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The 2022 WPSA Interpretation and Method pre-conference workshop showcases 
recent books that use one or more interpretive research methods, empirically, in an 
explicitly interpretive methodological approach to its topic. In a kind of “speed dating” 
fashion, each author will have 13-15 minutes to introduce their book topic and 
discuss its interpretive dimensions. Participants will have a chance to ask questions 
of the authors or more general methodological questions.  
 
A few of the people invited were unable to join in the session. We have nevertheless 
included their books here, as they help display the range of empirical research topics 
conducted using interpretive methods, as well as the range of methods and 
approaches. We also include one book published posthumously. 
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Jonathan S. Blake* (Berggruen Institute; blake.jonathan@gmail.com; 
www.jonathansblake.com) 
Contentious Rituals: Parading the Nation in Northern Ireland. Oxford University Press, 2019. 

Contentious Rituals explores why some Northern Irish Protestants participate in 
nationalist parades that are a regular source of political tension. To understand 
participation, it focuses on the meanings that parades hold for the participants and 
how they interpret their own actions in a polarized society. 

 
 
Kevin BruyneelV (Babson College; kbruyneel@babson.edu;  https://kevinbruyneel.net/) 
Settler Memory: The Disavowal of Indigeneity and the Politics of Race in the United States. 
UNC Press, 2021. https://www.uncpress.org/book/9781469665238/settler-memory/ 

Faint traces of Indigenous people and their histories abound in American media, 
memory, and myths. Indigeneity often remains absent or invisible, however, 
especially in contemporary political and intellectual discourse about white 
supremacy, anti-Blackness, and racism in general. In this ambitious new book, Kevin 
Bruyneel confronts the chronic displacement of Indigeneity in the politics and 
discourse around race in American political theory and culture, arguing that the 
ongoing influence of settler-colonialism has undermined efforts to understand 
Indigenous politics while also hindering conversation around race itself. By 
reexamining major episodes, texts, writers, and memories of the political past from 
the seventeenth century to the present, Bruyneel reveals the power of settler 
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memory at work in the persistent disavowal of Indigeneity. He also shows how 
Indigenous and Black intellectuals have understood ties between racism and white 
settler memory, even as the settler dimensions of whiteness are frequently erased in 
our discourse about race, whether in conflicts over Indian mascotry or the white 
nationalist underpinnings of Trumpism. Envisioning a new political future, Bruyneel 
challenges readers to refuse settler memory and consider a third reconstruction that 
can meaningfully link antiracism and anticolonialism. 
 

 
Renee CramerA (Drake; renee.cramer@drake.edu) 
Birthing a Movement: Midwives, Law, and the Politics of Reproductive Care. Stanford 
University Press, 2021. 

The book is based on 13 years of ethnographic and participant-observation research 
of pro-midwifery advocacy movements in the United States. The book focuses on my 
interpretation of narratives of these movements, and narratives of birth and 
obstetric violence, and deploys a feminist and reproductive justice framework to 
advocate for cultural change around birth and birth choice.   
 

 
Jeffrey FriedmanV (Harvard University; edcritrev@gmail.com) 
Power Without Knowledge. Oxford University Press, 2019. 

The book synthesizes and criticizes a great deal of survey research and experimental 
work from an interpretivist perspective. In brief, I maintain that each individual must 
interpret incoming “information” (which is itself a product of interpretation) in order 
to make judgments about what is true. Our interpretations of incoming information 
are products of our webs of belief, both explicit and implicit (unexamined 
assumptions, forgotten arguments of which we remember only conclusions, etc.). 
Therefore, social “scientists” who want to understand human beings, rather than 
treating them as predictable and homogeneous ciphers, need to attempt to 
understand these human beings’ webs of belief. However, this will, as a practical 
matter, probably put an end to most predictive (technocratic) hopes for social 
science, which are grounded in assumptions about human uniformity that fail to take 
account of heterogeneity in webs of belief caused by the diversity of ideational-
interpretive inputs into those webs across different individuals. Retrospective 
understanding of the results of this heterogeneity may be possible, but ahistorical 
universal laws or lawlike regularities probably aren’t. 

 
 
Lee Ann Fujii* (1962-2018, late of the University of Toronto) 
Show Time: The Logic and Power of Violent Display. Cornell University Press, 2021. 

In this posthumously published book, edited by Martha Finnemore with an epilogue 
by Elizabeth Wood, Lee Ann Fujii brought together her three field research sites: 
Rwanda, Bosnia, and Maryland’s Eastern Shore, focusing on understanding “violent 
display” in each: “The puzzle of violent displays is why they occur at all, given the 
risks and costs” (p. 4).  Drawing on a relational-ethnographic approach to 
interviewing, ever sensitive to historical and situational contexts, she addresses her 
puzzle by explicating the performative aspects of lynching and other forms of killing. 
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Reviewers have described Fujii as “a master of the interpretive craft” (Jens 
Meierhenrich), someone with “the eye of an anthropologist and novelist” (Scott 
Straus) who shows how “violent displays reinscribe already existing power relations” 
(Lisa Wedeen).   
 

 
Carolyn HolmesV (Mississippi State University; ceh679@msstate.edu; 
www.carolyneholmes.com) 
The Black and White Rainbow: Reconciliation, Opposition, and Nation-Building in Democratic 
South Africa. Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2020. 

Nation-building imperatives compel citizens to focus on what makes them similar 
and what binds them together, forgetting what makes them different. Democratic 
institution building, on the other hand, requires fostering opposition through 
conducting multi-party elections and encouraging debate. Leaders of democratic 
factions, like parties or interest groups, can consolidate their power by emphasizing 
difference. But when held in tension, these two impulses—toward remembering 
difference and forgetting it, between focusing on unity and encouraging division—
are mutually constitutive of sustainable democracy. Based on ethnographic and 
interview-based fieldwork conducted in 2012-2013, the book explores themes of 
nation- and democracy-building, including the emotional and banal content of 
symbols of the post-apartheid state, the ways that gender and race condition 
nascent nationalism, the public performance of nationalism and other group-based 
identities, integration and sharing of space, language diversity, and the role of 
democratic functioning including party politics and modes of opposition.  Each of 
these thematic chapters aims to explicate a feature of the multifaceted nature of 
identity-building, the meaning of democracy, and to link the South African case to 
broader literatures on both nationalism and democracy. 
 
 

Daniel T. KirschA (California State University, Sacramento; kirsch@csus.edu) 
Sold My Soul for a Student Loan: Higher Education and the Political Economy of the Future. 
Praeger, 2019. 

The book examines the world of student loan debt and its politics. It is primarily an 
in-depth, interview-based ethnography of that world, given my own status within it 
as a participant observer. I interviewed some borrowers and relied secondarily on 
internet message boards wherein borrowers wrote and told their debt stories. 
Primarily, I interviewed policymakers, activists, and journalists, immersing the book 
in the politics of the student debt crisis. The structure of the book is told in 
somewhat chronological fashion, spotlighting my interviewees respectively, and then 
drawing on historical presidential rhetoric in the conclusion to demonstrate that the 
concept of “forgiveness” in presidential policy-making. I specifically noted the work 
of Joe Soss in interpretive interviewing in the pursuit of policy research in my 
“methods” section in my introductory chapter, though the literature review of the 
work is primarily classical critical theory.  
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Devorah Manekin* (Hebrew University, Jerusalem; dmanekin@mail.huji.ac.il; 
https://sites.google.com/site/devorahsmanekin/) 
Regular Soldiers, Irregular War: Violence and Restraint in the Second Intifada. Cornell 
University Press, 2020. 

Regular Soldiers, Irregular War seeks to explain participation in violence by soldiers 
engaged in counterinsurgency, based on an in-depth study of the Israel Defense 
Force during the Second Palestinian Intifada. Observing that individual participation 
in violence varies even within the military, and ranges from resistance to shirking to 
compliance to the infliction of abuse far beyond mandated by military orders, the 
book highlights the role of informal control systems within the military, and 
particularly leadership and command at the small unit level. The book analyzes how 
the military first instills (in the training phase), and then enforces (in the deployment 
phase), a set of norms that constructs organizationally useful violence as legitimate 
and valuable and organizationally useless violence as deviant. The degree to which 
small unit commanders succeed in enforcing these norms shapes both the forms 
that soldier violence takes, and the levels of soldier participation in each of these 
forms.    
 
Methodologically, the book is based on immersive fieldwork of nearly two years, 
drawing primarily on over seventy in-depth interviews with former combatants. Of 
particular interest to interpretive scholars, Chapter 2 of the book, “Narrating Conflict 
and Violence: Ex-combatant Accounts as Data,” analyzes and reflects on the 
methodological and ethical dilemmas involved in learning about violence from the 
narratives of former combatants.  
 

 
Sarah MarusekV (University of Hawai’i) 
Law and the Kinetic Environment: Regulating Dynamic Landscapes. Routledge, 2021.  

This book uses an interpretive approach to address relational questions of 
movement of land and law in the field of legal geography. The larger purpose of the 
book is the examination of law's response to an enlivened natural terrain that 
attempts control through regulation and realizes a dependency on cultural 
normativity. The book's subject matter, the volcanically active landscapes of Hawai‘i 
Island (primarily) and Iceland (in comparison) provides a launching point for further 
discussion of the socio-legal impacts of climate change resulting from natural 
calamity such as wildfire, floods, landslides, and rising ocean levels.  

 
 
Xavier Mathieu (University of Liverpool) 
Sovereignty and the Denial of International Equality: Writing Civilisational Difference in Early 
Modern International Relations. Routledge, 2021. 

This book asks whether sovereignty can guarantee international equality by 
exploring the discourses of sovereignty and their reliance on the notions of 
civilisation and savagery in two historical colonial encounters: the French 
explorations of Canada in the 16th century and the domestic troubles linked to the 
Wars of Religion. Methodologically, the book uses an extensive range of archival 
sources and engages with the process of ‘writing’ the sovereign state by applying the 
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notion of performativity. Overall, the book questions the ‘myth of sovereignty as 
equality’ and reflects on the persistence of this association despite the 
overwhelming empirical evidence that it institutes international hierarchies and 
inequalities. 

 
 
Kimala PriceA (San Diego State University; Program Chair, IMM @ WPSA 2022; 
kprice@sdsu.edu) 
Reproductive Politics in the United States. London: Routledge, 2021. 
https://routledge.pub/3LfOfBl 

This book is an introduction to what continues to be a contentious and polarizing 
topic in the United States. Focusing on the current debates and controversies 
concerning reproductive justice, this book examines the historical, social, and 
cultural forces that shape those politics. Making use of an explicitly feminist 
interpretive framework, the book analyzes how the intersections of gender, race, 
ethnicity, class, sexuality and other markers of difference are implicated in protest 
and policy. 

 
 
Ron Schmidt, Sr.A (California State University, Long Beach, emeritus; 
Ron.Schmidt@csulb.edu) 
Interpreting Racial Politics in the United States. NY: Routledge, 2021. 

This book develops and illustrates the argument that on both ontological and 
epistemological grounds, the study of racial politics is necessarily interpretive in 
nature. It also argues that since scholars cannot remove themselves from the human 
world in which we are embedded, we have an ethical obligation to take 
responsibility for our interpretations and impacts on the political world. This thesis is 
illustrated through a critical examination of interpretive ways of addressing three 
important questions about racial politics: (1) what is the ontological place of race in 
US politics?; (2) what is the extent of racialization in US politics – the case of Latinx?; 
and (3) how can people of color best be empowered toward racial democracy in US 
politics? 
 
 

Anastasia ShesterininaV (University of Sheffield; a.shesterinina@sheffield.ac.uk; 
https://anastasiashesterinina.com/) 
Mobilizing in Uncertainty: Collective Identities and War in Abkhazia. Cornell University Press, 
2021. 

Drawing on nearly two hundred in-depth interviews with participants and 
nonparticipants in the war in Abkhazia collected over eight months of immersive 
fieldwork, Mobilizing in Uncertainty explores how ordinary people navigate the 
uncertainty of the onset of war. In contrast to explanations that assume individuals 
know the risk involved in mobilization and make decisions based on that knowledge, 
the book demonstrates that people come to perceive risk in different ways affected 
by their earlier experiences of conflict and by social networks at the time of 
mobilization. To make sense of the Georgian advance into Abkhazia in 1992, Abkhaz 
leaders, local authority figures, and others relied on shared understandings of the 
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conflict and their roles in it—collective conflict identities—that they had developed 
before the war. These actors collectively framed the threat of Georgian forces, but 
people consolidated mobilization decisions within small groups of family and friends 
and based their actions on whom they understood to be threatened and mobilized 
to protect. These insights would not have been possible without careful attention to 
the meanings the interlocutors attributed to the events and ethnographic surprises 
that emerged as a result. 

 


