SM4134 Visual Ethnography & Creative Intervention
Linda C.H. LAI // October 5, 2007
- a short lecture: Theorizing “the everyday”
Key texts:

John Roberts (2006): Philosophizing the Everyday: revolutionary praxis and the fate of cultural theory (Pluto Press, London, Ann Arbor).

Henri Lefebvre (1992): Critique of Everyday Life; translated by John Moore (Verso, London, New York).

Michel de Certeau (1984): The practice of everyday life; translated by Steven Rendall (University of California Press, Berkeley).

* Photography and the everyday

 (See John Roberts’ earlier work The Art of Interpretation: Realism, Photography, and the Everyday 1998…and his article “Philosophizing the Everyday: the philosophy of praxis and the fate of cultural studies,” in Radical Philosophy 1999)

-Photography in the 20th century developed at the intersection of the philosophical claims of realism and the cultural claims of the ‘everyday.’
-The development of photography in turn transformed the concept of ‘the everyday’ in cultural theory.

( Emphasis: relation between photographic form and everyday modes of attention (also emphasis of the early Soviet and Weimar Avant-gardes) 

[Recommended viewing: Dziga Vertov’s The Man with a Moving Camera (1929) and Walther Ruttmann’s Berlin, Symphony of a Great City (1927)]
-See Surrealist André Breton’s Nadja:

- terms to qualify the everyday: “ghostly” / “haunting” / “indefinable” / “unverifiable”
- observable (on the street) ( [yet] ( in-between and indefinable (the other side of life, the other side of a person, the lived but unnoticeable)
- chain and network of associations; ranges of things that form hierarchies:
“Do not expect me to provide an exact account of what I have been permitted to experience in this domain.  I shall limit myself here to recalling without effort certain things which, apart from any exertions on my part, have occasionally happened to me, things which, reaching me in unsuspected ways, give me the measure of the particular grace and disgrace of which I am the object; I shall discuss these things without pre-establishedorder, and according to the moodof the moment which lets whatever survives survive. My point of departure will be the Hotel des Grans Hommes, Place du Pantheon, where I lived around 1918…”

** Everyday and the philosophy of Praxis : Critique of the everyday as praxis
(See his book Philosophizing the Everyday: revolutionary praxis and the fate of cultural theory 2006)

1975 as the dividing line: Before: the everyday as praxis for cultural production
After: re-orientation of the debate towards the productive consumer / overtaken by aesthetic theory and the semiotic model of cultural studies
1975 is the end of 20 years of the critique of the everyday as the theory of praxis in the form of the Situationist International.

1975 is also the beginning of Lefebvre moving away from “the direct theorization of the everyday after spending

1917-1975:
1917-1939; 1948-49; 1966-74 [realism; counter-hegemonic alliance; modernism]

-Source of the concept:

Revolutionary theory and Marxist theories of cultural democracy and transformation (first half of 20th century)
-Emphasis: 
continuation of the philosophical and political vitality of the bulk of literature on the everyday and praxis for cultural work today…

-Themes:
Everyday and the machine-technical: 

-everyday as the focus of the achievements of the Revolution and the site where the Revolution is to be defended and deepened (see Trotsky’s writings)

-shift from political work to cultural work: “Leninism is the knowledge and ability to turn culture, i.e. all the knowledge amassed in previous centuries, to the interests of the working masses.”

-problem: a technical / technist transformation of pre-capitalist forms, NOT an aesthetic critique of capital and political economy

-response: Constructivism and Productivism: to break down the boundaries between intellectual labour and manual labor, artistic labour and productive labour, under revolutionary culture

Everyday culture and cultural theory: dialectical materialism

-Lukacs, Benjamin, Lefebvre…

The Everyday and culture from below: 

-Antonio Gramsci

Everyday as organized, disciplined space: domination and resistance (total transformation of everyday life)

-Lefebvre’s production of space: representational space, represention of space, spatial practice

Everyday as a performative category: everyday creativity

-Michel de Certeau

***
A historian’s sensibility: the “everyday” for history-writing
##Fernand Braudel (1979) (1992): The Structures of Everyday Life: the limits of the possible (U of California Press, Berkeley, Los Angeles). [See “Introduction”]
Attempt to write economic history (15th-18th C) ( need to go back to sources ( felt no direct observation of economic realities possible…because the facts don’t fit into classical and traditional theoretical models (e.g. a narrative of progress from pre-industrial time towards a rational world of market and capital, i.e. “patterns of evolution”) ( no homogeneous reality, not within economy at least ( observable reality
…even in the same historical moment of the same place, there could be many economies or several kinds of evolution…

A tripartite schema:
	Easily observed processes
	( […shady zones…] (
A rich zone
	“transparent” visible realities

	e.g. rural activities, small shops and workshops…, banks…
	Elementary basic activities going on everywhere… 
	e.g. market economy, mechanisms of production and exchange

	
	The 1st zone:

“material life” / “material civilization”

“infra-economy”

“the informal other half of economic activity

“the world of self-sufficiency and barter of goods and services within a very small radius
	

	
	A 2nd secret zone:

“Certain groups of privileged actors were engaged in circuits and calculations that ordinary people knew nothing of.” (e.g. foreign exchange) 
They form the upper limits of our capitalist economy
	

	
	What else lies below/alongside market economy?

Moon-lighting, odd jobs
	


The need to both look up and look down…

What is the structure from above (e.g. market economy) doing to the rich zone below?

- creates anomalies, zones of turbulence

“Everyday life consists of the little things one hardly notices in time and space. The more we reduce the focus of vision, the more likely we are to find ourselves in the environment of material life: the broad sweep usually corresponds to History with a capital letter…, and the networks of national or urban economies.
If we reduce the length of the time observed, we either have the event or the everyday happening. The event is, or is taken to be, unique; the everyday happening is repeated, and the more often it is repeated the more likely it is to become a generality or rather a structure.”

( the collection and use of anecdotes, drawings, travelers’ notes, the way people eat, dress, or lodge at different levels of society…images of daily life.
****

“Everyday” – the space of the “sleeping curve”

##Steven Johnson (2005) (2006), Everything Bad is Good for You: how popular culture is making us smarter (Penguin Books, London, New York, Toronto). [See “Introduction”]
(1) Everyday is viewed as a location where one engaged with regular non-purposeful / non-functional / “unproductive” activities over a prolonged period of time.

(2) To Johnson, the everyday has existed for many years since his childhood as forms of “obsession” with modeling complex simulations, which later on turned out to be “ordinary behavior for most consumers of digital entertainment.”
(3) The everyday is also informal education via playing and gaming – a kind of education “not happening in classrooms or museums,” but “in living rooms and basements, on PCs and television screens. This is the Sleeper Curve: The most debased forms of mass diversion… [that] turn out to be nutritional after all.”

(4) Johnson recommends a flexible assemblage of methodologies in collaboration: 
Systems analysis, probability theory, pattern recognition, popular culture analysis, symbolic analysis, textual studies etc.

*****
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