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In this collection of essays, we propose an opening for anthropological con-
versations about care. Care has emerged increasingly as an object of study, one var-
iously marked as morally and economically intertwined (Zelizer 2005; Kleinman 
2010); constituted by politics, process, and improvisation (Mol 2008; Martin, My-
ers, and Viseu 2015); and technologically mediated and insidiously violent (Biehl 
2015; Garcia 2015). Into this discussion we offer an intervention that considers 
the affective encounters (Mazzarella 2017) from which unexpected conceptions of 
caring emerge, and ask what ethnography might offer by way of a caring gesture. 
The collection derives from a Wenner-Gren–supported workshop on theoretical 
and ethnographic explorations of care, and what our group found, more than any-
thing else, was that our encounters with care were embedded in anxiety, loss, and 
absence. To think about the way absence becomes its own marker of care, we be-
gan thinking with the concept of trace—the remnant by which a former presence 
is indexed, the absence that remains, and how this absent presence is recognized.

Our encounter with care as an experience of anxiety or loss does not, in 
many ways, seem all that surprising. Etymologically, at the root of care lies the ex-
perience of sorrow, anxiety, and grief. The Old English accounts of caru tether it to a 
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“primary sense of inward grief” and the “concern [or] anxiety caused by apprehen-
sions of evil or the weight of many burdens” (Fine 2007; Puig de la Bellacasa 2012; 
Harper n.d.). Gestures of care can both direct attention toward such anxieties and 
perform said attentions without any intention of effect, rendering them, at worst, 
empty gestures (Žižek 1997; Hoffman 2016). We intend these essays as openings 
toward the former, as careful retellings of absent fields that recognize something 
about the human experience. We offer minor gestures (Manning 2016): Existing 
inescapably in relation to the major chord—the structural tendencies that dissem-
inate predetermined values—but never dependent on or defined by it, the work 
of the minor allows for the unexpected to emerge amid seemingly structured con-
texts. Uniquely configured but resonantly attuned, it is “the gestural force that 
opens experience to its potential variation” (Manning 2016, 1). Holding space for 
minor gestures means writing in such a way that traces are held gently and al-
lowed to evolve. By endeavoring toward an open-ended recognition of care, or of 
what makes a situation care-full, these essays expand care without delimiting it, 
without demanding the coordinates of that which is absent be concretely known.

Recognition diverges here from accounts that focus on witnessing (Mar-
cus 2005), multicultural politics (C. Taylor 1994), or cognitive capacity (Ricoeur 
2005). Rather, recognition is the acknowledgment that in writing ethnographi-
cally we bring into being a representation for which we assume responsibility, and 
which will momentarily presence something or someone in spite of their absence. 
Janelle S. Taylor (2008, 326) writes that “‘recognition’ is inseparable from ‘caring,’ 
and both can be understood as not just the interior emotional or intellectual states 
of individuals, but as practices, particular forms of activity, at once social, repre-
sentational, and very concretely material.” The authors in this collection strive 
to practice ethnographic representation that limits the determinism of our own 
recognition, holding open the ambivalence of caring as it is experienced by our 
interlocutors, and foregrounding the resolute uncertainty of such a dynamic. The 
work of representation here is carefully attuned—meaning with a certain willing-
ness to hold anxiety and worry affectively in writing—to the impossibility of the 
task. Recognition becomes a labor that is intensely present, and that is experienced 
affectively, even as past and future threaten to shift and distort that image. The 
traces we recognize through ethnographic practice will always fail to capture the 
totality of that which is absent, and yet we find that in trying to do so we take up 
practices of caring.

In conjuring the trace, we highlight the dynamic potential of absence and 
presence that constitute the affective interrelationship fundamental to care. 
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“Trace,” Walter Benjamin (1999, 447) writes, “is appearance of a nearness, how-
ever far removed the thing that left it behind may be.” The trace is distant, even 
as it appears near. It has a material quality, even in its absence. It is, theoretically, 
a static entity, but one that becomes dynamically complex as soon as it is engaged 
as referent. Following Jacques Derrida (1976), the trace signals an inaccessible 
source; we search for it in our fieldnotes and through our writing, but the trace 
remains the “mark of the absence of a presence, an always-already absent present” 
(Spivak 1976, xvii). When we write ethnographically, we pursue this absence, and 
when we read ethnographic work, we often encounter a feeling of nearness despite 
our infinite remove from the origin of the work itself. Extending this theoretical 
endeavor, the essays that follow allow the negotiation of the absent/present trace 
to become affective, a sort of raw material or nodal point around which myriad 
forms might refract. This constitutes the means by which it becomes illustrative of 
care as we have described it: the ineffable trace, persistent in its absence, renders 
itself multiply meaningful in the forms of recognition we afford it.

Traces are not fixed. The essays collected here examine contexts of care in 
which traces surge and recede, in which absence and presence are fragile and re-
ciprocally bound. Whether as an “impossible science” of recognition (Stevenson 
2020) or a transient site of political alliance (Lancione 2020), the challenge of 
representing past encounters that register as care-full infuses these essays. This is 
in some cases mediated by an attention to the unfolding of language and listening 
(Cubellis 2020), or the imposition of care that marks one as dangerous so as to be 
deserving (MacLeish 2020), or the possibility of grief as an experience that resists 
closure (Wool 2020). Most important, these essays also ask, both explicitly and 
through their attempts at challenging representation: What are the traces that we 
carry—what are the absences that anthropology co-creates, and how do the ac-
counts we produce of recognition through writing form part of that process?

Moving anthropological conversations beyond the assessment of good or bad 
care, and beyond the acknowledgment of the concept’s ambivalence, this collection 
provokes consideration of care as a discomfort that insists, as an affective state that 
does not resolve, and as one that resists finalizability. The trace has a palpable force 
by which it makes itself felt, assuming a nearness that threatens to overwhelm, 
at the same time that it recedes and remains inaccessible and indeterminate. By 
writing in its direction, we offer a minor gesture. By attending to that which has 
impressed itself, which stays with us, even if we cannot access whence it came, 
we gather traces, and we offer these representations as imperfect but propitious 
gestures of care.
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ABSTRACT
This collection of essays offers an exploration of care as a gesture of recognition. As 
both object of inquiry and ethnographic representation, care is examined as the work 
of discerning and representing traces. The introduction and subsequent essays grapple 
with the work of writing about absent others, and how the anthropological endeavor 
might itself be considered a form of care. [care; representation; trace]
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