2018FHAU: Journal of Ethnographic Theory 8 (1/2): 79–82

REJOINDER

The real ontological challenge
T. M. L U H R M A N N , Stanford University

Rejoinder to Willerslev, Rane, and Christian Suhr. 2018. “Is there a place for faith in anthropology? Religion, reason, and the ethnographer’s divine revelation.” HAU: Journal of Ethnographic
Theory 8 (1/2): 65–78

Anthropologists have a problem with God
Anthropology has always been about radical otherness.
The discipline is about difference: we study what are not
our customs, not our morals, not our beliefs. The ﬁeld
was born in the discovery that the expectations we took
to be universal were merely local. As Ruth Benedict
(1934) so compellingly put it, “normal” is never absolute but always relative to some group’s understanding of what is good. Back in the beginning, anthropologists set out to ﬁnd societies that upended their own
expectations about marrying, parenting, inheriting, acquiring, judging, ruling, and believing. Behind those
goals was always—at least in the beginning—the idea
that understanding these differences might lead us to a
better appreciation of our own expectations, and possibly
give us the ability to change them. Benedict’s explicit aim
in her famous essay on normal and abnormal was to redeem those deemed unregenerate in her own middle-class
American world. “It does not matter what kind of ‘abnormality’ we choose for illustration,” she wrote, “those which
indicate extreme instability, or those which are more in
the nature of character traits like sadism or delusions of
grandeur or of persecution; there are well-described cultures in which these abnormals function at ease and with
honor, and apparently without danger or difﬁculty to the
society” (1934: 60).
Of course that was never really the case with god,
even though many of the most successful anthropologists

of religion—E. E. Evans-Pritchard, Godfrey Lienhardt,
Mary Douglas, Victor Turner—were people of faith, as
Thomas Larsen points out in his remarkable book The
slain god (2014). To be sure, most of these anthropologists did not become Catholics because of their time in
the ﬁeld. Even Evans-Pritchard’s conversion has an uneasy relationship to his experience of the supernatural
in the ﬁeld, and if his encounters with the witchcraftdrenched Azande and cucumber-sacriﬁcing Nuer motivated his turn toward faith, the faith he chose was a conventional one back home. While different mores about
marriage and medicine and money seem to have led anthropologists to argue for new and unconventional ways
of proceeding in their home world (think of Benedict’s
and Mead’s arguments about sex and gender, Victor Turner’s discovery of the use of theatre in healing, Marshall
Sahlins’ account of abundance in egalitarianism), very
few anthropologists have argued (in print) that their experience in the ﬁeld led them to imagine the supernatural
at home in new ways. (Edith Turner and Paul Stoller are
famous counterexamples; Janet McIntosh’s [2004] essay
on coming close to the brink and stepping back captures
the more common experience, although in her case exceptionally well.)
In fact, most anthropologists have insisted that God,
or the gods, cannot be understood anthropologically except through an explicit decision to disavow the idea
that such beliefs might be true. Willerslev and Suhr capture this well. They quote Meyer Fortes:
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Being in part actors in their own religious systems,
theologians must believe. Whereas anthropologists . . .
cannot but be agnostic if they want to achieve objectivity . . . and objectivity, in the sense of analysis and description that are accepted as valid by reason . . . is,
surely, a sine qua non for all anthropological scholarship. (1980: vii, emphasis in the original)

While all anthropologists study some society’s norms
of marrying, parenting, buying, ruling, and so forth,
from within a subject position they already occupy—
from within a largely heteronormative, binarily gendered, democratic, neoliberal social world—they often
insist, like Fortes, that they cannot study religion from
a subject position of faith. They acknowledge and seek
to transcend the limits of heteronormativity, gender binarism, and democratic neoliberalism. But while you
think that you cannot study Tallensi faith (for example)
as a deeply religious American Christian, they rarely advocate transcending the limits of Christianity by adopting
a foreign faith. We call this methodological atheism, and
we more or less demand it.
Yet god is the most radically other of radical otherness. One might think that exploring this otherness might
be the greatest challenge any anthropologist could bring
to the everyday expectations of the world back home.
Why have we not done so?
The ontological turn might seem to be the place anthropologists have risen to this challenge of confronting
radical otherness. The early ontological writings certainly seemed as if they would. Eduardo Viveiros de
Castro, Morten Pederson, and Martin Holbraad wrote
ﬁery texts about the ways that most anthropologists examined the belief commitments of people like those in
Amazonia, Cuba, and Siberia. These ontologists argued
that most anthropologists treated such beliefs with scorn.
They argued that most anthropological observers presumed that such beliefs must be wrong, or that we needed
to provide an account of why people held false understandings—and that view, the ontologists argued, was
driven by deep-seated colonialist impulses or a kind of
scientiﬁc imperialism. The point of the ontological turn
was to insist that we should abandon these presumptions
and decolonize anthropological thought. Willerslev and
Suhr quote Viveiros de Castro: “Anthropologists must
allow that ‘visions’ are not beliefs, nor consensual views,
but rather worlds seen objectively; not world views, but
worlds of vision” (2011: 133).
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But these ontological anthropologists have not
brought back observations from these local worlds in
order to reimagine their own. One strongly doubts that
Viveiros de Castro himself believes that women can become jaguars (to borrow the famous example). Neither
Martin Holbraad nor Morten Pedersen has argued for
an ontological understanding of his own world that
seems different from the one he held before setting
out to do ﬁeldwork. Instead, in the recent (and admirably clear) summary of their position, they both appear to have pulled back from the claim that these other
beliefs are veridical accounts of reality. To the extent
that Holbraad and Pedersen (2017) accept these nonEuropean belief commitments (the woman became a
jaguar), they simply insist that these beliefs are veridical
to others—and that, as James Laidlaw (2012) so articulately points out, leads us not into ontological confrontation but into epistemological relativism, the position
that anthropologists have always held.
Rane Willerslev and Christian Suhr make a different
intellectual move. They focus on moments that are intellectually inexplicable from within an anthropologist’s secular worldview, and yet common in the lives
of many ﬁeldworkers.
Willerslev and Suhr draw from these moments a disciplinary epistemology of uncertainty and openness.
They take the lesson that these events are the way that
anthropological insights are made—that it is the shock
of such moments that leads people trained into a certain worldview to break open into a different way of
seeing. Anthropology grows, they say, with the ability
to doubt what one knows, and through doubt, to change
what one imagines. “This personal commitment to existential transformation of the self is as essential to the
anthropological project as it was to Socrates” (73)
Here Willerslev and Suhr stop. They draw our attention to Lévi-Strauss’ decidedly peculiar assertion that
the myths he described wrote themselves through him
and insist that anthropological knowledge arises through
what Kirsten Hastrup (2010) called “raw moments”—
events that break through cognitive barriers of culturally
trained expectation with explosive force.
I think they should be making an even stronger claim.
To my mind, the powerful insight that arises out of the
encounter with an alien god—alien to the anthropologist, that is—is that the purpose of life itself can be imagined differently as a result. We secular observers focus on
the concept of “god” as a claim to a kind of stuffness—
a real immateriality, a nature beyond ordinary nature (a
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supernature); perhaps, as George Eliot put it, the sound
on the other side of silence. We often miss the important
social fact that those of faith also take god to be radically
other, too, and as a result, are often more committed to
moral purpose than to supernatural reality. As an observer of the faithful, I want to point out that the most
fundamental observation about faith is not that divine
stuff exists, but that moral purpose in the face of uncertainty will change the world as we know it.
Faith is about seeing the world as it is and experiencing it—to some extent—as the world as it should be.
Faith is about having trust that the world is good, safe,
and beautiful. The blunt fact that these commitments
are held in a world that is often brutal and unfair tells
us that faith is hard and requires effort. Belief in a just,
fair, good world is not some kind of mistake, not a deluded misconception that observers need to explain, but
the fundamental point of the faith commitment—regardless of the supernatural nature of the divine. Faith
is about holding certain commitments front and center
in your understanding of reality even when the empirical facts seem to contradict them. That is why faith
takes work and why faith changes the faithful. It is also
why the encounter with the radical otherness of divinity
should be central to anthropology, because it encourages the anthropologist to imagine how his or her own
world and own life could be fundamentally different.
I take this to be the main argument that Joel Robbins
(2006) makes in his answer to the question of what
anthropology can learn from theology. There are two
standard answers to that question, he tells us. One is
to explore the role of theological concepts in our basic
anthropological assumptions, as Webb Keane has done
by analyzing the role of Protestant ideas in anthropological ideas about agency. The other is to explore possible links between theological ideas that are embedded
in various Christian traditions and the emergence of
Christian concepts out of the societies that gave rise
to them, the way Susan Harding points out that fundamentalism only makes sense within a particular view of
language. The third and more powerful way Robbins
thinks that anthropology can learn from theology is
through envisioning a way to use cultural difference
to make meaningful change in the anthropologist’s own
world. These days, he suggests, we are remarkably cynical about learning from others about how to lead our
lives. We tend not to truly value other ways of being.
“The tropics as we portray them, wherever they happen
to be, have never been so triste and devoid of ontological
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otherness as they are right now.” We are remarkably morose in our diagnoses of the essential problems in human
lives. “We have more and more resigned ourselves simply to serve as witnesses to the horror of the world”
(2006: 292).
To take the concept of god seriously as an anthropologist is to take seriously what Jonathan Lear (2008)
has called the possibility of radical hope: that in the face
of the absence of any positive knowledge that hope can
be delivered, one still hopes. Lear used the phrase to describe the Crow Nation commitment to a viable future
in the aftermath of the annihilation of the tribe. Victor
Frankl (1959) used a similar concept in his account of
life in a death camp in the absence of any conﬁdence
in a divine justice. One chooses to choose to move forward and, in that choosing, creates moral purpose. It
was Frankl’s account of god.
The anthropological problem with god is that we
treat the belief in the supernatural stuff as the heart
of the matter. It is not. Far more central is the concept
of radical otherness and its concomitant commitment
that a sense of moral purpose can change the world as
it is into the world as it should be whether anything
empirical about that world changes at all. I am not
suggesting that we become people of faith. I am suggesting that if as anthropologists we took our own uncertainty about what is real seriously—as Willerslev
and Suhr suggest that we must—our confrontation
with radical otherness would alter our understanding
of the possible, our sense of moral purpose, and our
capacity to offer hope. That is the real ontological
challenge.
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