COURSE TITLE: DOING COLLECTIVE BIOGRAPHY

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE METHOD:

Collective biography is a research strategy that works at the level of bodily knowledge and of affect, and moving beyond individualized versions of the subject, toward subjects-in-relation, subjects-in-process (Davies and Gannon, 2006).  The practice of collective biography involves researchers and participants, over several consecutive days, meeting and talking about their chosen topic, telling their own remembered stories relevant to that topic, and writing them down. The relationship between the participants and the written texts, and memories evoked in the workshop space, is developed through a particular kind of close attention to each others’ stories. Through listening and questioning each other on the remembered, embodied, affective detail, each story becomes imaginable with/in the minds/bodies of everyone. After telling stories, and listening to stories, and talking together about those stories, they are written, avoiding clichés and explanations.  Each story is then read out loud to the group, registering the images now in the written form, and heard again in the modality of voice, through the vibrations in the bodies of speakers and listeners. 
In the writing and reading, in the discussion about, and questioning of, the read text, and in the rewriting, each storyteller works to express the very this-ness, or haecceity, of the remembered moment. Haecciety or this-ness, as Halsey (2007) analyses it, is integral to what Deleuze and Guattari (1987) call smooth space—the space that escapes the over-coded striations of territorialized space. Smooth space enables an immersion in the present moment, in time and in place, that often eludes us in the press of normative expectations, of habitual thoughts and practices, and of submission to the dominant, often clichéd codes that make up the existing order.

In our book, Doing Collective Biography (2006), Susanne and I coined the term mo(ve)ment in order to evoke the doubled action involved in our collective story-telling and writing, of dwelling in and on particular moments of being, and of movement toward, or openness to, new possibilities both of seeing and of being. In telling, listening, questioning, writing, reading and rewriting our stories, a shift takes place. The memories are no longer told and heard as just autobiographical (that is, an assemblage of already known stories that mark one individualized person off from the next), but as opening up for, and in, each other, knowledges of being that previously belonged only to the other, as that other’s marks of identity. In working collectively with memories, we live intimately within our own bodies, and our bodies take on the intimate knowledge of each other’s being. Each subject’s specificity in its very particularity, in its sensory detail, becomes, through this process, the collectively imagined detail through which we know ourselves as human, even as more human -- as humans-in-relation. 

Participation in collective biography extends the capacity for listening, and develops a new understanding and practice of relationality not unlike that which Rinaldi describes as the kind of listening she envisages in pedagogical spaces. Such listening begins with:

… the courage to abandon yourself to the conviction that our being is just a small part of a broader knowledge; listening is a metaphor for listening to others, sensitivity to listen and be listened to, with all your senses… Behind each act of listening there is desire, emotion, and openness to differences, to different values and points of view… Learning how to listen is a difficult undertaking; you have to open yourself to others... Competent listening creates a deep opening and predisposition toward change. 

(Rinaldi, 2006: 114)

Within collective biography workshops, through developing the skills of listening and attending to the minute bodily detail of moments of being, it becomes possible for each story to become a collective story, its purpose no longer to signal the substance of any particular individual, but to open the participants to new insights into the processes of being and becoming in the world—new ways of being subjects (Davies et al., 2006):

The poststructural subject-in-process in our collective biography writing is one who plays between a close and detailed observation of what she finds when she examines her memories, (un)hampered by the moorings of liberal humanist signifying practices, and one who recognizes the constitutive force of that same moment of speaking/writing such a description. In this sense the poststructural subject might be said to exist at the site of an almost intolerable contradiction, a contradiction that is necessary to comprehend subjectification. Butler says of this necessary ambivalence: “… the subject is itself a site of this ambivalence in which the subject emerges both as the effect of a prior power and as the condition of possibility for a radically conditioned form of agency. A theory of the subject should take into account the full ambivalence of the conditions of its operation” (Butler, 1997: 14-15). In that ambivalence our subject-in process finds herself quite powerful, not so caught in definitions of herself as she might have been. She finds herself in mo(ve)ments, and as she scrapes her way through poststructural writing, catches herself in the act of being subjected, and, sometimes, she drags her individualized subjecthood behind her. She is above all, in process, vulnerable to inscriptions that may be opaque to her and yet developing the powers to make the discourses and their inscriptive powers both visible and revisable. 

(Davies et al., 2006: 181)

The stories told and written in collective biography workshops do not claim to be representations of the real, or to tell a final truth of “what happened” though they do not intentionally deviate from what is remembered. Rather they are experienced as deeply inscribed on the bodies of the storytellers and listeners through their embodied senses. Collective biography story-telling takes place in a specific time and place, with particular others who, in their specificity and difference, invoke new becomings, as their memories call forth one’s own. The stories are unpredictable, surprising and always mediated by others—the others in the workshop and the others in the stories, who are also there-in-the-telling. 

The practices of collective biography thus build a communal space through “the willingness to listen and be open to others…[and through] respect for differences, however they may be expressed... [It is a] sense of empathy, a closeness that creates bonds, that enables each group member to recognize the other and to recognize him/herself in the other” (Ceppi and Zini, 1998: n.p.). 

When the other is different, and has made different, initially unimaginable choices, the processes of collective biography enable each participant to know--through attending to affect, to emotion, to voice, to images, to the specificity of the other--the rich and surprising multiplicity of their own and others’ being.  It opens up a means of being with, of being “singulars singularly together” (Nancy, 2000: 33); it is a process that begins “from the ‘with’” (Nancy, 2000: 34), and while recovering the singular specificity of the one, it understands the one to be “nothing other than with-one-another” (Nancy, 2000: 34).
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BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE COURSE:

It is anticipated that students will begin reading for the course during December 2009. They will each have a copy of the book Doing Collective Biography edited by Davies and Gannon, which they should have read prior to the course, along with readings in the required reading list, which will be available
in the library. Lectures and workshops will take place on the days of Friday 22nd January to Monday 25th January. Each day will begin with a 2 hour lecture and open discussion, from 9-11, on the method of collective biography. This will be followed by two 2 hour workshops from 11-1 and 2-4. During these workshops the students will work in 4 small groups of five participants (total of 20 students) and generate their own memory stories relevant to the topic chosen by the group for study. They will then learn how to work with those stories as data.  

On Tuesday 26th and Wed 27th students and staff will have access to individual or small group consultations.

REQUIRED READINGS: 
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