropologists’
relations with meteorologists did not function “well”, at least not according
to expectations of smooth integration and mutual alignment. Anchoring
this approach is the idea that, without the awareness of most involved
individuals, a large part of the existing research on interdisciplinary work,
and particularly those studies grounded in the best practices framework,
is vulnerable to what psychologists call confirmation bias — the tendency to
put more attention on things that confirm our expectations about the world
and less on those that don’t; and that this affects negatively the perception
of most people of the theoretical relevance of failure (see CRED, 2009).
Theoretical approaches like those found in the ethnomethodology of
Harold Garfinkel (1996) or in Actor-Network Theory suggest that friction
and controversies give privileged access to the practices of composition
and reproduction of social reality (Latour, 2008); Barry et al. (2008) suggest
that agonistic-antagonistic modes of interdisciplinarity are more strongly
associated than synthesis/subservience modes with epistemological and
ontological transformations; and Anna Tsing’s ethnographic approach to
globalization (2005) foregrounds the creative powers of friction among
worldviews.

8There is also a literature on “barriers” to success, though much of this work is framed around overcoming
them in order to achieve integration.

Sociologias, Porto Alegre, ano 21, n. 51, maio-ago 2019, p. 186-209.



Renzo Romano Taddei & Sophie Haines

Variables, axioms, doxa, and the unavoidable positionality
of knowledge

What we will do next, as a proposition for a novel approach to problems
related to interdisciplinary relations, is also a conceptual experiment. In
the first movement, we will use concepts and language that come from the
philosophy of sciences in an attempt to make evident what we believe to
be a fundamental dimension of interdisciplinary antagonisms. In the second
movement, we will bring in elements from ethnological theories about
conflict, and we will project them over the scheme constructed in the first
part and see whether something relevant is then revealed.

Let us adopt for a moment a conceptual framework that organizes the
work of the sciences according to three ontological dimensions. One refers
to variables, the second to axioms, and the third to what sociologists call
doxa (Bourdieu, 1990). Variables are the focus of attention of the scientific
activity; it is what varies, supposedly outside of the control of the researcher,
and therefore teaches her something about causal relations in reality. Axioms
are the presuppositions, logical, epistemological, or ontological, that makes
scientific work with variables function appropriately. All sciences have their
axioms; they are part of the logic structure of the scientific fields, and yet
they are not variables, and therefore they are not (normally) subject to
criticism and test. Their function is to ground the work of testing variables.
Doxa, in its turn, is the phenomenal world that exists behind all forms of
social action — including scientific work —, and that is taken for granted. It is
not articulated as part of the problem, nor as part of the available tools for
addressing the problem. Doxa is then the dimension of reality — physical or
otherwise — that is not articulated; it is so “obvious” that it does not get to
be developed in discursive terms. Axioms are different from doxa because,
once accepted tacitly, they exist in structured, coordinated ways: scientists
know very well the axioms that take part in shaping their reasoning, and
use them as a framing device in order to be able to work with variables.

We posit that what happened in the described conflicts between the
social scientist and his meteorological friends is as follows: what for the
social scientist is one thing in this tryptic scheme, is a different thing for
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the meteorologist. When the social scientist presented the manager of the
meteorological agency with his work on the cultural water complex of the
semiarid region, he elected as his variable the diverse ways the collectivities
of Brazil’s Northeast region configure coherent systems of meanings and
symbols. The manager’s reaction was to tell the social scientist, albeit
with different words, that what the latter decided to treat as variable was
actually part of the doxa, and that is why it seemed to be irrelevant in the
perception of the former — precisely for being part of the doxa, something
cannot be a variable. Without noticing it, the meteorologist was effectively
disarticulating the social scientist’s work. If the social scientist followed
the line of research that he proposed himself to do (as indeed he did),
the relationship between disciplines, and therefore researchers, would
necessarily become marked by the existence of tension. The very fact
that the social scientist was claiming that there is a variable linked to the
cultural dimension in the set of environmentally relevant problems has the
potential for disorganizing the world as it is organized inside of meteorology.
The meteorologists have their variables and axioms, and — though in non-
articulated forms — their doxa. The focus of their intellectual investment,
which is also the focus of their emotional investment, exists over the pair
variables-axioms, upon which they construct the conceptual architecture of
the research — and upon which are also constructed institutional networks,
bureaucracies, schemes for distribution of research funds, hierarchies,
complex distinction mechanisms, and so forth. When a social scientist
arrives and says that it is important to extract something from the doxa and
bring it to the set of variables, this disorganizes the cognitive and affective
work of the meteorologist, to the point that an emotional reaction should
be expected. That is, we argue, exactly what happened in the second
vignette. It obviously functions similarly the other way around: for example,
when someone from sociobiology tells a constructivist social scientist that
patterns of cultural behavior can be explained by things like genetics, this
disorganizes the world of the latter, makes her nervous, and puts her in
defensive mode. Methodological distinctions can reflect fundamentally
different principles/doctrines (for example utilitarian versus rights-based
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ethics), the rationality and legitimacy of which may require the exclusion
of insights from opposing paradigms (Rayner; Malone, 1998).°

What we are trying to say here is that there are things that are more
complex, in interdisciplinary research and work, than the issue of people
having or not the inclination to sit and talk to members of other disciplinary
groups. The simple existence of a field of disciplinary work can disorganize
another field of work. Perhaps that is why the universities are built with
such thick walls, symbolically and bureaucratically speaking, and also with
doors that are often carefully locked.

The importance of the enemy: interdisciplinarity without
romanticism

So far, the picture presented in this text is not a particularly happy one.
The awareness that, in most cases, conflict is a logical outcome of putting
disciplines in contact probably depresses most well-intentioned academics.
This happens, however, only if they have a certain understanding of what a
conflict is, and also of what is to be done with respect to the other parties
in the conflict situation. In other terms, the ontological framing of conflicts
makes a difference. A framing grounded in the ontological regime that
Descola (2013) called naturalistic hypostasizes material (and social) realities
and at the same time makes them the ultimate reference point for the
production of Truth with capital T, through the production of Nature with
capital N. The transcendental value attached to such capitalized truth/
nature, and the assumption that all beings are axiomatically inhabitants of
the same (material) reality, turns the quest for truth into a political matter,
making epistemological alliances a necessary requirement for collaboration.
In simple terms, some people are understood to be wrong, in need of being
convinced otherwise, and if they resist, they become epistemologically — and

9Rayner and Malone (1998, p. 36) propose that the most significant “intellectual rupture” is located
not between the physical and social sciences, as often assumed, but rather within the social sciences
— between the descriptive, epistemologically realist approaches more easily integrated with physical
sciences on one hand, and interpretive approaches aligned with the humanities, on the other. Strathern
(2006) highlights a distinction between ethos and practices of research versus managerial modes of
knowledge generation.
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therefore politically — dangerous. They are the epistemological enemies, in a
social world that has a millenary tradition of killing, in small and large scale,
due to epistemological discord (see, for instance, the role of interpretation
in the religious wars of European Christianity).

It is against the ontological background of the milieu in which Western
sciences developed that we propose our conceptual experiment. It is an
attempt to understand how Amazonian indigenous ethnology — to use
Descola’s parlance, how an ontological regime of animism - presents us
with ideas to make sense of the question of alliances among enemies.
The goal is, after having presented a rather gloomy perspective on how
disciplinary groups related to each other, to see whether ethnology may
show an interesting alternative for cooperation among dissimilar parties.

One of the pervasive elements in the indigenous ethnology we
draw on here, and one that makes it compelling, in our perception, as a
conceptual strategy for addressing situations of conflict in interdisciplinary
work, is the lack of an illusion among researchers who work with this type
of ethnographic knowledge that conflicts will be solved. One prerequisite
for taking Amerindian societies seriously is to understand and accept that
interethnic conflicts will not, and cannot, be “resolved”, because they are
part of how indigenous worlds constitute themselves (Viveiros de Castro,
2002). Of course, what exactly ethnic conflict consist of, in the context
of the contemporary multidimensional transformation of the lives of most
Amazonian peoples, is an empirical question. And yet, there is overwhelming
ethnological evidence that the majority of indigenous populations in the
Americas, and also in other parts of the world, such as Siberia (Vitebsky;
Alekseyev, 2015), and Papua New Guinea (Strathern, 1988), understand
that individuals and collectivities constitute themselves in direct relation to
antagonism, to whatever offers resistance to the development and exercise
of agency, be it in the formation of personality (such as in a myriad of rites
of passage, for instance), or of political collectivities. In many cases, this
assumes the form of a transcendental enemy (Viveiros de Castro, 2002), one
against which energies are channeled, and the very process of channeling
such energies is constitutive of most of the social and cultural structures
required for social life. Eventually, in the material and spiritual conditions of
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ethnographic experience, this transcendental enemy may become corporified
through the mediation of the existence of an antagonistic ethnic group,
and this is the situation in which physical interethnic conflict may erupt.

The idea that antagonism is productive in the materialization of concepts
and realities is not totally foreign to Western thought. For example, one
definition of “nature” posits that it has been historically constructed as
exactly everything that offers resistance to human agency (Pearson, 2015);
the more effective the resistance, the more “natural” the phenomena in
question, from simple unexpected and uncomprehended transformation in
one’s body to events that are so sensorially and cognitively overwhelming
that they produce what Kant ([1961] 2003) called the sublime.

The point we want to make here is that there is a form of equivocation
that crosses through interdisciplinary thinking: we most of the time do not
perceive, and the rest of the time do not admit, that there is some degree of
structural equivalence between what concerns the relations among academic
disciplines, and what interethnic conflict is for the Amazonian peoples. The
interdisciplinary conflicts are part and parcel of the processes through which
the world of academic disciplines is composed and reproduced in time. Not
everything is conflict in the everyday life of most scientific research; and
yet, what cognitive scientists (and before them, structural anthropologists)
describe as the human tendency for thinking in binary terms may be just
the cognitive face of using antagonism for productive conceptual work.
Conflict is, in such context, not a “failure”. Most of us academics live in a
state of denial about this simple fact. In not facing it seriously, we remain
searching for El Dorado.

Our proposition in the direction sketched is, then, to represent doxa,
axioms, variables, and conflicts in a genealogical diagram (see figure
below) — a tool borrowed from indigenous ethnology. Distinct but proximal
disciplines can be understood as being capable of establishing relations
of consanguinity (in kinship terms), and that can happen for the sharing
doxa, when ontological distances are big, or doxa and axioms, for smaller
ontological rifts, even when variables are not shared. We may think about
disciplines like genetics and clinical oncology, for instance. It is not hard to see
that there are ontological and epistemological commonalities to the work of
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both — the naturalistic, materialistic approach; the centrality of the inductive
reasoning; the importance of certain entities, like cells and molecules, to
cite a few examples. As a result, even if both disciplines work with different
objects and variables, we can think about the sharing of axiomatic elements
as structural equivalent to the sharing of “substances” that characterizes
consanguinity. We may think about two other cognate disciplines, such
as quantum mechanics and electric engineering. Here the same thing
happens: there are shared axiomatic elements. In epistemological terms,
also the preference for a naturalistic, materialistic, and inductivist approach
to the phenomena they work with; in ontological terms, the centrality of
entities such as electrons and electromagnetic waves, for instance. Once
again, something equivalent to consanguinity."®

Figure — Genealogical diagram: doxa, axioms, variables and conflict
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Source: image composed by the authors, with graphic elements taken from Pics4Learning.
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10The foregrounding of consanguinity/shared substance is only one approach to reckoning kinship (see
for example Weston, 1991).
"Images used: Oaks, Linda. fabric107.jpg. 2007. Pics4Learning. 5 Aug 2019; O'Neill, Destin.
destinoneill7.jpg. January 2014. Pics4Learning. 5 Aug 2019; Swan, Chelsea. swan21234.jpg. 05/30/05.
Pics4Learning. 5 Aug 2019.
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There are situations in which different consanguineous groups may
establish alliances (even in the presence of endemic conflictive relations
among them); this can happen when there is a powerful common enemy
who could easily overcome any of the groups individually. So any group needs
the other in order to engage in the conflict. To make use of the disciplines
mentioned above, we can think about a situation in which a community
wants to start a legal action against a telecommunications company for the
installation of a huge antenna in a given place that, it is supposed, increased
the number of cases of cancer in the community. There we have a problem
of molecules, cells, electrons, and electromagnetic waves. It is possible
to search for areas of superposition inside of the axiomatic fields of each
discipline — an area of superposition that allows for the construction of
common action strategies. This happens not so much in what is concerned
with the ontological dimensions — in the short term, no one expects that
medicine will be able to talk about electromagnetic waves with the same
authority that the physicists have (that is, in the way that interests physicists);
nor that physicists would hold the same authority to talk about cells, in their
turn. Yet, in methodological and epistemological grounds this alignment is
not very difficult -- the principles of rationality, materiality, and inductivity
are widely shared among these collectivities. There resides the possibility
of alliance.

What the indigenous ethnology we refer to here suggests, in this model,
is that there are barriers to be overcome in the process of constructing
alliances, even when the shared epistemological and cultural principles are
in place. It is here that the enemy plays a crucial role: it gives the impetus
for surpassing these barriers. Ailton Krenak, one of the most important
indigenous leaders in Brazil, once said that:

We are all traditional enemies. Now, you still didn’t understand that, in the
psychology of the indigenous peoples, the traditional enemy is the one that
you preserve, even more than the traditional friend. A traditional friend you
can lose at any time, while the traditional enemy you keep. | preserve my
traditional enemies until the last moment. You know that headdress that begins
with a green feather here, and then there is a variation of tones, another blue
feather and another green at the end? The traditional friend is this one, the
traditional enemy is this one, you couldn’t find two people so close to each
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other than the traditional friend and the traditional enemy (Krenak in Ricardo;
Villas Boas, 2015, p. 56).

The enemy is to be cared for; in large parts of the indigenous lowlands
of South America, one constructs her identity and the conditions of her
existence in the world from the relationship established with the enemies.
Paradoxically, these can be relationships of trust and amicability (Santos-
Granero, 2007). In more structural terms, the enemy is the immanent,
invisible difference (Viveiros de Castro, 2010). It is as if all the aforementioned
scheme of consanguinity and alliances (among ethnic groups and academic
disciplines) constituted itself in reaction to something; and this something,
even if not well defined and explicit, is what justifies the existence of the
whole scheme. Alterity seems to be required for the generation of the energy
needed for the setting up of such alliances and networks.

This puts in evidence the importance of the enemy, and therefore of
the conflict, in its constitutive dimension. At this point, it should be clear
that the meaning associated with the concept of enemy in Amerindian
philosophies has little connection to what the same word stands for in
most Western circumstances. Typically, Amazonian peoples do not engage
in genocidal war. The idea of total destruction of the enemy seems to be
absent from Amazonian philosophies.

Returning to the question of the interdisciplinary relations, there is
an important historical matter that needs to be addressed, and it refers to
the fact that natural sciences and social sciences — or, as per Rayner and
Malone (1998), descriptive and interpretive approaches — have recurrently
positioned themselves as traditional enemies — and this dates back at least
to Kant. They have acted as such throughout the 20" century, and the
trouble entered the 21 (think of the Sokal affair and its reiterations — see
Klein, 2018). Walford (2012, p. 114) notes that such conflicts between
constructivism and objectivism suggest that there is nonetheless a common
understanding that knowledge and ideas can travel and be controlled, even if
the ways in which ideas have travelled has involved much misunderstanding
and frustration. To “fix” the situation now is far from being a simple task;
the weight of the historical record of conflict is heavy. So, based on the
argument presented so far, instead of attempting to make these scientific

Sociologias, Porto Alegre, ano 21, n. 51, maio-ago 2019, p. 186-209.



Renzo Romano Taddei & Sophie Haines

fields stop treating each other as enemies, it seems more realistic and more
productive to understand how alliances can be made. In the specific field
of the relations of meteorologists and social scientists, there is clearly a new
enemy on the stage, and the reason why there are so many anthropologists
and sociologists working inside meteorological institutions, and in large
research projects led by climate scientists, is that it is not just a new enemy,
but one with so much power that it enables axiomatic agreements to be
constructed with inedited amount of intensity. This new enemy is climate
change.

The framework we propose above adds to recent works on
interdisciplinarity in climate change research and related topics, and,
we suggest, offers a generative analytical lens through which to address
interdisciplinarity’s promises and problems. Sarah Vaughn (2017, p. 262),
for example, uses the concept of ‘inverse performativity’ to argue that
the growing material and intellectual challenges of climate change are
compelling experts from different disciplines, fields and sectors to work
together and to reshape their paradigms in a “new ecology of expertise”.
New relationships and constellations of relationships of this kind can be
controversial, spanning a range of ecological interactions including symbiosis,
predation and parasitism (Serres, 2007). Care, preservation, and hosting
all have roles in the construction of alliances among enemies - those with
whom substances-axioms are not readily shared. Difference, proximity and
identity may be established and practiced on day-to-day basis within and
among groups of scientists (Walford, 2012); friendships can be established
between individuals who are members of enemy groups (Santos-Granero,
2007). A relational approach to interdisciplinarity draws attention to systems
of responsibility (Whyte, 2013) as well as connections of substance, and is
open to the potential productivity of both alliance and difference.

Concluding remarks

Finally, if we compare the options that we have in relation to all that
was exposed here, we see, on one side, the expectation of disciplinary
metamorphosis - the hope that the fields of the social sciences, of the
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physical sciences, and of all other existing sciences, transform into something
different from what they are. This is what generally underlies the immense
majority of analyses of interdisciplinary problems and relations. There
is here a detachment between what we are addressing and indigenous
ethnology: in spite of the importance of the concept of metamorphosis in
indigenous cosmologies (that includes the danger of the metamorphosis of an
individual into someone of the species of enemy, especially in predator-prey
relations), in the Western world of disciplinary academia there are at least
two elements that work against it: first, the already mentioned institutional
and bureaucratic academic organization that was historically constituted
through the imposition of barriers and limitations, so as to minimize the
risk of “contamination” from other disciplines (Bourdieu, 2000; Gieryn,
1983); and second, the tendency among Western collectivities to strengthen
identity definition and stabilization, in conservative ways, in situations of
uncertainty and risk (Douglas, 1992). On that, Marilyn Strathern (2007,
p. 131) refers to the “convenient” fiction of distinct disciplines in terms
of defining accountability and authentication. Given this situation, the
expectation that academic disciplines will change endogenously, out of an
inner will to change, exists in contradiction to these factors, and therefore
appears as a formidable challenge.™

Another possibility is that the aptitude for transformation should
not be expected from disciplines, but from individuals with special
metamorphic powers. The structural equivalent to those individuals in
the Amazonian world are the shamans — strange, special individuals
who are capable of transforming into animals and then returning, and
whose powers are, though dangerous, fundamental to the existence of the
indigenous worlds. In the realm of academic disciplines, the equivalent
would be strategic intermediaries, people socialized in distinct worlds
and in unorthodox ways, and for this very reason, capable of navigating
distinct epistemological and ontological universes, in the physical and
the social sciences. Our ethnographic experience in border situations

2With reference to anthropology’s disciplinary identity and potential for transformation, Chua and
Mathur (2018) have recently appealed for a rethinking of the anthropological ‘we’, and a move to reach
out into new spaces of knowledge production and experience, aligned with a decolonizing agenda.
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where the physical sciences touch the social sciences has shown that these
beings capable of metamorphosis are frequently in the so-called “applied
fields”, be they physical or social, and not in the high hierarchical levels
in their institutions. In relation to climate issues, these individuals tend to
be agronomists, cartographers, hydrologists, union leaders, activists, health
agents, nurses, rural schoolteachers, technicians at municipal governments
and — indeed —shamans (Arregui 2018; Kopenawa; Albert 2013). The work
of professionals with such characteristics tends to be based on the translation
of meanings, creative construction of pragmatic solutions and management
of expectations (Haines, 2019), where the criteria for success are based
on the satisfaction of the involved collectivities, and the adopted strategies
seem often to lack conceptual or epistemological coherence. In this, it what
resembles shamanism: the possibility of constructing improbable bridges
across incoherent worlds, resulting in different people acting together, in
satisfactory ways, without thinking alike. Eduardo Viveiros de Castro called
it controlled equivocation (Viveiros de Castro, 2004); Mauro Almeida called
it pragmatic agreement (Almeida, 2017). Arregui (2018), discussing how
a climatologist and a shaman have deployed mimicry and diplomacy in
public dialogue, argues they are able to forge new forms of ecopolitical
connectivity across different perspectives, in the face of a shared struggle
against climate-related crises (see also Kopenawa; Albert 2013). This work
can be both frustrating and revelatory. What matters is the recognition
that systematic misunderstanding is a fundamental building block in the
composition of reality; something that can be informative and transformative.
Much of the debate on interdisciplinarity’s virtues and sins is an abiding
lament about people’s inability to produce a perfect attunement of minds
and concepts. As we hope to have demonstrated throughout this text, this
is definitely not necessary.
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