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Introductory Remarks from SSRC President Alondra Nelson*  
SSRC Fellow Lecture, September 23, 2020 
 
Welcome, everyone, to the 2020 Social Science Research Council Fellow Lecture.  
 
The Social Science Research Council is an international organization that galvanizes 
research and knowledge and mobilizes them for the public good. The Council's work is 
rooted in the belief that robust research is essential to achieving justice, prosperity, and 
equity in the world. A commitment to scholarly excellence and to creating the conditions 
that make this possible is the primary aim of our organization, and never more so than 
today, with critical work underway in areas all over the world on forms of social inequality, 
the social impacts of Covid-19, on climate change in the Indian Ocean, digital culture, youth 
disconnection, challenges to democracy, conflict prevention, and many other research 
topics.  
 
These are just some of the issues that the organization has been examining since its 
founding in 1923. Since that time, we've been able to support more than 15,000 research 
fellows and grantees. Today, more than 6,000 of those grantee and fellow alumni have 
been supported by programs that are still underway; we're pleased to have longstanding 
programs that support of the work of scholars and scholarship. Members of the SSRC 
community include academic researchers at all career stages, as well as journalists, 
lawyers, physicians, policy practitioners, and other stakeholders conducting research and 
inquiry across Asia, Africa, Latin America, and the Americas more broadly.  
 
What gathers us here today, the SSRC Fellow initiative, is an opportunity to invite some of 
the world's most distinguished scholars to the Council for a weeklong residency of 
engagement with the SSRC community. Past fellows have included Pierre Rosanvallon, 
Charles Taylor, Danielle Allen, and Lorraine Daston.  
 
Today we are proud to honor 2020 SSRC Fellow Dr. Aihwa Ong, and we are delighted to do 
this in spite of the numerous challenges that the Covid-19 pandemic has brought into our 
lives. When we extended the invitation and Dr. Ong kindly accepted it, we had hoped that 
she would be with us in our Brooklyn offices in New York City, but here we are on Zoom, 
and we are delighted that she could join us in this way.  
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Dr. Ong will deliver a talk entitled, "Near Humans, Cloned Monkeys, & CRISPR Babies: 
Productive Uncertainty in China's Quest for Biosecurity." Aihwa Ong is professor of 
anthropology at the University of California, Berkeley. Dr. Ong has published on a range of 
topics, including the anthropology of labor, governance, sovereignty, cities and citizenship, 
life sciences, and experimental art in the Asia Pacific. Her awards include grants from the 
MacArthur Foundation and the National Science Foundation, as well as other fellowships 
and several book prizes. She is the author of five books, each of them stunning in their own 
way: Fungible Life: Experiment in the Asian City of Life (2016), Neoliberalism as Exception: 
Mutations in Citizenship and Sovereignty (2006), Buddha Is Hiding: Refugees, Citizenship, the 
New America (2003), Flexible Citizenship: The Cultural Logics of Transnationality (1999), and 
Spirits of Resistance and Capitalist Discipline: Factory Women in Malaysia (1986). She is also the 
coeditor of Global Assemblages: Technology, Politics, and Ethics as Anthropological Problems 
with Stephen Collier. Her other edited works include Worlding Cities: Asian Experiments and 
the Art of Being Global, Asian Biotech: Ethics and Communities of Fate, Privatizing China: 
Socialism from Afar, and Underground Empires: The Cultural Politics of Modern Chinese 
Transnationalism.  
 
You won't be surprised to hear that her writings have been translated into numerous 
languages, and she has spoken and been invited to speak internationally about her work 
on many occasions. Dr. Ong, finally, is a trusted collaborator of the SSRC's InterAsia 
program, having served as a workshop director of the program's inaugural InterAsian 
Connections conference, which was held in Dubai in 2008. She led together, with Ananya 
Roy, the workshop, “Inter-referencing Asia: Urban Experiments and the Art of Being 
Global.” She was also a participant in the workshop "Anatomies of Knowledge: Medicine, 
Science and Health in Asia," during the InterAsian Connections conference that was held a 
few years later in Hong Kong in 2012. 
 
In addition to today's lecture, as part of her residency with the Council, tomorrow Dr. Ong 
will lead a seminar for graduate students and junior faculty from some of the institutions 
that comprise the SSRC College and University Fund for the Social Sciences. The College 
and University Fund is a consortium of higher education institutions that partner with the 
SSRC to enhance the infrastructure of social science research, to catalyze interdisciplinary 
and cross-institutional collaborations, and of course to foster the work of junior scholars 
through fellowships, workshops, mentorship, and other programs. Funding from this 
consortium supports the SSRC Fellow Lecture and has made this conversation possible. 
And on Friday concluding her residency, Dr. Ong will lead a conversation with members of 
the SSRC staff about designing and supporting research on China and the Chinese 
diaspora, on global flows of art and culture, on the social studies of science and technology, 
and other areas.  
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Today's lecture will be followed by responses from two notable scholars, Dr. Duana 
Fullwiley and Dr. Guobin Yang. Dr. Fullwiley is a literary medical anthropologist and 
ethnographer of science. She writes broadly about ethics, genetics, and how humans 
imagine and seed ideas of difference that can separate and estrange, celebrate or 
disparage, embolden and hierarchize, maximize or minimize some aspects of group 
identities. She has authored nonfiction anthropological works focused on human actors 
within science that have written the normative languages of their fields in terms of race, 
nation, territory, and ever-shifting concepts of inclusion. Dr. Fullwiley's thinking engages 
questions of how ethics and power shape contemporary science and medicine, including 
technologies that are increasingly automated, paying close attention to human hands as 
well as minds and bodies that literally construct scientific tools, very much in the tradition 
of Aihwa Ong. Dr. Fullwiley is an associate professor in the Department of Anthropology at 
Stanford University. In addition to her connection with the SSRC today as a respondent to 
Dr. Ong, Dr. Fullwiley also received an International Dissertation Research Fellowship in 
1999 from the Council.  
 
Dr. Guobin Yang is the Grace Lee Boggs Professor of Communication and Sociology at the 
Annenberg School of Communications at the University of Pennsylvania, where he is also 
the associate dean for graduate studies at the Annenberg School as well as director of the 
Center on Digital Culture and Society, which launched last year, and deputy director for the 
Center for the Study of Contemporary China. He is the author of The Red Guard Generation 
and Political Activism in China and the award-winning The Power of the Internet in China: 
Citizen Activism Online. Currently, he is completing a book entitled Lockdown: The Story of 
Coronavirus in Wuhan, China, which will be published by Columbia University Press. Dr. Yang 
has been an active member of the Council's InterAsia program, specifically our 
Transregional Virtual Institute, between 2012 and 2015, which was a project examining 
media activism and the new political from Asian perspectives.  
 
We are delighted to welcome them both today. They will make remarks after Dr. Ong's talk, 
followed by a chance for discussion with those of you who join us in the audience. And so 
without much more ado, although there is much more one could say, and would want to 
say, about Aihwa Ong, who has inspired the work of so many of us, myself included, I'm 
delighted to welcome Professor Ong. Thank you very much, Aihwa. 
 
*These remarks have been edited for clarity. 
 


