lIAS webinars:
A new experience

Willem Vogelsang

Institute for Asian Studies (IIAS) organises
a lunch lecture at which one of our fellows,
or another interested speaker, presents
the developments of his/her research to an
often very lively and interested audience.
The atmosphere is informal, which stimulates
the discussion afterwards. And of course, we
provide a free lunch, which promotes a general
feeling of well-being. At least, that is what we
used to do, until the middle of March, which
is when the corona pandemic reached most
of the world, including Leiden. We were forced
to cancel all in-house gatherings, and like
so many other organisations, we switched
to online meetings: the ‘Webinar’ entered
our vocabulary

E very two weeks or so, the International

Sometime in the middle of May, we set
up a series of online lectures by our fellows,
on a wide range of subjects that reflect the
diversity of Asian Studies as promoted by IIAS:
from aerial navigation in precolonial India, the
position of Pakistan in China’s Belt and Road
Initiative, to the migration of Baluchis from Iran
to eastern Africa in the nineteenth century.

23 YouTube
Asian Studies
HOME VIDEOS
Uploads +  PLAY ALL

We use the Kaltura system, which is
supported by Leiden University and has
proved to be a reliable medium and easy to
use, not only for the organisers, but also for
the participants. The webinars are opened by
a moderator who welcomes the participants,
introduces the speaker and explains the ‘rules’
of the game. All participants can use the chat
module to type in their questions during and
after the talk, and the moderator selects a
number of them to put to the speaker. The talk
itself takes some thirty minutes, which is then
followed by a Q&A.

For the speakers who are interested,
we offer a course specifically designed for
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Watch our past webinars and other videos.

Subscribe to our Youtube Channel!

people who find it difficult to talk in front of a
camera. Our fellows are taught how to present
themselves, look into the camera rather than
read from a written text, be aware of the
physical background and the lighting. It is
fantastic to watch how professionally some
of them present themselves after attending
the course and learning some basic tricks.

In general, the system works well. On
average we have some 100 participants that
log in for each lecture. The questions that are
typed in and passed on to the speaker are
often very to the point, motivating the speaker
to elaborate on the issues raised. We do not
know what the future will bring. We would like
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to re-instate the in-person talks, but only when
it is safe again. Even then, we are seriously
considering continuing the online webinars as
well, to attract a worldwide audience and help
our fellows make new contacts.

Information

Our upcoming webinars are announced
at www.iias.asia/events Previous webinars
can be viewed on our Youtube channel (‘Asian
Studies’): https://tinyurl.com/YT-AsianStudies

Willem Vogelsang, Deputy Director
International Institute for Asian Studies

Picture this: Visual methods and migrant
lives between Asia and Europe

Lisa Caviglia

y time at lIAS has coincided with
M extraordinary circumstances:

a global pandemic that has enormous
repercussions the world over. Whilst the
experience has been unsettling for all, |
became acutely aware of the privileged
position | was (and am) inhabiting in this
context. The stillness that progressively
accrued as of March 2020 felt like a wave
that was gradually slowing down and
quietening the idyllic landscape that Leiden
has to offer. It almost seemed to mock us with
extraordinarily crisp weather and intensely
blue skies. Despite bubbling fears, a daunting
sense of insecurity, the dramatic reports
on the news and from family and friends in
particularly affected areas, | felt a sense of
relief and gratitude for still being able to own
some agency and freedom of movement; long
urban and countryside walks characterised
this time. | began to build a very intimate
relationship with the city and immersed
myself in my project

| am working on an illustrated ethnography
based on life narratives collected during
research with South Asian women in Europe.
My attempt is to visually depict how, both at
‘home’ as well as abroad, gender, class, racial
violence and oppression, but also astonishing
strength and resilience, characterise their lives.
The time at lIAS allows me to experiment with
the embodied forms of research and analysis
that creative methods afford. With this project
| attempt to understand how illustrations might
benefit the research process and output,
all the while trying to find out whether
pictures might offer an opportunity for
joint know-ledge production; can those
researched be more involved and intervene
upon the researcher’s interpretations? At
the same time, | am monitoring the drawing
process. Does it enhance my comprehension
of the life experiences | depict? Many
questions remain, and more will ensue,
offering further opportunities for reflection
as the project evolves.

Beyond my project-related investigations
with visual tools, the new landscape afforded
further opportunities for embodied research
and self-reflection, which —even if somewhat
tangentially —spilt into the above. My own,
very mild, experience with seclusion during

this period made me think of the lives of the
women involved in domestic work with whom

| spent a significant amount of time over the
years. Many frequently complained about the
long hours of confinement required to fulfil
household chores for their employing families.
Most are left with only one day a week to let
loose. | wondered how this new normal was
affecting them; what happens when even that
one day disappears? Did it make their sense
of isolation even more intolerable? Or has their
labour (unwittingly) trained them for these
circumstances, making the shift unnoticeable
or irrelevant to their lives? Whilst | was not able
to investigate these questions in much detail
from afar, from some of the conversations

| was able to have remotely, these conditions
and perceptions appeared to coexist.

Could the current situation allow me to tap
into anything that might resemble their
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experience? The short answer is ‘no’, of course.
I have not had —even in these extraordinary
circumstances —even so much as a mild taste
of what their lives might be like. Only the stories
from my family in Italy gave me an inkling
that could get me closer. Whilst blessed with
scenic views of the Mediterranean, cast on
the backdrop of sharp green hills, their lives
suddenly became characterised by a level
of restriction unknown to them to date. As the
months went by, | sensed that isolation was
progressively altering their mood.

| observed that the underlying fear in the
Netherlands, that it “might happen here as well”,
was also affecting my behaviour. Daily drawing
sessions were interrupted by frequent outdoor
activities. | would storm out of my flat to walk,
think, walk —again and again. The speed and
suddenness at which other countries had shut
down compelled me to get in as much of the
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outside air as | could. | felt a sense of urgency,
“tomorrow might be too late”.

Drawing this now makes me realise how
life in the past months has been about the
micro, the particular and the reiterated, and
alas it was (almost) never boring. Forced to
slow down and dig deep, | got to know the
small details of a new place and how they
are navigated by the people who live init,
which might not have been possible with a
more outward-looking lifestyle under normal
circumstances. It has allowed me to see very
clearly what | have always appreciated about
ethnographic research: getting to know.

Lisa Caviglia, IIAS Fellow, is working on
a graphic novel based on life narratives
collected during research with South
Asian migrant women in Europe.
www.iias.asia/profile/lisa-caviglia
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