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Bascom Guffin (Anthropology, UCD): The core of my work revolves around 

how urban place-making is shaped through the interface between official visions and the 

everyday activities of a city's residents. After conducting fieldwork in New York City, 

Johannesburg, and Mumbai, I have focused my dissertation research on affluent infotech 

workers living in Cyberabad, the western periphery of Hyderabad, India. This is an area 

where rapid spatial development and socioeconomic change have come together to create a 

laboratory for new expressions of urbanism in the region. I am particularly interested in 

how infotech workers move about in the city, and how they, as a population coming from 

diverse areas of India, build a sense of community in Cyberabad, including through 

religious ritual and celebration.   

  

 

Mary Hancock (Anthropology and History, UCSB):   My research concerns the intersections 

of urban place-making and religiosity, with a specific focus on southern India. My first book, 

Womanhood in the Making (1999), on household ritual practices of upper caste Hindu women in 

Chennai, argues that while ritual created spaces of action, self-understanding and identity 

formation for women, it was also among the quotidian practices that encapsulated and 

reproduced enduring structural inequalities associated with caste, class, and gender, sometimes in 

the service of Hindu nationalism. My second book, The Politics of Heritage from Madras to 

Chennai documents the strategies with which diverse and competing publics reclaim and remake 

the past, the religious idioms that inform these efforts and the forms of cultural citizenship and 

political participation with which these activities are bound. My new project addresses the 

connections between the U.S. and India that have been forged by evangelical Christian mission 

over the past 150 years; I focus on the ways that Christianity, Hinduism and Islam are imagined 

and engaged in mission discourse (e.g., publications, letters, web logs), visual representations 

and urban spatial practice in both India and the U.S. 

 

 

Jesus Hernandez (Sociology, UCD): I recently received my doctorate from the University of 

California, Davis where I am now a Lecturer teaching courses in urban sociology. My research 

focuses on how institutional structures and market interventions articulate the nexus between race 

and economy and highlights the importance of equitable urban planning, housing finance, and 

public policy in building effective community-based economic development strategies. My  

research emphasizes the use of case study methods that merges elements of economic sociology, 

urban geography, and social history to reveal how contemporary regional planning and economic 

development can act as divisive market interventions that serve to perpetuate spatial patterns of 

poverty in cities through market segmentation. I am a frequent speaker at fair housing and 

academic conferences across the country regarding the effects of subprime lending on 

communities and municipalities undergoing crisis and also assists nonprofit housing agencies with 

research on predatory lending patterns and foreclosures.  

 

George Lipsitz (Black Studies, UCSB): My research on place, race, and religion in New 

Orleans examines how Afro-diasporic religious practices imbue seemingly secular sites with 

sacred meanings. Blending vodun and Catholic traditions, the Mardi Gras Indians designate the 



medians on North Claiborne Avenue and the intersection of Lasalle Street and Washington 

Avenue as sacred sites for parades and performances. Catholic and vodun altars locate centers of 

spiritual power inside poor people’s houses rather than in public religious, judicial, or 

commercial sites. Elaborate funeral processions invite spectators to parade in the streets to affirm 

that Black people are loved and that their lives have meaning. These religious practices and 

rituals are both race-based and place based. They occur in some of the oldest areas of continuous 

Black settlement in the nation, areas held together by parish boundaries and neighborhood and 

family traditions. They directly contradict the spatial imaginary that guides redevelopment in 

New Orleans that treats spaces as fungible and interchangeable and as a result seeks to rebuild 

the city by displacing impoverished Black people from spaces they consider to be sacred. In How 

Racism Takes Place (2011) and The Fierce Urgency of Now (forthcoming), I argue for the right 

of Black people to remain in places that are sacred to them. In my work in progress, I build on 

my experiences with New Orleans artists and activists to argue that the concept of 

accompaniment as enunciated by Catholic Archbishop Oscar Romero in El Salvador in the 1970s 

and the vodun concepts of konesans and balans bear direct relationship to the socially conscious 

activism and artistry of the past decade in the city. 

 

Bettina Ng’weno (African American and African Studies, UCD): I am trained as an 

anthropologist and work on issues of property, space, race and ethnicity, social justice, 

citizenship and states within Latin America and Africa. I have published my work in articles and 

in a book entitled Turf Wars: Territory and Citizenship in the Contemporary State (Stanford 

University Press, 2007). I received my Ph.D in Anthropology from Johns Hopkins University and 

a masters degree also in anthropology from Stanford University. I have a bachelors degree in 

Agricultural Science and management from the University of California, Davis where I now 

teach. My current work focuses on Indian Ocean Imaginaries and how people understand and 

express their embeddedness in place in the context of the movement of people, things and idea in 

the space of the Indian Ocean. 

 

 

Vivian-Lee Nyitray (Religious Studies, UCR): My initial interest in the Taiwan-based Tzu Chi 

Buddhist Compassion Foundation was the highly Confucianized rhetoric of its founder, self- 

ordained nun Venerable Cheng Yen. Couched in appeals to valorized roles as “virtuous wives 

and good mothers,” Ven. Cheng Yen’s dharma talks spoke subversively to women of the need to 

beyond the traditional dichotomy of “men go out; women stay in” in order to create better futures 

for their children.  The eventual result was the development of a global lay Buddhist organization 

in which notions of compassion for sentient beings expanded to include care for both natural and 

built human environments, and in which engagement in civic action is a hallmark of practice. My 

ongoing research seeks to understand Tzu Chi practice as linking traditional desires for afterlife 

in the Pure Land to life in the present world made better by Tzu Chi’s actions.  Defined by 

urban/suburban contexts worldwide (over 5 million devotees in 32 countries), Tzu Chi eschews 

monastic temples in favor of urban recycling centers and free clinics.  In so doing, this engaged, 

feminized lay Buddhist organization challenges deeply naturalized and masculinist Confucian 

spatial constructions of familial land-based social units with its globally linked centers of urban 

civil associations. 

 

Halifu Osumare (African American & African Studies, UCD): My general research focus 

encompasses the fields of Cultural Studies and African American & African Studies, with an 

emphasis on how African American performance has historically utilized resistance, complicity, 

and play in relation to structures of power. I am interested in two specific areas embedded in this 

general focus: 1) how global popular cultures centralize African-derived performance aesthetics 

in the era of postcolonialism, informing a variety of performance phenomena including global 



hip-hop culture, and 2) the interplay of African American vernacular and concert dance forms in 

the fusion styles of contemporary black choreographers. My popular culture research has focused 

on hip-hop youth culture with an emphasis on globalization theory, as in The Africanist Aesthetic 

in Global Hip-Hop: Power Moves (2007) and The Hiplife in Ghana: West African Indigenization 

of Hip-Hop (2012). My interest in Africanist performances extends to many other contemporary 

practices, such as how dance informs urban U.S. African religious worship, as I explore in Sacred 

Dance/Drumming: Reciprocation & contention within African Belief Systems in the S.F.-Oakland 

Bay Area (2010). 

 

 

Michael Rios (Landscape Architecture, UCD): My work draws from architecture, human 

geography, and urban planning to critically analyze the intersection between marginality, 

urbanism, and public space. A theme emerging from this work is placemaking as an assemblage 

of different practices that involves negotiations of belonging, authorship, and power; a means for 

marginalized groups to produce different imaginations of space; and a lens to analyze tensions 

between the state and civil society groups, planning and design professionals, and the publics they 

purport to serve. Critical essays have appeared in The Informal American City (MIT Press, 

forthcoming in 2014), Insurgent Public Space: Guerrilla Urbanism and the Remaking of 

Contemporary Cities (Routledge 2013), Beyond Zuccotti Park: Freedom of Assembly and the 

Occupation of Public Space (New Village Press 2013), and Expanding Architecture: Design as 

Activism (Metropolis Books 2008). My co-edited book, Dialogos: Placemaking in Latino 

Communities (Routledge 2012), takes note of how Latinos are shaping the American landscape 

and considers how these changes both challenge and offer insight into placemaking practices in an 

increasingly multi-ethnic world. Currently, I am affiliated with several programs at UC Davis, 

which allows me to work with undergraduate and graduate students in landscape architecture, 

community development, geography, and cultural studies.  

Mary (Polly) Nooter Roberts (World Arts and Cultures/Dance, UCLA): Among the topics 

of my research as an interdisciplinary scholar trained in Art History, I explore ways that 

religiosity promotes the remaking of urban spaces. For the past 18 years, Allen F. Roberts and I 

have studied the Mourides, a Senegalese Sufi movement. We have been especially interested in 

how artists and adepts replace colonial and postcolonial monuments with new symbols of self- 

reliance and resilience in the form of murals, environments, and architecture, re-inscribing them 

as sites of devotion where hard work is understood as a form of prayer. This research culminated 

in a major award-winning book and exhibition entitled A Saint in the City: Sufi Arts of Urban 

Senegal (2003). While continuing aspects of the Senegalese project, our focus has turned to 

visual practices associated with a South Asian saint named Shirdi Sai Baba (mid 1800s – 1918) 

whose teachings and images pervade cities I have studied in India, Mauritius, Ghana, Germany, 

and the United States. I draw upon my research data concerning ways that imagery associated 

with Sai Baba reshapes and galvanizes urban devotional spaces. 

 

 

Allen F. Roberts (World Arts and Cultures/Dance, UCLA) : Although my formal training is 

in socio-cultural anthropology, I have long been resolutely interdisciplinary. My work has ranged 

from dissertation research on symbolism and local-level politics, with three major NEH-funded 

books and traveling exhibitions and the  monograph A Dance of Assassins: Performing Early 

Colonial Hegemony in the Congo (Indiana University Press, 2012) suggesting the breadth of the 

work; to case studies of lieux de mémoire and culture-building in a number of contemporary 

African societies. For the last 18 years Mary Nooter Roberts and I have conducted research in 

Senegal on a multifaceted project about ways that Muslim artists refabulate the city—that is, how 

they endow urban places with new myths to meet quotidian devotional and practical needs. For 



example, our paper “Mystical Graffiti” (Africa Today 2007) explains how one artist endows 

streets of Dakar’s inner-city neighborhoods with images that actively bless those living and 

working there, and extends processual theory to capture the vitality of everyday religious 

expression that transforms anomic spaces to meaningful places.  

 

 

Simon Sadler (Design, UC Davis): My research is centered on the ideological programs of 

design since the mid-twentieth century. Current projects include a book with Caroline Maniaque 

for MIT Press and supported by the Graham Foundation, which explores holistic tendencies in 

late 20th century design; and the study of design in California, including the convening the 

Californian section of the SAH Archipedia. These research strands converge in the proclivity of 

the American west to "think the whole" through cybernetics, ecology, patterns, 

communitarianism, vernacular, mysticism, and libertarianism, using design to "diagram" 

relationships between the world's entities. My publications include Archigram: Architecture 

without Architecture (MIT Press, 2005); Non-Plan: Essays on Freedom, Participation and 

Change in Modern Architecture and Urbanism (Architectural Press, 2000, co-editor, Jonathan 

Hughes); and The Situationist City (MIT Press, 1998). 

 

 

Christina Schwenkel (Anthropology, UCR): My current work examines postsocialist 

urbanization in Vinh City, Vietnam, and how the shift to “market socialism” has brought rapid 

and profound changes to its socialist urban landscape (Schwenkel 2012). This project builds on 

ten years of ethnographic research in Vietnam on the social consequences of war and the cultural 

politics of historical memory in urban spaces, including changes to the memorial landscape as 

the lines between secular state practices and once discouraged “superstitious” beliefs have 

blurred  (Schwenkel 2009). With its wartime status as one of the most decimated cities, Vinh 

offers a unique site to study postcolonial and postconflict socioeconomic recovery in relation to 

changes in the social use and meanings of urban space, including how socialist secular space (i.e. 

public housing) has been reconstituted to incorporate practices of ancestor worship, the 

relationship between economic reforms and the recent renovation of Buddhist temples, and the 

construction of new martyr temples and other sites of state commemoration that have 

accommodated traditional belief systems. 

 

 

James Smith (Anthropology, UCD): I received my PhD in social-cultural anthropology from the 

University of Chicago in 2002, and am currently an associate professor of anthropology and 

sociocultural wing chair at the University of California, Davis.  My research interests include The 

Cultural Politics of Time, The Social Life of Globalized Substances (e.g., coltan mining in the DR 

Congo); Changing Local Understandings of “Development”; Resource Struggles and Politics in 

Africa; Witchcraft and Sorcery in Africa; Contemporary State Transformation; the Cultural and 

Political Consequences of “Neoliberalism;” and Africa (especially East and Central).  I am the 

author of Bewitching Development:  Witchcraft and the Reinvention of Development in Neoliberal 

Kenya (University of Chicago Press, Series in the Practices of Meaning, 2008); author, with Ngeti 

Mwadime, of Email from Ngeti: An Ethnography of Sorcery, Redemption and Friendship in 

Global Africa (University California Press, forthcoming in 2014); and editor of Displacing the 

State: Religion and Conflict in Neoliberal Africa (University of Notre Dame Press).  I am 

currently conducting ethnographic research on the social life and political economy of coltan 

mining in the Democratic Republic of Congo, with funding from the National Science Foundaton.  

 



Smriti Srinivas (Anthropology, UCD): I have worked on cities, religion, and the body in a 

variety of contexts in South Asia and other regions. I am also co-founder of "Nagara," a center 

for urban studies, history, and culture, based in Bangalore. My research in recent years includes 

three main areas: The first focuses on Bangalore City, described as India’s “Silicon Valley.” 

One outcome of this research was a book, Landscapes of Urban Memory: The Sacred and the 

Civic in India’s High Tech City (2001), which examines the various pathways that memory and 

the body take in a city inserted within global processes. The second are of research is a 

transnational religious movement centered on the Indian guru, Sathya Sai Baba (1926-2011), 

who attracts a global following from Japan to South Africa (In the Presence of Sai Baba, 2008). 

I have a new book project---inspired by the work of the botanist and urban planner Patrick 

Geddes--that explores several transcultural, urban, and somatic imaginations of (E)utopia or a 

“good place” from South Asia to Europe and the U.S. 

 

Roxanne Varzi (Anthropology, UCI):  My theoretical interests are with notions of 

representation, production of reality and ways in which ethnographic materials are produced, 

both in the written and visual form. I am also interested in ways in which ritual, religion and 

space are produced and consumed, and in the ways in which war produces culture.  My first 

book, Warring Souls: Media, Martyrdom and Youth in Post-Revolution Iran, (Duke U Press, 

2007),  was about the "culture" produced by the Iranian government during the Iran-Iraq War and 

the effect on the generation that came of age after the Revolution. It analyzes the Iranian 

revolutionary project of creating a strong Islamic citizenry through an all-encompassing Islamic 

social space. My work is inherently interdisciplinary and engages in textual and visual analysis 

and ethnographic research. My first film, Plastic Flowers Never Die, deals with the 

memorialization of the war, especially space-specific sites such as the former war front and urban 

museums of martyrdom. I am also very interested and have published on the cinema that was 

produced during the war years, in particular a ten-year long documentary project that brings into 

question notions of the real. I am also working on a new project about war culture in Teheran 

(Making and Marketing Martyrs), including the transnational passages of theater, art and 

performance from Iran to Europe. 

 

 

 


