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INTRODUCTION 
During my training in the interdisciplinary field of 
information science/informatics, I quickly learned that 
collaboration on research and writing was the norm. 
Domains like Human-Computer Interaction and Computer-
Supported Cooperative Work, where I have been publishing 
since grad school, situate themselves between academic and 
industry research. They have adopted the research and 
publication models of their disciplinary roots in engineering 
and computer science. And so it is common practice that 
HCI researchers group their students and post-docs under 
the banner of the research laboratory. Broadly, 
collaboration on research and writing is understood as 
proper scientific practice and as benefitting the fairly young 
interdisciplinary field in establishing itself. Although there 
are certainly tensions over authorship order, the multi-
authored paper is a legitimized form of contribution, 
counting towards the completion of degrees and tenure.   

In part shaped by my interdisciplinary doctoral training in 
informatics at UC Irvine and a college degree I obtained in 
digital media design in Europe in 2004, I currently reside  
in the borderlands of human-computer interaction, design, 
cultural anthropology, science and technology studies, and 
China studies. In contrast to HCI, anthropology, STS and 
China studies practice a single-authorship model to account 
for a scholar’s contribution to the field, her knowledge 
production and career advancement. How to best position 
myself at the intersections of these at times conflicting 
approaches towards legitimizing knowledge and 
establishing one’s career has been a central question for me 
for many years. 

Certainly, what distinguishes fields like HCI and 
anthropology is not merely their modes of collaboration and 
publication, but also – and more importantly – their 
underlying constructs of what counts as knowledge 
production and writing culture: what is considered a 
theoretical and methodological contribution and what is 
considered a legitimate way of conveying such knowledge 
are radically different. For instance, in HCI, it has long 
been the norm that one’s contribution must in one way or 
another speak to a set of “implications for design.” The 
notion that one would arrive necessarily at new insights for 
design and technological implementation became more 
problematic as HCI began dabbling in approaches and 
methods from the humanities, for instance ethnography, 
whose underlying epistemological commitments reject any 

one-directional and instrumental translation of one’s 
findings [3]. But also anthropology has begun turn towards 
(HCI) design (as have other disciplines in the humanities), 
not merely as a site of ethnographic research, but also as 
experimentation with alternate modes of inquiry, aimed at 
supplementing field research and analysis (Marcus, Marcus 
and Holmes). As HCI appropriated ethnography (e.g. as 
another mode of producing “implications for design”) and 
anthropology appropriated design (e.g. in the form of 
“ethnocharettes” and the training of doctoral students), 
neither field engaged deeply with the history and politics of 
the methodology they had in part made their own. While 
both fields became more open towards experimenting with 
alternate forms of knowledge production, each nevertheless 
retained their writing culture, publication model and means 
of evaluation. 

It is here, at the borderlands of a young interdisciplinary 
field with roots in computer science and engineering 
disciplines (HCI) and “older” disciplines and areas of 
research in the humanities (anthropology, China studies, 
science studies), where for me, Phil Agre’s seminal piece 
on “Critical Technical Practice” has had such relevance in 
situating myself and my work. “Each of the borderlands is a 
complicated place,” Agre writes, speaking of the 
institutional relations between the world of computing and 
the rest of the world: “everyone who resides in them is, at 
different times, both an object and an agent of technical 
representation, both a novice and an expert. Above all, 
every resident of them is a translator between languages 
and worldviews” [1]. 

In what follows, I articulate how I came to inhabit Agre’s 
figure of the “borderland resident” as a constructive yet 
fundamentally destabilizing research subject position. My 
intentions are in part to show that the destabilizing qualities 
of the borderland resident are her underlying strength rather 
than a weakness. “A critical technical practice will,” Agre 
suggested, “require a split identity.” The borderland 
resident, for me, has become not only a mode of operation 
between the interdisciplinary worlds of HCI and the more 
disciplinary worlds of the humanities, but also to make 
sense of the increasingly blurring boundaries between these 
scholarly communities and my fieldsites. In which ways 
should (or can) a critical technical practice adapt if 
one’s identity is split not merely between diverse 
scholarly fields and disciplines, but between and across 
the academy, industry and one’s research sites? 



INHABITING THE BORDERLAND RESIDENT 
The borderland resident, a translator between languages and 
worldviews, is simultaneously a position of power and 
anxiety/instability/weakness. The borderland resident 
comes equipped with a rich and diverse vocabulary and is 
able to speak in the registers of different disciplines. The 
borderland resident is both familiar and alien: while she 
does not neatly fit one particular group, she is legible and 
often even considered a translator, or if nothing else an 
intriguing hybrid species. In this sense, her interdisciplinary 
mode of acting can be powerful, reaching diverse audiences 
and challenging established worldviews in “old” 
disciplines. At the same time, inhabiting the borderland 
resident requires careful crafting and maintenance. 
Translation work, the speaking in multiple registers and 
navigating across more or less bounded communities of 
practice requires work. It also brings with it a constant 
questioning, anxiety over where she truly belongs. In 
today’s world, many inhabit at one point or another the 
figure of the borderland resident. I argue, here, that a lot can 
be gained if this mode of inhabiting the borderland resident 
practiced more deliberately. A recent incident brought this 
home: 

Earlier this year, I was invited by Seth Hunter from Intel 
Labs to serve on an open source hardware advisory panel, 
formed to help Intel strategize its expenditure into the 
terrain of making, open source hardware and open 
innovation [7]. The panel was comprised of 12 researchers 
and practitioners Intel considered experts in the domains of 
open source and hardware. The panel members were paired 
with Intel employees in a series of videoconferencing 
sessions spread over several weeks. The exchanges between 
the “outside experts” and Intel culminated in a one-day 
face-to-face gathering in Arizona in July this year. From 
there, the panelists and some of the Intel researchers 
traveled together to attend the Sketching in Hardware 
conference, a small annual get together of open source and 
computing enthusiasts interested in making and hardware, 
which was hosted close by. 

Intel had invited me, because of my past and ongoing 
research on making and hacking cultures, hardware 
entrepreneurship and open manufacturing in China. For me, 
this was not only an opportunity to learn more about how a 
big corporation like Intel repositions its enterprise within a 
changing culture and economy of technology production, 
but also constituted a particular kind of ethnographic 
moment; several of my interlocutors from China and North 
America had been invited to serve on the panel and/or 
attended Sketching in Hardware. In addition, attendees also 
included academics and professionals active in HCI – a 
field whose members will be central to the evaluation of my 
tenure case. And so, the Intel meet-up and the conference in 
Arizona together functioned simultaneously as fieldsite and 
a stage to present my research (and perhaps even a stage to 
proof myself as a young and aspiring academic). In other 
words, my mode of conduct had to necessarily move 

somewhere between that of a researcher in the midst of 
fieldwork and that of an academic presenting her latest 
findings, demonstrating impact for the field as well as 
provide succinct insights for the corporation that had 
enabled all of us to come together in the Arizona dessert.  

This is but one example of the many sites located at the 
borderlands of academia and fieldwork I have been 
occupying over the last few years. Here, my fieldsite is the 
parasite, as George Marcus has so productively developed 
the term [5], characterized by partnership in interpretation, 
analysis and writing. Marcus, however, envisioned the 
parasite as a temporarily bounded and carefully 
orchestrated event (typically in the format of the workshop) 
that happens alongside fieldwork and in “para” to one’s 
fieldsite by bringing together various stakeholders: research 
interlocutors, fellow academics, other relevant stakeholders 
that matter to one’s research, etc. In contrast to the bounded 
nature of the parasite as conceived by Marcus, for me, the 
fieldsite and parasite have become indistinguishable. For 
instance, as I would in a typical ethnographic research 
undertaking, I conducted observations and participated in 
the activities at the events. But, I also presented findings 
about observations conducted in similar settings and events 
related to open source hardware I had attended before. My 
mode of participation was simultaneously that of an 
ethnographer and that of a fellow scholar: I shared 
interpretations, analysis and critical reflections about the 
larger culture of making and open source many attendees 
strongly identified with. I now go on by drawing out two 
brief examples of how the two events constituted both an 
ethnographic moment and a parasite. 

From an ethnographer’s viewpoint, the two events made 
visible tensions that I have found percolating in the 
hardware and maker industry more broadly. Let me 
elaborate briefly. Over the last years, hobbyist making has 
began transform into a commercial activity and professional 
practice [4]. For instance, what starts out as a prototype or 
hack in a makerspace in Berlin or Shanghai is today often 
also implemented as a commercial product – think Oculus 
Rift and Pebble Watch as classic examples. A place that has 
begun play a central role in this move from hobby to 
commercial production is Shenzhen, a city in the 
manufacturing region of South of China, bordering Hong 
Kong [5]. As Shenzhen has drawn significant attention by 
investors, makers, start-ups, politicians and international 
corporations like Intel alike, debates over what counts as 
“authentic” maker culture and as “true” innovation have 
intensified. Since 2012, a growing number of makers have 
travelled to Shenzhen to source components, work with 
factories and engineers, driven by the vision to create the 
next generation of wearable and ubiquitous smart devices 
[5]. At the same time, making fuels visions to bring back 
“made in America” and rejuvenate broken knowledge 
economies (in the so called developed world) by turning 
users into digital fabricators.  



Shenzhen is figuring as a contentious place in these visions 
of the maker movement. While on the one hand celebrated 
as a “maker’s dream city” or “the Silicon Valley for 
hardware,” Shenzhen is also often portrayed as focusing 
“too much” on business and money rather than on creative 
exploration and tinkering needed for type of innovation 
Silicon Valley has become known for. Stories of copycat 
and piracy are invoked to demonstrate the supremacy of 
regions like California and to sharply distinguish design in 
Chinese manufacturing from the customer-centered design 
approach heavily promoted in the international IT industry. 
China still wasn’t on bar with the United States, so the story 
often goes, since it still hasn’t yet figured out how to 
conduct “systematic” design work. 

Often these articulations are motivated by the goal to 
further one’s own business. For instance, when a hardware 
incubator located in Silicon Valley promotes the bay area as 
key site of design and China as the mere site of execution, 
this does not reflect actual practice on the ground, but 
constitutes a powerful marketing rhetoric that helps garner 
funding and also political support. 

The majority of the attendees at the Intel gathering had been 
to Shenzhen before, some in their capacities as managers 
for large corporations, others as researchers, and yet others 
to implement their hardware enterprises. As an 
ethnographer, the gathering was a fascinating moment to 
witness different players positioning themselves in relation 
to a landscape of technology production they experience in 
hectic transition, with Shenzhen as a crucial destabilizing 
factor. Yet, as a speaker and being considered “one of the 
experts” in the room, I was also read as having a particular 
stance and perhaps even something like an ulterior motive; 
as the event went on, I realized that some of the other 
attendees had interpreted my work through their mode of 
operating and viewing the world: tech business. They saw 
me as somebody who promoted and stood for the view that 
Shenzhen constituted the best and only place for hardware 
start-ups to move from hobbyist tinkering into production 
design. They saw me as somebody who took one side of the 
larger US-China innovation debate.  

In my talk I was able to reframe some of this, unpacking 
what goes into the type of ethnographic work I conduct and 
what kinds of outputs I tend to generate (writings). In the 
main piece of the talk, I covered some of the history and 
culture of open design that is unique to Shenzhen and that 
offers an alternative view to the more common notion of 
copycat as backward and distinct from the practice of open 
source. Many found this inspiring, they told me, and yet as 
conversations returned to Shenzhen and China over the 
following 1.5 days, I was left with the uncertainty if I had 
indeed accomplished my goal to break apart some of the 
overly simplistic binaries that are so ingrained in the 
broader imaginary of China-US relations.  

I am still uncertain how I am to make sense of and write up 
this borderland incident in scholarly form, with my talk 

centrally shaping and impacting the conversation. How did 
the other academics perceive my talk that was drawing less 
upon the familiar scholarly lingua but had more of an 
interventionist flavor? 

I have decided over the years to settle into these 
borderlands of research and academia as a temporary 
resident, feeling at home but never comfortable with a 
split identity between being participant, ethnographer, 
critical scholar, designer, and junior faculty.  As a 
borderland resident, I both deeply enjoy and struggle with 
this “parawork.” If your interlocutor speaks with you, side-
by-side, at conferences and corporate-sponsored (or other) 
gatherings, the voice of interpretation necessarily changes. 
It pushes me to be more explicit about my commitments to 
criticality, but also cautions against using overly 
disciplinary language and modes of thinking. And I still 
have not found answers to questions like:  How can I 
employ a critical lens onto make-manufacturing cultures 
converging in China that is neither interpreted as falling 
into the anti-China cannon, nor read as simply pro-China? 
How do I employ a critical lens without jeopardizing the 
work of my Chinese interlocutors? How do we carve out a 
constructive path of critical engagement that doesn’t shut 
down dialogue or dismisses one side as simply “too 
academic” or “critical for the sake of criticality” and the 
other as simply “too technologically deterministic” or 
“utopian”?  

FROM COLLABORATION TO PARAWORK 
I began this paper by outlining how HCI and anthropology 
share an orientation towards collaboration. While 
collaboration has been a mode of knowledge production 
and writing in HCI since its inception, it constitutes a 
radical move in anthropology; a gentle attempt to 
undermine the norm of single-authorship and reframe the 
hierarchical relationship between researcher and “subject” 
as one that’s operating between equal entities on a plane 
field. Entering collaborations, however, is far from an 
innocent move. Collaboration is central to a myriad of open 
innovation campaigns, motivated by the goal to revamp old 
and outdated organizational models [10] and by the desire 
to turn participation into lucrative business [2]. In other 
words, collaboration has become a powerful business model 
that often rests on free labor of enthusiastic participants, 
advocates, fans, users, etc. These developments make 
visible that a turn towards collaboration is not enough 
when we attempt to reformulate an ethnography of the 
contemporary or a critical technical practice. 
Collaboration is an all-too easy and convenient way out of 
the dilemmas faced when working with and in the parasite.  

What it requires instead is to utilize the parasite as a mode 
of operation or what we might want to term “parawork.” By 
parawork I mean for the borderland resident to become a 
deliberate mode of day-to-day operation, a constant 
working alongside and in between disciplines, 
interdisciplines, research sites, and other locales outside the 



academy.  With this, I do not wish to reform any particular 
discipline (as Agre did) or interdiscipline, but to fully own 
the interdisciplinary subject position of the borderland 
resident and in so doing further expand its mode of 
operation: translation, critical engagement, and thinking 
across and between a multitude of languages as occurring 
both inside and outside the academy. This is closely aligned 
with what Gayatri Spivak [9] calls the “double bind,” which 
she uses to argue that rather than pushing for ultimate 
synthesis between common dichotomies (as in man vs 
woman, modern vs. tradition), one should seek to “play” a 
double bind: “One must try to navigate an antinomy not 
through synthesis, but through a sort of balancing act that 
arrives at something new. In other words, one must 'ab-use' 
the double bind that one is presented with.” [8] 

In contrast to Agre, I am not alone in this endeavor. On the 
contrary, a whole generation of scholars and practitioners 
trained in interdisciplines are both struggling with and 
fighting for alternative roles and responsibilities. In 
addition, as we are experiencing the loss of traditional 
disciplinary and tenure track jobs along with soaring higher 
education costs, the creation and inhabiting of borderlands 
that allow for a contemporary critical technical practice 
become even more important. With parawork, then, I would 
like to emphasize the importance to move beyond more 
common and overly simplistic narratives that argue for the 
replacement of the university and academia by a neoliberal 
model of self-training, entrepreneurial attitude and flexible 
citizenship. It takes work to challenge stale models of 
hierarchy and slow bureaucracy, while retaining and 
continuously building borderlands of critical technical 
practice. It might be – as Agre put it – a “painstaking 
middle way,” but let’s not forget: the borderland resident 
can handle pain. 
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