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Preface

The book you hold is the product of a collaboration among four authors and 
this is how it happened: Giovanni da Col invited Michael Lambek to write a 
set of lectures on ethics for the Hau masterclass series in 2014. Michael, in turn, 
invited Veena Das, Didier Fassin, and Webb Keane to join the project, thinking 
it would be engaging to have four voices, each of which would bring to the topic 
of ethics a different tonality and pitch, arising from the way we have individu-
ally confronted what matters most to us in our lives and our work. We intend 
neither to offer a survey of the field nor to develop or propagate a single school 
of thought. The reasoning, as an astute referee has pointed out, is that we are 
“close enough to make dialogue readily possible but distinct enough to make it 
interesting.” The book is a result of our joint efforts but each lecture stands on 
its own like an opera with successive arias in four distinct voices. Think of a “we” 
that retains the individuality of the “I” rather than merging it into a larger col-
lective. It follows that the reader might read the lectures in any order she pleases.

We were tasked to write lectures. In fact, these have never been publicly 
delivered and are doubtless each too long to do so comfortably. But they ap-
proximate lectures insofar as we have kept a relatively informal and somewhat 
pedagogical tone. We hope that the perception of resonances between argu-
ments, variations on the same theme, as well points and counterpoints, will 
invite the reader to explore the text as one might listen to a piece of music that 
is familiar but still holds the promise of new discoveries.

We are in general agreement that the topic of ethics challenges us as anthro-
pologists both to hone our ethnographic perceptions and to reflect on the overt 
and hidden disorders as well as new potentials of our times. Why have subjects 
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of ethics and morality acquired such urgency in both public discourse and in 
anthropological discussions? None of us aim to take the voice of prophecy in 
which anthropology is asked to reinvent itself. Yet tectonic shifts in the worlds 
we inhabit, along with transformations in the boundaries of disciplines, chal-
lenge us to think carefully of what is new as well as what has long been present. 
This volume stems from a conviction that these challenges call for new atten-
tion to ethics. On the one hand, anthropology has been reinvigorated by urgent 
summons to more direct engagement with our contemporary troubles. On the 
other hand, founded in part on a critique of ethnocentrism, anthropology has 
also always fostered a critical perspective on the moral certainties that drive ef-
forts—our own and others’—to right wrongs around the world. The question 
of ethics lies at the heart of this paradox and demands both conceptual reflec-
tion and empirical insight. In different ways the essays attend to these issues by 
asking not how sharp boundaries might be drawn around the concept of ethics 
(versus, say, morality), nor what the content of ethics may be, but rather how 
to depict the forms under which politics appears through the lens of ethics, or 
how the social might be reconfigured in relation to the natural, or how everyday 
forms of repair might stand up to the horrific. We are more interested in under-
standing what is at stake around ethical issues in the public sphere as well as in 
the private lives of individuals, how ethical questions emerge, are debated and 
resolved—or left unresolved—than in circumscribing or defining what is ethics.

Talk of ethics is everywhere. Protocols for establishing ethical sensibility in 
the workplace are widespread and rely heavily on standardization and measure-
ment. Laws and codes of ethical practices multiply in the domains of medicine 
as well as research and determine purified norms and ideals with little con-
sideration for how things actually are. In various parts of the world projects 
ranging from wars to humanitarian intervention on behalf of their victims are 
undertaken and justifications offered in terms that make claims to ethical utter-
ances. Even torture, rape, and violence against children can be couched in the 
language of morality, or worse, experienced as performance of religious, moral, 
or legal acts. Yet, it is clear that the value of such language has been eroded, for 
one does not know or trust that the ethical enunciations are tethered to any 
serious concern for those whose lives are sought to be “improved” through these 
ethical projects.

Unlike certain other anthropologists and some powerful strands in moral 
theory we refrain from treating ethics as an object or as an isolable domain 
of theory. Each of us argues against such objectification albeit along different 
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avenues. We realize, however, that such objectification is itself a part of the 
milieu we inhabit and are sharply aware of its potential for diminishing the 
very life that it seeks to improve. We recently laughed together over a New 
Yorker cartoon in which a leering wolf and modest rabbit sit across a table from 
one another above the caption, “I’ve never understood—what is the difference 
between morals and ethics?” We are not sure of the wisdom of trying to make 
such distinctions, other than for restricted heuristic purposes or as part of the 
life of institutions, and suspect that it might sometimes be a result of the fal-
lacy of misplaced concreteness; we are mindful of the message of the cartoon 
that talk about ethics is all too readily hypocritical or self-interested and that 
making conceptual distinctions has political consequences and can be a form of 
violence.

at the same time, we acknowledge the fact that making conceptual dis-
tinctions and discerning situations, evaluating acts, and making judgments are 
part of everyday life, whether that concerns ordinary acts or political decisions. 
Some of us take this ubiquity as intrinsic to the human condition—others see 
this more in terms of social conventions emphasized in law courts or as a way of 
talking in situations of heightened intensity. We are agreed, though, that there 
is no moral or ethical essence to be studied. Ethics can never be pure or abso-
lute. It may be seen for some of us as a dimension of action, for others as part 
of our life in language, or both. In any case, ethics draws on human affordances, 
has fuzzy boundaries, is fraught with contingency, and is never free of emotion. 
Ethics is a part of life as it is lived with others, worked out in interaction and 
conversation with others rather than transcendent of them, and within a given 
historical, cultural, and social context. Our respective analyses try to address, 
acknowledge, and respect complexity, uncertainty, and even ambiguity, to let 
them reveal themselves, rather than to resist, reduce, conceal, or dissolve them.

In thinking about ethics, we struggle with certain questions that all anthro-
pologists face. For example, how does our knowledge of particular lives inform 
our understanding of human life in general, and vice versa? How should we 
represent the complex paths along which our thinking about these matters has 
matured? How should we situate our own ethical positioning in relation to the 
issues we analyze? To what extent does our attention to historical context enable 
or discourage systematic comparison? These questions find expression differ-
ently in our respective essays. rather than offering a conclusion in which we 
assert our mutual understanding or probe our differences, we deliberately leave 
the conversation open and look forward to responses from readers.
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 research in several disciplines is moving into new frontiers that elude easy 
dualisms between humanistic and analytical social sciences or contrast the rigor 
of mathematized models with the empathy and sensitivity of experiential narra-
tive accounts. The four authors in this book are resolutely open to conversations 
with people (scholars, activists, bureaucrats, men and women of all sorts, as they 
grapple with everyday life or grave dilemmas) holding up different approach-
es to such questions as they arise from how we respond to issues that strain 
our present conceptual resources. If we are to develop concepts that respond 
to problems both new and long-standing, then anthropology must be open to 
other disciplines such as philosophy, history, sociology, economics, psychology, 
law, political science, and environmental studies. at the same time, thinking is 
not an activity that can remain untouched by the institutional and existential 
conditions of its own being, while the very act of writing and more generally 
producing anthropology permanently involve delicate, challenging and often 
overlooked ethical issues. Hau is a perfect venue for just this kind of endeavor, 
and we would like to thank Giovanni da Col, Sean Dowdy, and the staff at 
Hau Books for their attentive work in producing this volume.

In putting together these four lectures on ethics that come close to each 
other at times and then move away at others, we hope we have provided the 
reader with a way to think how individual voice best finds its home in a col-
lective of friends among whom it can retain its salience in both agreement and 
disagreement.

 “Neither a Wolf, nor a Rabbit Be”
 ML, VD, DF, WK



lecture one

Living as if it mattered

Michael Lambek

This lecture presents an anthropological invitation to the subject of ethics rather 
than an introduction to, or overview of, what has become the anthropology 
of ethics. It unfolds in four movements. In the first, I introduce various broad 
conceptual, historical, and epistemological questions. In the second, I address 
the relation of ethics to truth and in the third I compare two public injunctions, 
concerned respectively with freedom and care, understood as exemplifying dis-
tinct values but also pointing to quite different conceptions of ethics itself. In 
the final section, I turn briefly from values to practice and judgment. A general 
theme of the lecture concerns what is entailed in abstracting a specifically “ethi-
cal” domain or dimension from or within the whole of human life and activity 
without unduly objectifying it. How is life ethically informed, irrespective of the 
presence of “ethics” as an explicit object of discourse? The various epistemologi-
cal and methodological issues may be condensed as simply how to recognize the 
ethical?

RecognIzIng tHe etHIcAL

to speak about ethics is never straightforward. In the course of this lecture I 
explore how attending to an ethical dimension might enrich our understanding 
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of human life as it is actually lived, experienced, and reflected upon. I write as 
an anthropologist, not an ethicist or reformer, hence without the ambition to 
discern the best way to live or resolve particular dilemmas. Yet it is difficult to 
keep my personal views about living ethically distinct from speaking objectively 
about ethical life. This is a fine line (and in fact, living ethically is itself frequent-
ly a matter of distinguishing and walking fine lines). Insofar as the lecture slips 
into a normative register and begins to sound like a sermon or a self-help tract it 
has diverged from its purpose, but insofar as it becomes too dry and distant from 
life it has also betrayed its best instincts. I take this kind of tension, in which, 
as Aristotle (1976) would put it, the virtuous path is one that manages to avoid 
falling into opposing vices, to be manifest in the task—and hence the voice—of 
the teacher or writer but also in the work of the student or reader.1

A further point of clarification is that the topic is not “ethics” taken in 
some objective sense or in the way we commonly hear the word used but in 
what I prefer to distinguish as the “the ethical.” I use this clumsier term to 
try to shift the subject from a fixed, identifiable body (of facts, rules, reasons, 
reflections, etc.) to an emergent quality or property of action, better grasped 
adverbially or adjectively than by means of a noun. I seek to recognize how 
our lives are deeply and fundamentally ethically informed (in the ways I will 
eventually develop the term). I would like to discern and appreciate an ethi-
cal dimension of living, much as we could learn more deeply to perceive the 
beauty or geological foundation of a landscape or enjoy a work of art or music. 
by living, I mean living with others and over time, everything from minute 
acts of daily greeting and our tone of voice, the quality of how we engage 
with others and with the world, through keeping immediate and long-term 
commitments and callings, and from the language by which we describe our 
immediate conduct through deliberations as to how to live our life (in the 
course of living it) to momentous, disruptive, spontaneous, and unique acts of 
physical or political courage and the concatenation of consequential acts that 
historians call events.

Finding or forging a straight path into the subject is not easy. There are mul-
tiple definitions of ethics, a range of ethical traditions, and a number of different 
approaches both to conceptualizing the ethical intellectually and to discerning 
what might be the right and good thing to do practically. I start along several 
paths and do not always speak consistently. I justify this by suggesting at the 

1. compare here and throughout Weber ([1917] 1946).
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outset that any single picture of ethics that claimed consistency and completion 
would be a distortion of matters that are complex, contingent, and ultimately 
intangible. Philosophers have been debating the subject for centuries and have 
yet to come to agreement about their terms.

consistency, completeness, and certainty are what some people seek when 
they turn to a body of knowledge called “ethics” for guidance and it may be the 
presumption of ubiquitous rulebooks, codes, guidelines, and watchdogs that it 
is the job of ethics to provide for them. other people think that this is not only 
unrealistic and unrealizable but subverts our responsibility to meet each new 
situation and to exercise our imagination and judgment. ethics in this latter 
view is (at least in part) a cumulative product of experience and perhaps effort 
(deliberately cultivated experience); it is not something that can be fully put 
into words once and for all or passed from teacher to student in the course of a 
lecture. If the latter is true for becoming an ethical person in a practical sense, 
it is no less the case for conceiving of ethics from an intellectual perspective 
(itself a form of practice), as we are doing here. Moreover, insofar as it is not a 
positivist discipline testing hypotheses, an anthropological inquiry into ethics 
cannot transcend the questions it asks or the questions it listens to other people 
asking and answering. It is therefore a conversation rather than a science (but 
not thereby unscientific), and one that will continuously raise questions rather 
than stand above them.

depictions and definitions of ethics exist at various levels of inclusion and 
abstraction and are often incommensurable to one another. “Incommensurable” 
is a key term in my vocabulary; when two paradigms or terms are incommen-
surable this does not mean they are contradictory or cannot be compared but 
rather that they cannot be measured against each other point-by-point accord-
ing to a fixed, common grid (bernstein 1983). Hence insofar as my approach to 
ethics is incommensurable with others, it does not imply that they are mutually 
exclusive. to focus on the ordinary, as I generally do, is not to disqualify atten-
tion to specifically unethical acts and conditions—violence, injustice, exploi-
tation, expropriation, etc.—or to “hard cases” (banner 2014), like abortion or 
assisted suicide.

elsewhere (Lambek 2010a, 2015b), I have written about how ethical action 
and discernment are made possible through the establishment of criteria by 
means of everyday speaking as well as through the performance of ritual acts. 
That approach is fairly technical; one could call it an analysis of the infraethical 
(that which makes ethical discernment both possible and necessary rather than 



8 MIcHAeL LAMbek

specific judgments themselves). I maintain this position and will advert to it oc-
casionally, but I don’t want to simply repeat it here. The present arguments don’t 
depend on it but they are complementary to it. They share the understanding 
that, at some level, or in some respects, the ethical is immanent to our lives as 
human beings. Hence ethics is less an object to be proclaimed or to be dissected 
than a dimension or quality to be discerned and elucidated.

The approach that I take is a hermeneutical one. I treat ethics as a her-
meneutic problem, not simply in the sense that we try as anthropologists to 
interpret other people’s worlds but more profoundly that living ethically is itself 
a hermeneutic process of interpretation and self-interpretation as people make 
their way in the world, with the human capacities, cultural resources, and his-
torical circumstances given them. What we are addressing is the nature of un-
derstanding and self-understanding. Whether coming to understand what mat-
ters for each of us as human beings, living and acting among others, or coming 
to understand how things matter for the subjects of our particular ethnographic 
enquiries, we cannot resort to an objectivist science. ethics is a question, in the 
terms of philosopher Hans-georg gadamer ([1960] 1985), for truth rather 
than method.

Toward an anthropological approach

ethics comes into play in understanding the human condition at its broadest 
and most universal scale and also at its most intimate personal or interpersonal 
one, as well as with respect to social and cultural contexts between these. As hu-
man beings—“thrown into the world,” as existentialists say (Heidegger [1927] 
1996); and under circumstances not of our own choosing, as Marxists say (Marx 
[1852] 1969)—we make our way according to the possibilities offered us but 
with the need to realize direction and value in what we do. An inquiry into eth-
ics thus has at least two tasks. on a theoretical or analytical level it asks, where 
do meaningful engagement and value come from? How are they constituted, 
produced, realized, acquired, anchored, justified, defended, and maintained? 
How does the world become or remain a (relatively) meaningful or safe place, 
where specific goals, acts, and consequences can be discerned and adhered or 
responded to, rather than a (fully) random, chaotic, or malevolent one? How are 
meaning and value lost, recovered, or renewed in the face of violence, indignity, 
contradiction, or impasse? but even in times of peace and prosperity, how is 
one avenue chosen and pursued rather than any of the alternatives? How do 
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particular things come to matter to us or to matter in particular ways? How does 
such mattering shape our self-understanding and how does it shape and how is 
it shaped by social action?2

At a more empirical level an anthropological inquiry asks, according to 
which values, by which means, to what ends, and with what deviations or lapses 
do people try, and in fact, do, make their way? How do we come to commit to 
some values, means, and ends rather than to others and how is it that we keep 
or renege on our commitments? What role or force do they place in action, 
both in ordinary life, day-to-day, and in heroic or disruptive endeavors? What 
happens when values, means, and ends are inaccessible, become hollow, don’t fit 
well together, or even directly clash? How are they (inevitably) compromised, 
and how do people live with compromise and with the recognition of limits or 
strive to transcend them?

How can anthropologists do justice to the living of human lives? How can 
we provide analyses and interpretations of the art of living (nehamas 1998) 
equivalent in acuity and depth to our best work on (what we have called) so-
cial structure and culture or, for that matter, to the work of our best artists and 
writers? If the primary question of ethics is how to live (or to understand and 
acknowledge how we do live), the questions for anthropologists include how 
best to discover, describe, and understand how people ask and answer those 
questions, how things come to matter to them, how they do in fact live and 
acknowledge that living, and how the living of discrete lives resonate with one 
another and with the ideas, words, and practices available for living them (at 
certain times, places, and class positions), as well as the particular challenges, 
constraints and hindrances to them. We can ask these questions with respect to 
face-to-face communities and across broad spans of space, time, and tradition.

Anthropologists move between inquiring how human beings variously and 
practically address the existential question of how to live, the epistemological 
question of how we (human beings) know how to live, the practical question of 
how we do live, and the methodological question of how we (anthropologists) 
come to know how other people come to know how to live, understand the liv-
ing of their lives, and in fact, simply, and not always self-consciously, live them. 

2. I don’t wish to overplay the centrality of meaning and certainly not to equate it 
with rational calculation. Meaning is often implicit and it shifts with context, much 
as our outlook may shift according to absorption, mood, and context. Thanks to 
naisargi dave for these reminders.
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Moreover, insofar as both our discipline and our species condition is a social 
one, it concerns lives lived with others. As Hannah Arendt insisted (1998), it is 
a fact of the human condition that it is plural; ethics is intrinsically interpersonal 
(both other and self directed) and, as thinkers as far back as Aristotle have un-
derstood, and as didier Fassin describes in his lecture, inextricable from politics.

If there is an ethical turn in anthropology it is one that is developing frame-
works for seeing the ethical dimension in life, letting it emerge from the whole 
hurly-burly, as Ludwig Wittgenstein (1967) might have put it,3 and for signal-
ing the place of the ethical in ethnographic interpretation and social analysis. 
It is to recognize the ethical as a salient dimension of human activity and of 
human being in the world.

broadly speaking, this includes (but is not limited to) ideas about and ori-
entations toward how to live the best life possible and over the long run and 
how to do the best we can with the life we have today, under circumstances that, 
again (because it bears repeating), as Marx famously said, are not of our choos-
ing. such orientations may be explicit or tacit, receptive, quiescent, resigned, 
or complacent, assert that we live in the best of all possible worlds or the best 
world possible for us now, or attuned to redemption or salvation, manifestly 
activist and critical, seeking transcendence, reform, or revolution. What matters 
to us may be living according to how we conceive tradition or embrace novelty, 
and more likely, to achieving a balance between them. It may be supporting the 
status quo or challenging it.

When the ethical is phrased in this way, an anthropological approach re-
quires an appreciation of the kinds of worlds in which people do live, as estab-
lished through what we have variously called culture, social structure, ontology, 
cosmology, world view, religion, the state, biopolitics, et cetera, but here un-
derstood not as static structures (as they too often have been) but as dynamic 
orientations for acting in the world, much as Max Weber ([1930] 1992) under-
stood what he called the Protestant ethic. As Weber further noted (1993), such 
orientations must be grasped with respect to the variety of status positions they 
start from, including such matters as class, hierarchy, gender, well-being and 
suffering, justice and injustice, fortune and misfortune. This requires close at-
tention to the kinds of social identifications, interpellations, circumstances, and 
constraints under which people live, including specific and possibly colliding 
regimes of power and, today, the ubiquitous presence and effects of the capitalist 

3. see also Wittgenstein (forthcoming); das (2013).
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market and technological mediations, as well as the repertoire of idioms and 
practices available with which to understand and address their circumstances.

speaking of orientations, world-views, political programs, values, and so on 
risks keeping us in the realm of the ideal or the abstract. We need to pay close 
attention to the actual conduct of life in the world—how people address one 
another and respond to address, how they interact and care for (or disregard) 
one another, how they take action and respond to it, day by day and moment 
by moment, how they juggle between multiple and possibly incommensurable 
or competing goals, values, commitments, and relationships or shift between 
diverse means to articulate them, and how they think about themselves and 
others. central to this is attention to the language of conduct—how people name 
distinct kinds of acts and their relations to them (by way of acknowledgment, 
justification, apology, etc.).

Anthropology should bring to life what philosopher charles taylor de-
scribed as three critical elements of moral thinking, namely, “our sense of respect 
for and obligations to others . . . our understandings of what makes a full life . . . 
[and] the range of notions concerned with dignity . . . [i.e.,] the characteristics 
by which we think of ourselves as commanding (or failing to command) the re-
spect of those around us” (1989: 15). Additionally, an anthropological approach 
requires attention to the tonality of life, to the manner in which things are ut-
tered or done, to their resonance, and to the heterogeneity and alternation of 
tone and manner over time and within a given social field.4 This includes atten-
tion to the unspoken, to tact and irony, to impasse, misjudgment, recuperation, 
and failure, to playfulness and seriousness, and more generally to how things are 
meant and received, to the risks of taking action, and to the stakes we have in 
living and speaking with others.

The scope here is very wide. to attend fully to these matters would be, on 
the one side, to reproduce the kind of holism characteristic of ethnography in 
its structure-functional and processual phases (including what gregory bateson 
[1958] called ethos and eidos, respectively the emotional tone and intellectual 
character of a social group), while simultaneously recognizing heterogeneity, 
repertoire, and change; and on the other side, to write with the highly focused 
attention and sensibility characteristic of our greatest novelists and poets (or 
philosophers as different in literary style as John Austin and stanley cavell). It 

4. I have been inspired by the brilliant dissertations of Anna kruglova and Marco 
Motta, nearing completion at toronto and Lausanne, respectively.
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would include asking such questions as, “how is autonomy achieved, obligation 
assumed, respect given and received, accountability acknowledged, dignity ena-
bled, apology made, forgiveness accepted, adversity met, a full life lived?”

conversely, how and why is human flourishing curtailed or undermined? 
How do we refuse obligation, treat each other with disrespect, and suffer in-
dignity? How do we damage each other? Following thinkers like Friedrich 
nietzsche (1967), how is conventional morality a form of concealment? And so, 
while being open to understanding a range of different ideas and practices, we 
must not give up a hermeneutics of suspicion. We need to think critically, to rec-
ognize the difference between moral scruples and petty moralizing, to see how 
an objectified “ethics” can readily serve to critique but also to reinforce hierarchy 
and injustice. Although it is not my subject here, we should also attend to the 
sorts of questions inspired by the earlier writings of Michel Foucault (1980), 
asking what kind of work the appeal to “ethics” is doing in institutionalized 
forms like professional codes and review boards (to which our own research is 
subject) or in fields like bioethics—in sum, what is the relation here of knowl-
edge and power? does an appeal to ethics limit or heighten the work of subjec-
tion—or simply conceal it?

Anthropologists must find the right balance between critique and under-
standing, a balance that, like ethical judgment itself, shifts with circumstance. A 
fine moral sensibility is necessary, yet this is best achieved with modesty about 
our own abilities and claims, the limits of our positionality, understanding, and 
justification for critique. The literature at present is replete with important en-
actments of critique with respect to forms of racism, sexism, colonialism, mili-
tarism, exploitation, environmental destruction, and so forth. but these become 
complacent if they do not fully acknowledge their own contingent position, at 
times their ethnocentrism or anachronism. What I am suggesting is that at-
tending anthropologically to the ethical in human life requires the same sort of 
work that cultivating a critical and ethical disposition does.

The present moment

today there is much talk about ethics. We hear the topic raised with respect to 
military interventions and political and financial corruption. We worry about 
justice, equity, and recognition. We are concerned about environmental ethics, 
bioethics, and corporate ethics. As citizens, we may join Amnesty International 
or any number of progressive groups. As practicing researchers and teachers, 
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we are faced directly with the demands of the audit culture. And for reflec-
tive scholars, the subject of ethics has become increasingly salient. Philosophers 
have always taken ethics as their subject matter; in recent decades there has 
been an ethical turn in literary studies and subsequently in anthropology. When 
I began to write explicitly about ethics I thought I was being idiosyncratic and 
original—only to quickly discover a host of other anthropologists heading in the 
same direction. They include the luminary fellow authors of these lectures but 
also many others. ethics has recently been the explicit subject of outstanding 
books by anthropologists James Faubion (2011), James Laidlaw (2014a), and 
cheryl Mattingly (2014) and of collections by didier Fassin (2012), Monica 
Heintz (2009), and myself (Lambek 2010b), as well as a central theme of excel-
lent ethnographic work on such diverse topics as the tension between “riches 
and renunciation” for Jains by Laidlaw (1995), religious conversion in Papua 
new guinea by Joel Robbins (2004), volunteerism in neoliberal Italy by Andrea 
Muehlebach (2012), queer recognition in India by naisargi dave (2012), and 
Pentecostal anticipation in ghana by girish daswani (2015).5

What are we all talking about when we talk about ethics? What has “eth-
ics” come to signify? I leave that as an open question. And I leave untouched 
the question of whether we should be put off by and skeptical of this volubility. 
(After all, I am complicit.) I offer a very quick, partial, and deliberately provoca-
tive response to the question, why does ethics matter now?

Why ethics matters to anthropology must be connected to why it matters 
at large. ethical concerns have no doubt been raised in every generation but 
they are currently particularly acute. We could call them a kind of postmodern, 
postsecular, or late-capitalist symptom. baldly put, we know that the majority 
of people in the world are suffering (from malnutrition, lack of work, exploita-
tive labor conditions, dislocation, immobility, imprisonment, warfare, disease, 
etc.). capitalism is intrinsically amoral and its means and effects often directly 
immoral. As it moves to ever further class polarization and political insecurity, 
its eventual demise threatens not to offer a utopian socialist future but to stran-
gle us all. Anthropologists describe people struggling to live well in situations 

5. other ethnographic explorations of the ethical include das (2007); Hirschkind 
(2006); kleinman (2006); kwon (2008); Lambek (2002); Mahmood (2005); Parish 
(1994); Rogers (2009); stafford (2013); Weiss (2014). Helpful distinctions among 
anthropological approaches can be found in Thomas csordas (2013) and cheryl 
Mattingly (2012), as well as the symposium on James Laidlaw’s book in Hau: 
Journal of Ethnographic Theory (2014).
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where temporal horizons have become radically distorted, where they have too 
little or too much time to reflect on their acts and lives.6 The voluble middle 
classes are consumed with anxiety—about being better off than the suffering 
masses, but equally about imminent social decline and personal downward mo-
bility as jobs become scarcer, violence spreads, financial institutions and pension 
funds collapse, and hunger and disease rise in consequence of global warming 
and environmental pollution—anxious even when, like many Americans, they 
are on antianxiety medication (which is something else to be worried about 
. . .). doomsday scenarios are everywhere, as are denials and quick-fix avenues 
to salvation. neoliberal institutions and policies place more responsibility on 
the shoulders of citizens, especially the poor, and the rich retreat to gated com-
munities (including fenced states) and privatized medical care. Accountability 
for structural failure is readily placed on immigrants or racialized segments of 
the population. Intimacy, once the refuge from a heartless world, is now turned 
inside out on the Internet. Perhaps most saliently, the middle classes no longer 
have a sure sense of how to make a good life or of what that could consist. As 
gadamer put it already some time ago ([1960] 1985: xiv), “we are living in a 
state of constant overstimulation of our historical consciousness.”

“enough!” you say—and indeed the rise of ethical discourse is a part of 
that response against despair, queasiness, and cynicism.7 even when they are 
misguided or have paradoxical effects, efforts at mobilization, activism, and hu-
manitarianism are evidence of a human will to good or will to matter, arising 
to counter prejudice, injustice, self-interest, and aggression. It is surely a posi-
tive fact that most people do continue to seek the good or justify their actions 
and that anthropologists find both virtue and the seeking after it in all kinds of 
places and forms, irrespective of circumstance. Moreover, even as the capacities 
for goodness and justice are blocked or unfulfilled, our acts remain subject to 

6. see the several doctoral dissertations in progress at the department of Anthropology, 
University of toronto by Anna kruglova on the sense that “anything can happen” in 
Russia; Letha victor on insecurity and spiritual pollution in northern Uganda; Arie 
Molema on reconciling residential schooling in canada; vivian solano on stasis 
among saharawi in north Africa; Jacob nerenberg on threat in Irian Jaya; behzad 
sarmadi on investment in dubai; among others.

7. For an older discussion, between James baldwin and Margaret Mead, see http://
www.brainpickings.org/2015/03/19/a-rap-on-race-margaret-mead-and-james-
baldwin/?utm_content=buffer4df23&utm_medium=social&utm_source=twitter.
com&utm_campaign=buffer. Thanks to donna Young for the indication.

http://www.brainpickings.org/2015/03/19/a-rap-on-race-margaret-mead-and-james-baldwin/?utm_content=buffer4df23&utm_medium=social&utm_source=twitter.com&utm_campaign=buffer
http://www.brainpickings.org/2015/03/19/a-rap-on-race-margaret-mead-and-james-baldwin/?utm_content=buffer4df23&utm_medium=social&utm_source=twitter.com&utm_campaign=buffer
http://www.brainpickings.org/2015/03/19/a-rap-on-race-margaret-mead-and-james-baldwin/?utm_content=buffer4df23&utm_medium=social&utm_source=twitter.com&utm_campaign=buffer
http://www.brainpickings.org/2015/03/19/a-rap-on-race-margaret-mead-and-james-baldwin/?utm_content=buffer4df23&utm_medium=social&utm_source=twitter.com&utm_campaign=buffer
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ethical judgment, by ourselves and by others. ethics is not simply a reflex or 
index of privilege. We all hold ourselves accountable.

There are also reasons specific to anthropology that bring longstanding con-
cerns with the ethical to the surface as explicit subjects of discussion. These 
include the ever-deepening realization of the historical nature of everything we 
talk about, the decisive shift away from seeing societies and cultures as discrete 
entities or essences to understanding them as continuously changing products 
of historical forces and actions. This brings a shift of emphasis from structure 
to practice and especially to more nuanced considerations of human action 
than those that can be comprehended by what clifford geertz (1973a) called 
strain theory and interest theory alone. Foucault himself came to broaden his 
extremely influential expositions of the salience of subjection with attention to 
ethical self-formation (1997). greater appreciation for the work of philosophers 
concerned with matters ranging from practice to language to passion and re-
ceptivity have nuanced our understanding of action and person and heightened 
attention to the broader phenomenological picture of being in the world.8

On locating the ethical

by contrast to historical questions, the epistemological issues may seem simple 
enough. Yet they cause sufficient commotion in their own small pond. At the 
beginning of my essay in Ordinary ethics (2010) I posed what I thought was an 
innocent question, namely where is the ethical located. Michael Lempert (2013) 
responded by asking whether I thought it might be found as easily as looking 
under a stone. Lempert has his own interesting ideas concerning the emergence 
of ethics in discourse (as a linguistic anthropologist, that is naturally where he 
would look). but he missed the point that I was speaking metaphorically and 
that I was asking a heuristic rather than an empirical question (Lambek 2015a).

The issue concerning both of us is whether ethics is a “thing” at all, with 
a precise location in social space such that we can identify it and subject it 
to direct inspection. Is ethics a discrete object? How we go about studying or 
writing about it depends on what we think it is, how we recognize it, and how 
we know when we have found it. Anthropologists who talk about ethics do 

8. An exemplar of the phenomenological approach is Michael d. Jackson (among 
his many fine works, 1995, 1996, 2007, 2012). see also desjarlais (2003); Throop 
(2010); Hollan and Throop (2011); cassaniti and Hickman (2014).
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not agree on these matters. some would say that in order to speak about eth-
ics we have to define and isolate it and that, moreover, for the members of any 
given society to raise ethical issues or reflect on ethical problems they need to 
be able to distinguish it as well, to be, as it were, self-conscious about when 
a given matter at hand is properly an ethical one rather than something else, 
or whether they are addressing it from a specifically ethical perspective rather 
than from a perspective of some other kind. For some thinkers it is wrong on 
methodological grounds to identify the moral with the social as, they say, Émile 
durkheim did, because that leaves us no discrete and explicit object of inquiry 
(Laidlaw 2014a). other thinkers suggest it is dangerous to do so, insofar as the 
ethical is identified with the normative or obligatory, or even with social control, 
thereby leaving no room for internal debate or critique. Hence they imply that 
the methodological question is itself an ethical or political one.

My view is different. of course I acknowledge that there are plenty of em-
pirical manifestations of ethics, explicit and readily graspable by some kind of 
methodological technique. but I think that at heart ethics is not a discrete phe-
nomenon and that it would distort the subject to define it on the basis of meth-
odological considerations. In contrast to Lempert, and even to James Laidlaw 
(2014b), I think the ethical is immanent. It is not immanent to humans as 
purely biological beings (assuming the biological could be fully differentiated 
from the cultural aspect of our being, which it cannot). We are not programmed 
to be good or to distinguish good from bad according to universal criteria. but 
ethical discrimination is immanent to human speech and action, to interaction 
and intersubjectivity, to the social. And it is immanent to the existential condi-
tion of human thrownness, to our life in the world. Immanent, in sum, to the 
human “condition” rather than to human “nature.”

I certainly do not mean by this that ethics is to be equated with the obliga-
tory or the normative. That there is an ethical dimension immanent to the social 
is not at all the same as to argue that we are determined by nature or by law; it is 
to say, rather, that the criteria that enable us to distinguish situations, problems, 
and specific kinds of persons, relations, conditions, acts, and even intentions, and 
to exercise our judgment with respect to them (to think and act for ourselves) 
are socially and linguistically embedded. We can act and discern action only by 
means of discrete criteria; that is the human condition. criteria are both neces-
sary for and intrinsic to speech and action. Which criteria are relevant or made 
relevant to which situation is part of the work of culture, the work of social 
interaction, and the work of ethics itself. This work may take place by means 
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of, or with reference to, transcendent entities like divinities and scripture; to as-
sert that ethics is immanent is not to deny the place of transcendent ideals and 
forces. but the objectified appearance of ethics—in rules, precepts, codes, values, 
and justifications, in religion, philosophy, and anthropological description and 
analysis—is secondary, emerging from and speaking to this common ground. It 
is as if these objectified forms describe only the periodic condensation of the 
air we breathe.

some thinkers have tried to clarify the picture by distinguishing ethics from 
morality, such that one of these is closely identified with social norms, rules, and 
obligations while the other is the ability to act free of them. one problem with 
dividing up the field is that different thinkers use the terms in different and at 
times almost directly opposite senses. Useful distinctions are found in the work 
of individual philosophers, like bernard Williams (1985, as interestingly devel-
oped in Webb keane’s lecture) but they do not always translate well to other 
depictions. In the worst-case scenario we end up with two objects, artificially 
reified and separated from one another by a given author. In other words, the 
risk of the fallacy of misplaced concreteness, or what William James ([1909] 
1979) tellingly called vicious abstractionism, is heightened here. to understand 
ethics as immanent is to move in the opposite direction. In what follows, I use 
the words “ethical” and “moral” interchangeably, preferring the former simply 
because it is older (of greek as opposed to Latin provenance), but adopting the 
latter where it has a common usage, for example, as mediated through French 
thought.

It is a corollary of what I have been saying that how we talk about the ethi-
cal, how we describe it, and what we think it is, are all inextricably connected to 
our theoretical and pretheoretical assumptions and predilections and our meth-
odological practices. We are not all talking about exactly the same thing when 
we talk about ethics. This might leave the conversation in some confusion, but 
it is not necessarily a bad thing (except insofar as we make our criticisms of one 
another on the mistaken assumption that we are talking about the same thing).

In the course of this lecture I am making the following assumptions. First, 
as already noted, in many contexts of speaking the subject is better described as 
the ethical than as ethics, thereby indicating a less substantive or objectified and 
more adjectival or adverbial appreciation. going a step further, what I am after is 
what I call ethical life. The subject is the way that life—the human life world (or 
worlds)—is ethically suffused. conversely, the location of the ethical (as raised 
earlier) is within human life itself, not separated in some discrete compartment, 
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but manifest in living, in talk and action. I do not mean by this that speech and 
action are always right or good but rather that they are constituted with respect 
to criteria and subject to discernment concerning their rightness or goodness, 
much as talk is subject to judgment concerning its grammar or semantic coher-
ence. our talk and actions matter to us—and so do the judgments we make 
about the world and about our conduct in it. Hence the ethical is an intrinsic 
dimension of human activity and human life worlds, as grammar is an intrinsic 
dimension of language.9 to grasp at another metaphor, any picture of human 
living or life worlds that omits the ethical does not amputate a part so much as 
it stops the flow of neurological impulse within the whole. such a picture is like 
body without mind,10 or, if you prefer the metaphor, soulless.

There is a story that when asked what structuralism was, claude Lévi-
strauss replied “good anthropology.” It is in this spirit that I understand the 
turn to ethics; attending to ethical life makes good anthropology; good an-
thropology recognizes the ethical dimension of human activity. Recognizing an 
ethical dimension is not the same as delineating a specific subfield or module, 
or artificially extracting an object called “ethics” from the whole that is human 
life. Attention to the ethical dimension enriches all anthropological description 
and theory. good anthropology takes into account human concerns for discern-
ment, dignity, and value; any full interpretation of human action and cultural 
practices must do so.11 of course, such recognition does not mean accepting 
peoples’ acts and statements at face value, agreeing with them, or assuming that 
what they are doing is always good, just, or defensible in its own terms.

Insofar, then, as there is an ethical turn in anthropology, it is not simply 
that “ethics” has become an explicit subject of inquiry, comparison, debate, or 
worry. It is rather that “ethics” serves as a cover term for acknowledging and 
exploring the richness and complexity of living, of human being in an imperfect 
world, and the challenges raised or encountered, acknowledged or renounced. 
In a word, ethics concerns existence.

9. I do not take this to contradict my earlier assertion that capitalism is inherently 
amoral. capitalism is never a complete life world and the acts and conditions it 
generates are subject to ethical evaluation, if only to note their own ethical disregard. 
I also do not deny that the ethical could be a feature of certain animal worlds.

10. I have in mind clifford geertz’s depiction of the inconceivability or unworkability 
of the anatomical individual without culture (1973b).

11. to give but a single illustration and to indicate that “good anthropology” is not 
necessarily “new anthropology,” consider Michelle Rosaldo (1980).
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etHIcs And tRUtH

Persons, as social beings, are constituted through their relations with others. 
This is partly an intersubjective process, beginning with the mother-infant 
bond, but it is mediated by what society objectifies as the identities people are 
given (names and statuses), tasks expected of them (roles), positions they are 
given to occupy (offices), and programs they come to identify with (callings), as 
well as the structures of relations in which statuses, roles, offices, and callings are 
manifest, the everyday activities and conversations through which people en-
gage with others, and the myriad ways in which the world invites our response. 
In all these respects people are called upon and answer their calls. (As Jacques 
derrida [2008] has pointed out, even to ignore a call is a sort of response.) such 
interpellation12 entails engagement in commitments in the public, social world 
no less than the private, inner one. These are commitments to other people, to 
immediate tasks, long-term projects, and specific gender, religious, ethnic, or 
national identifications. They include the commitments we make to one another 
in marriage or in witnessing a marriage, but also in our relations to others as 
parents, offspring, siblings, neighbors, friends, lovers, fellow workers, citizens, or 
human beings, and to oneself. How people recognize and respond to the calls 
made upon them,13 and how they keep the commitments they make or those 
that are made for them, in their name, is of major concern. It is of concern to 
others—can they trust and rely upon the person who holds the office or made 
the commitment? but it is also of enormous importance to the self—how do I 
initiate and keep commitments, balance consistency with openness to novel ex-
perience, give to others and hold myself open to receive while leaving something 
for and as myself, do what is right, be a good person, live a good life?

The human condition is challenging. We are challenged with alternatives. 
We are challenged with disruptions and impasses. We are challenged with in-
commensurable and competing commitments and claims upon us, with risks 
and enticements. How, as derrida asks, can I know that a specific call was meant 
for me? How do we have the wherewithal to proceed with assurance?

12. I use the term “interpellation” more broadly than Louis Althusser (1971) and 
understand a dialectical process such that the subject is both constituted through 
and responsive to successive interpellations. For a much earlier iteration see george 
Herbert Mead ([1934] 1962).

13. on responsivity see bernhard Waldenfels (2011) and for a beautiful exemplification, 
Thomas Wentzer (2014).
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central questions here are how, within given traditions, knowledge is legiti-
mated, enabling people to discern what is certain and true (or, phrased the other 
way, limiting uncertainty and skepticism), or motivating them to live zestfully, 
with acceptable means adequate to valued goals. How are discrete persons, paths, 
positions, and moves defined or placed under definitive description? How can I know 
what is the right thing to do under the circumstances or that I have done it? A related 
set of questions concern what is the relation of the good or the right to the actual, 
the possible, and the necessary? How do we come to terms with the world as it is or 
as we find it and how can we be sure that the way we do so is correct, or at least that 
our way is sufficient, good enough, or worth the effort? In sum, what is the relation 
between the good, the right, or the valuable and the true? by “true” I refer not to 
simple correspondence with reality but rather the ground of what constitutes 
“reality” and anchors our certainty in it.14

We often compare versions of the good (values) or the right (virtues) with 
one another (whether within a given society or crossculturally) but rarely con-
sider how they are (respectively) linked to truth. As Foucault, among others, 
has taught us, this is a question not of truth in an abstract, ideal, or Platonic 
sense, but of truth-making, of the various ways in which society understands 
and authorizes truth, hence of distinct relations to truth and perhaps of distinct 
kinds of truth. This is a position with respect to truth that acknowledges human 
finitude (the limits of what we can know or how we can anchor our knowl-
edge) and, in the traditions of sociology (Marx, durkheim, and Weber) and of 
anthropology (boas and geertz, Malinowski and evans-Pritchard), places the 
ground of knowledge and understanding within society or culture rather than 
beyond it.

one of the postsecular debates is whether science (including social sci-
ence)—by now widely popularized—operates with a limited conception of truth. 
It is powerful, certainly, and has enabled all kinds of discoveries and inventions, 
but it may not work so well in grounding the right and the good. Hence, the 
hegemony of science (or scientific rationalism) has produced existential crises 
that dissolve into anomie or conversely get resolved by too voluble alternatives, 
short-circuited in militant or narrow forms of nationalist, religious, or scientific 
reductionism. science does not appear to provide a secure ground for ethics or 
viable guide for living (despite some very good directives with respect to the en-
vironment). It does not tell us what to do or reassure us that what we are doing 

14. Although I do not discuss it here, compare Richard Rorty (1979).
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is right, nor yet advise us how to resolve ethical conflicts, including those (like 
deployment of military weaponry or genetic engineering) that scientific discov-
ery creates in the first place. The very idea of creating a science of ethics (even 
the bureaucratic rationalization of ethical principles) should make us uneasy.

Insofar as the true and the good appear to diverge or do not necessarily 
coincide, and received truth no longer appears to provide a sure guide to action, 
ethics rises to the surface as an explicit problem. This is acutely evident in socie-
ties whose ways of life have been radically undermined by colonial, imperial, or 
capitalist expansion and violence (burridge 1969; Robbins 2004; Lear 2006) 
and it has been characteristic of europe since at least the enlightenment and 
the Reformation (and doubtless before). How do we resolve the gap? Where do 
we find the assurance that we are acting correctly or have a sure path to choose? 
Where do we ground ethics or how do we make ungrounded choices, or choices 
in an ungrounded world? 

Foucault phrased the central issue with characteristic perspicacity, writing:

If we define spirituality as being the form of practices which postulate that, such 
as he is, the subject is not capable of the truth, but that, such as it is, the truth 
can transfigure and save the subject, then we can say that the modern age of the 
relations between the subject and truth begins when it is postulated that, such as 
he is, the subject is capable of truth, but that, such as it is, the truth cannot save 
the subject. (Foucault 2005: 19)

What Foucault here calls spirituality brings us to what anthropologists have 
called religion, or rather, to religious means of truth-making, and hence to the 
relation between ethics and religion. In a famous essay clifford geertz (1973c) 
announced that one way to describe the province and work of religion is as the 
means by which models of the world (what it is truly like) and models for living 
in it (what it is good to do) are brought together, condensed in powerful sym-
bols such that the model “of ” and model “for” each make the other seem realistic 
and reasonable. While geertz was criticized by talal Asad ([1983] 1993) from 
a Foucauldian perspective for (ostensibly) both illegitimately reifying religion 
as a discrete and permanent object in the world and for underplaying the dis-
ciplinary means by which people are rendered religious subjects, I read geertz’s 
essay as being primarily about how notions of the good have been interlinked 
with notions of the true within certain kinds of cultural regimes or worlds, and 
in the that respect compatible with Foucault (at least the Foucault of the 1982 
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lectures, written, after geertz’s). Moreover, as geertz points out, in perhaps 
too functionalist or universalizing a manner, the ideas and practices we call “re-
ligious” recognize (rather than ignore, deny, or conceal) existential questions 
of misfortune, injustice, and incomprehension and offer people a way forward 
in face of them. These are questions for which science can provide neither a 
model of (an explanation) nor a model for (living with respect to), let alone their 
conjunction.

If religion in geertz’s description articulates the relation between the true 
and the good and indicates places where they might even be identified with one 
another (more or less successfully), Roy Rappaport (1999), drawing upon J. L. 
Austin ([1955] 1962), subsequently provided an argument as to how this might 
take place, namely through liturgical order and performance. Ritual produces a 
particular kind of truth, one that is the inverse of a correspondence theory in 
which the truth of a statement is determined by its correspondence to a state 
of affairs; through ritual, the quality of a state of affairs is determined by its corre-
spondence to what has been pronounced. Ritual performance also publicly initiates, 
enables, or entails specific commitments and trust (disabling alternatives and 
lies) among participants, thereby providing them with a means of direction and 
certainty. I will have more to say about Rappaport shortly.

In one respect geertz’s depiction was a generalization and elaboration of 
e. e. evans-Pritchard’s famous argument (1937) that witchcraft “explains un-
fortunate events,” that is, that it serves to address those parts of experience for 
which naturalist or materialist theories cannot provide an answer. If granaries 
collapse because termites eat away at their posts (a material process that Azande 
understand perfectly), that knowledge does not serve as a satisfactory explana-
tion for why the granary collapsed just at the moment I was taking a nap be-
neath it. If biomedicine offers a materialist explanation for cancer or dementia 
it cannot explain my bad luck in having the disease. Moreover, it cannot supply 
a satisfactory model for living with the condition or the knowledge that one is 
genetically predisposed to it. And of course, neither zande witchcraft nor sci-
ence can tell you how to live, irrespective of misfortune. The good life cannot be 
reduced to a healthy lifestyle, even if that seems the somewhat frantic displace-
ment that many middle-class people are making today.

A reason we should reject the functionalist dimension of what are otherwise 
compelling arguments is that it is clear that these practices (whether “religious” 
or not) fail to fully (comprehensively and consistently) address all questions that 
arise. If Azande ideas about witchcraft explain my neighbor’s misfortune by 
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attributing it to my occult and nefarious actions, they do not explain to me why 
I, of all people, happen to be a witch or help me to live with that fact. As greek 
tragedy illustrates, we often have to live in the wake of failure of harmonious 
resolution of the model of and the model for in our lives. Moreover, contrary 
to Malinowski’s explicitly functionalist argument that religion or magic reduces 
anxiety, the prevalence of Azande witchcraft and the associated premise that no 
death is a “natural” one can only serve to produce anxiety, or at least uncertainty 
(although evans-Pritchard says the Azande are not particularly anxious). This 
is not just the uncertainty that my children or I may become victims of witch-
craft but that I myself may be acting, unknowingly, as a witch or that the ac-
cusations against me could be true. Max Weber ([1930] 1992), too, argued that 
calvinism gave rise to anxiety in its adherents. of course, one response to all 
this is to claim, as geertz does, that religion remains precisely the place where 
these limits (religion’s own limits) can be addressed. Hence the Book of Job. And 
hence Meyer Fortes’ ([1959] 1983) brilliant application of oedipus and Job to 
tallensi ideas in colonial (and presumably precolonial) northern ghana con-
cerning the failure of expected ancestral benevolence and the indeterminacy of 
fate. Religion or philosophy must leave some space for irony, both the kind of 
sophoclean irony that fate could be working against me, and the socratic irony 
that there are limits to what I can know about myself or how I can perceive the 
truth (Lambek and Antze 2003).

In sum, there is no social formation in which the harmonization of the good 
and the true is fully resolved. There is always the risk of irony replaced by ano-
mie, cynicism, or skepticism on the one side or by revitalizing un- or anti-ironic 
fervor on the other.

Anthropologists do not have any advantage with respect to these questions 
over the people whose lives they study; all of us are caught by what may be de-
scribed as human finitude. That is to say, first, that we are caught by the limits 
of our own understanding and do not have direct recourse to any order beyond 
human thought and language (remarkable and diverse as these resources are); 
and second, we are caught by the limits of our particular inheritance, our history, 
memory, and circumstances, although our language, experience, and actions en-
able us to expand our horizons. of course, strong truth claims, whether coming 
from science or religion, attempt to override these facts, to universalize our po-
sitionality (we can all be saved) or to transcend the human. one of the reasons 
for their prevalence and attraction is that many experiences we face, starting 
from our thrownness in the world, the very existence of life in the universe 
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and the remarkable fact of our consciousness of it, from our contemplation of 
the sublime starry heavens to the observation of mundane pettiness, routine 
malfeasance, and occasional evil here on earth, do seem to surpass the limits of 
ordinary human comprehension.

While the quotation from Foucault marks the distinctiveness of modernity 
(but only, I have suggested, to a degree), both relations he describes exist side by 
side in any society. A thin stream of anthropologists, from Paul Radin (1957) to 
kai kresse (2007), have documented the presence of philosophical (skeptical) 
thought in a wide range of societies and there are multiple genres of text and 
practice—from proverbs to divination—that acknowledge human finitude and 
uncertainty. spirit possession, as I have understood it (Lambek 2003), is in its 
very means or genre intrinsically ironic and highlights existential questions 
without resolving them (without saving the subject, in Foucault’s language). 
søren kierkegaard (2001, and compare Lear 2003) and subsequent think-
ers have addressed comparable existential quandaries with comparably ironic 
means. And with respect to Foucault’s telling depiction of a premodern age 
or condition, insofar as a society subsists or once subsisted outside a christian 
or Muslim sphere of influence, salvation may not be the appropriate mode in 
which to describe subjection to the truth. (could it not be annihilation?) The 
gods are frequently amoral and people can as easily be seized or persecuted by 
untruth (in the form of demons) as saved by the truth.

It is, I think, implicit in Foucault’s remark that what is at issue are different 
conceptions of truth, in effect differently constituted kinds of truth, rather than 
different relations to a single kind or absolute truth. Modernity values truths of 
logic and correspondence truths that can be arrived at by the application of sci-
entific method (hypothesis testing, evidence based). In this formulation human 
experts discover truth. In what Foucault calls spirituality, truth as it were reveals 
itself, discovering (even overpowering) human subjects. This is the truth of un-
concealment as described by Martin Heidegger (1993) and framed by some 
anthropologists in terms of heightened experience (opened or enriched by awe, 
closed or impoverished by trauma . . .). different from both correspondence and 
disclosed truth, is the truth of sanctity, as brilliantly discerned by Rappaport as 
a product of the enactment of liturgical order (rituals).

For Rappaport (1999), practitioners of liturgically ordered rituals become 
definitively identified with particular enunciations and enactments and subject 
to the commitments, identifications, and relationships established through per-
formance. They also become attached to the liturgical forms that have made 
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them who they are (a christian can hardly deny the consequentiality of the rite 
of baptism or a Muslim or Jewish man that of male circumcision). These become 
truths of a specific kind. Moreover, highly sanctified postulates, relatively un-
changeable and deeply meaningful but ultimately informationless (like, “there 
is no god but god”) move outward from rituals at the heart of the liturgical 
order to sanctify political acts and ultimately the acts of everyday life, as they are 
uttered at inaugurations, in jural witness, before or after meals or journeys, and 
so forth. In such a world the ordinary is deeply and comprehensively sanctified. 
That American dollar bills say “in god we trust” or that French francs declared 
“liberté, égalité, et fraternité” illustrate the prevalence of sanctification even in 
manifestly secular polities and with respect to the ostensibly most profane of 
objects. by anchoring values, acts, persons, relations, and objects with respect 
to sanctified truths and by orienting further acts with respect to them, sacred 
utterances are ethically consequential.

While some theories of ethics seek firm grounds—and that is, in effect, what 
the practices we call religion try to offer—other thinkers, including me, think 
that certainty and sure grounding are ultimately unavailable. We can and do 
acquire a degree of certainty through submitting to liturgical order and sanc-
tifying rituals, prescriptive rules, extreme forms of devotion, and the like. They 
provide our self-identities and our relationships with a measure of stability and 
give us a sense of continuity and direction. Insofar as social facts and ethical 
conditions are performatively constituted, their source in human action is often 
concealed to the actors, in what Rappaport has referred to as the mystification 
of performativeness. My own self-constitution is likewise partially mystified 
to me. And yet, in any society, skepticism periodically shows itself—certainty 
is disrupted, alternatives appear, ritual action is demystified, and the sense that 
there is no firm ground for knowledge or value, threatens to prevail.

I think it is fair to say that secularism as defined (for these purposes) as a loss 
of religious faith or, as I would rather see it, a collapse of liturgical order and a 
retraction of the presence of sanctification in everyday life, has contributed to a 
sense that the connection between the good or the right and the true have be-
come unhinged, and perhaps to their disconnection in fact. They are unhinged 
both at the ideal level (producing existential crisis, anomie, or vertigo) and per-
ceived to be unhinged at the practical level (producing uncertainty, cynicism, 
rumor, and actual corruption). truth is accessible but it is not longer salvific; 
how the world is (models of ) appears disconnected from directives for living 
ones life (models for). What we know about the world does not help us to know 
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what to do in the world. In sum, modernity is inflected or infected by a sense of 
ethical impasse. The situation is less that our ethical precepts no longer fit with 
one another (as philosopher Alasdair MacIntyre [1984] laments) nor that there 
is more unethical behavior present in the world now than in the past (a matter 
that it is surely impossible to ascertain), but that we no longer understand or 
experience the relevance of truth for the conduct of our lives. truth-making has 
shifted to sites like bioscience and medicine, which can offer only partial, lim-
ited, or distorting models for conduct or criteria of action, let alone redemption.

However, the picture is not as bleak as it looks. We remain subject to the 
ethical even if we do not explicitly realize the fact. The same functions that were 
or are displayed in liturgical rituals and explicitly sanctified utterances hold for 
the performative (illocutionary) dimension of other kinds of acts, and indeed for 
the tacitly performative dimension inherent to all acts. They may not orient us 
so clearly with respect to life-term goals, projects, or modes of being, but they 
underpin everyday comportment, personal dignity, and respect for others.

As the next section will show, there are also plenty of public calls in which 
the true, the good, and the right appear to be mutually embedded.

A RoAd tRIP: ReFLectIons on FReedoM And cARe

one of the bases for a distinctively anthropological approach to any topic is to 
comprehend diversity. People do things differently over there and some people 
do things differently from me here at home. How I can do justice to the di-
versity, forging a position that goes beyond the one I started from? This itself 
can be conceived as an ethical as well as an intellectual project, even if far too 
much ink has been spilled over the question of ethical relativism. In this sec-
tion I confront public assertions of distinct ethical values or projects ostensibly 
characteristic of two distinct communities, in order to demonstrate not just an 
immediate difference in the pronouncement of values but two different ways of 
conceptualizing ethics. As will become evident, my position here is less that of 
the neutral ethnographer than the argumentative philosopher.

cultural diversity has often been signaled by means of distinct values, as 
displayed in the political and religious spectacles of various communities and 
in the work of anthropologists who study them (from benedict [1934] 2005 
and kluckhohn 1951 onward). sometimes these values are simply announced—
proclaimed in speeches or on billboards or displayed in public performances, 
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ranging from church services to balinese cockfights or American football—and 
anthropologists draw from what people say or display in public about them-
selves and to themselves, interpreting such performances as literary critics 
might interpret a text. It is with two such proclamations that I begin, but keep-
ing in mind that the proclamation of values says nothing about whether they 
are adhered to. They tell us what is said publicly but voiced, as it were, in this 
case only through anonymous third parties, they do not tell us what is thought 
or done otherwise. In a way, then, the following excursion is deceptive. A central 
part of the lesson is that the method I deploy is inadequate, being ethnographi-
cally thin and not addressing how the texts are received.

Freedom (in New Hampshire)

Let’s begin with something quintessentially north American: a road trip. Jour-
neys themselves are often allegories of ethical self-formation. They describe the 
growth of life experience (Erfahrung) through the acquisition of experiences 
(Erlebnis) ( Jay 2005), openness to new encounters and the freedom and agen-
cy—the autonomy—characteristic of the automobile. In America, cars are self-
objects and metaphorical as well as literal vehicles of individual freedom. cars 
and road trips are vehicles by means of which the self can work on itself; those 
who cannot travel can make the journey vicariously by reading or watching 
films. on the road, life is in our hands and anything is possible. Anthropological 
fieldwork is itself a special kind of road trip.

but let’s ignore allegory and keep things simple. suppose it is a nice sum-
mer weekend and you decide to drive from boston to Montreal. The road takes 
you through new Hampshire and vermont, where the mountains are covered 
with lush foliage. The license plates in vermont draw your attention to that fact, 
describing vermont as the Green Mountain State (a translation of the French 
vert mont). but in new Hampshire the statement on the license plates is quite 
different. It reads Live free or die.

ethical knowledge or wisdom often comes condensed in proverbs, maxims, 
precepts, and exhortations. In literate societies these are often visible in public 
spaces, like the characters hanging on banners in confucian ancestor halls or 
the calligraphy carved into mosque walls. In north America, individual states 
and provinces have mottos and these are often displayed on license plates, vis-
ible to all travelers by road. some inscriptions just describe the state or adver-
tise for tourists but there is usually some kind of value embedded. consider 
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the following brief selection: spirit of America (Massachusetts); open for 
business (nova scotia); the shift in Arkansas from the Land of opportu-
nity to the natural state; or the simple pointer nebraska.gov. The state 
of Idaho inscribes Famous Potatoes on its license plates.15

new Hampshire’s phrase is far from potatoes. Live free or die could be de-
scribed as ethical; it seems to hover between a personal conviction ostensibly as-
cribed to the driver and an exhortation or command to those who view it. It has 
an affinity with Mosaic commandments like “thou shalt not kill,” or a kantian 
categorical imperative, like “always tell the truth.” However, Live free or die is 
a bit more ambiguous than such absolute demands. It doesn’t say what living 
free means or what you need to do to live free—and whether, perhaps, to reach 
that end, killing or lying, for example, might be permissible. It appears to set an 
end—living in freedom—above and beyond the means to reach it, suggesting 
that the end could justify the means. but it is also unambiguous, categorical in 
a different sense from kant’s; things are black and white, either you live free or 
you die. They are mutually exclusive. And there is no question as to what you 
should do. Presumably you would die trying to reach life in freedom or to protect 
the freedom you already have, suggesting again a relationship between means 
and end in which violence could be invoked. Indeed, the license plate shortens 
the original slogan, which was Live free or die: Death is not the worst of evils 
(a sentiment shared by suicide bombers).

There is another ambiguity in the seemingly bold and forthright statement. 
It appears to proclaim that the bearer of the license plate does live free. After 
all, he is driving at home, in the United states, not seeking passage as a refugee 
in the back of a truck at the Mexican border (whose own attempt to “live free” 
is denied). He is proud of his freedom (I use the masculine intentionally here.) 
And yet, drivers in new Hampshire are compelled to have licenses, to be of age, 
to affix plates to their vehicles, and so on. They are subject to law, and to the 
state. Additionally, the last words of the statement, or die, might suggest or in-
sinuate that freedom is under threat. so there are conjunctions both of freedom 
and subjection and of complacency and vigilance. The phrase can be considered 
ethical both in its assertion of a primary value or highest good, live free, and 
in its clear direction of what one has to do or be ready to sacrifice in order to 
achieve or maintain that good, die in its defense. It also strikes us as ethical 

15. Licence mottos are all drawn from the web.
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because of the kind of tension or suspense between life and death it provokes 
and even celebrates.

What does it mean to live free? What is meant by freedom here? Philoso-
phers speak of the existential condition of human freedom as the basis for eth-
ics. We are free to choose how to live, and indeed, for some philosophers, we are 
condemned to that freedom, it is a burden. If we were not free in this sense we 
would not be alive or not be human. Without our freedom to choose, any path 
we take would be relatively meaningless. Without the freedom to be good (or 
not), being good would hardly be of ethical consequence. In this view, freedom 
does not only establish the need for ethics it is also the primary condition for 
our existence as ethical subjects.

My guess is that such philosophical considerations were not foremost in 
the minds of the authors of the new Hampshire motto nor are they uppermost 
in the minds of the car owners and drivers in that state. I also suspect that the 
connotations of live free have changed with time. originally the phrase referred 
to the independence of the early American republic from britain. According 
to Wikipedia, the phrase originates in a toast written by general John stark, 
new Hampshire’s most famous soldier of the American Revolutionary War, 
on July 31, 1809.16 subsequently it spoke to the defense of freedom in succes-
sive wars in which Americans were engaged. Possibly it once spoke to African-
Americans escaping the south prior to the civil War. The phrase would have 
been especially saliently during the cold War when communism was depicted 
across the United states as a threat to freedom, and indeed the motto was only 
officially adopted by the state in 1945. It may have regained salience after the 
9/11 attacks on the World trade center.17 The first phrase to appear on new 
Hampshire license plates was Scenic in 1957 (replaced for one year in 1963 
by Photoscenic).18 Live free or die first appeared on the plates in 1971, thus at 
the height of tension in the United states concerning military involvement in 

16. http://simple.wikipedia.org/wiki/Live_Free_or_die.
17. The related phrase “liberty or death” is quite widespread, serving as a motto 

declaiming independence in greece, bulgaria, the Republic of Macedonia, Uruguay, 
and elsewhere. emmeline Pankhurst famously remarked in a speech delivered in 
Hartford connecticut in 1913, “We will put the enemy [the british government] 
in the position where they will have to choose between giving us [women] freedom 
or giving us death” (http://www.theguardian.com/theguardian/2007/apr/27/
greatspeeches).

18. http://www.worldlicenceplates.com/usa/Us_nHXX.html.

http://simple.wikipedia.org/wiki/Live_Free_or_Die
http://www.theguardian.com/theguardian/2007/apr/27/greatspeeches
http://www.theguardian.com/theguardian/2007/apr/27/greatspeeches
http://www.worldlicenceplates.com/usa/US_NHXX.html
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vietnam (and the year of the revelation of the Pentagon Papers in the New York 
Times). Its application evidently was not a neutral act.

two related uses of freedom can be drawn into the picture. First, as the ref-
erence to communism implies, there is the association in the United states of 
freedom with capitalism, as in the “free market” and “free enterprise.” The ideol-
ogy and practice of neoliberalism reinforce this, placing freedom in the hands of 
the supposedly autonomous and self-enterprising individual, who is responsible 
for making the most of his opportunities. second, there is the idea of freedom 
of conscience, harking back to the religious freedom sought by the first british 
settlers in north America, and now phrased as freedom of religion. Freedom 
of religion, though, is itself an ambiguous phrase as it could refer either to the 
separation of church and state or to the role of the state in ensuring the right 
to practice what it recognizes as religion. It can and has been used to support 
the rights of christians to proselytize among members of other communities 
(Mahmood 2015), but might be less likely to be so invoked in the United states 
on behalf of Muslims or for people whose practices are not recognized by the 
state as religion.19

More generally, we can now see that the phrase on the license plates under-
stands freedom as rights and hence refers implicitly to the protection of rights. 
These are the rights of citizens, but citizens as individuals, not the collective—
more likely the right to own guns than the right to live in a community free of 
firearms. At issue are rights to vote and to self-governance, and also to own and 
protect private property, all linked to what c. b. Macpherson (1962) called pos-
sessive individualism, as characteristic of thinkers in the liberal tradition and as 
has been taken over by social conservatives.

19. Interestingly, in 1977 a couple who were Jehovah’s Witnesses won their case at the 
supreme court granting them permission to cover up the slogan “live free or die” 
on their licence plates, which they found “repugnant to their moral, religious, and 
political beliefs.” For the judicial opinions for and against, see Wooley v. Maynard, 
https://www.law.cornell.edu/supremecourt/text/430/705 (accessed June 20, 2015).

  on freedom John Austin remarks astutely, “There is little doubt that to say we 
acted ‘freely’ (in the philosopher’s use, which is only faintly related to the everyday 
use) is to say only that we acted not un-freely, in one or another of the many 
heterogeneous ways of so acting (under duress, or what not). Like ‘real,’ ‘free’ is only 
used to rule out the suggestion of some or all of its antitheses. As ‘truth’ is not a 
name for a characteristic of assertions, so ‘freedom’ is not a name for a characteristic 
of actions, but the name of a dimension in which actions are assessed” (1970: 180). 
I discuss freedom further in Lambek (2015b, chapter 1).

https://www.law.cornell.edu/supremecourt/text/430/705
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In sum (and with a little “license” of our own), we can unpack a whole 
worldview and ideal way of life, buttressed by a political philosophy, from a sin-
gle phrase found on the license plates. The motto condenses a series of intercon-
nected assumptions, values, and admonitions. And it comes close, in the phrase 
geertz (1973c) used to describe religion, to combining a model of the world—
how the world is, composed of free property owners and their enemies—and a 
model for living in the world—freely and defending ones freedom to the death 
if necessary.

How salient all this is for citizens of new Hampshire is another matter and 
something I have not done the research to address. It is perhaps no coincidence 
that new Hampshire is a fairly conservative state. However, while it has a lower 
percentage of democrats than neighboring vermont,20 with which it shares a 
long border, and maintains a different political temper and social tone, in 2008 
new Hampshire gave obama a majority and elected a democratic governor 
and senator. A long-held commonplace of anthropologists is that one must dis-
tinguish what people say they do or say one ought to do from what they actually 
do. Hence in tracking down whatever we mean by ethics it is insufficient simply 
to examine such condensed statements in places like license plates or to make 
a list of peoples “values.” We also need to examine their actions. And we need 
to explore both the gap between the claims about value and actual practice and 
how people themselves live, understand, rationalize, and even theorize that gap. 
nevertheless, the motto is a social fact and it could serve the sort of sanctifying 
function Rappaport describes for sacred postulates (1999, chapter 10), anchor-
ing a series of secondary but more immediate values and practices by which the 
citizens of new Hampshire lead their lives.

Remembering (in Québec)

Let’s put these thoughts on hold as we pause at immigration and cross the bor-
der into canada to enter the province of Québec. Here the mountains end and 
human occupation on the landscape looks less tidy. The license plates now say 
Je me souviens. Literally this means, I remember. Remember what? Although 
I grew up in Québec and am in that respect a “native,” I cannot remember any-
one ever telling me what we were meant to remember. (Indeed, until 1978, by 

20. spotted on the University of toronto campus June 2015, a young man in a vermont 
t-shirt with the slogan “Live free, eat pie.”
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which time I had left Québec, the license plates read La belle Province.) so 
let’s assume it means whatever people think it does. There is reason to suspect 
that for many people the phrase refers in the first instance to national pride. 
It is written in French and it suggests, I remember our heritage; I remember our 
language; I remember to speak in French. According to the official website,21 the 
phrase was carved on the door of the Québec Parliament in 1883 by architect 
eugène-Étienne taché and the “true meaning” has been debated ever since. The 
site continues, “taché did not leave any document revealing the intended mean-
ing of the motto. His contemporaries interpreted its meaning as a declaration of 
the French canadian nation remembering its past: the glories, the misfortunes, 
and the lessons. nowadays, the most widespread understanding of the motto is 
as follows: francophone Quebeckers cherish their French roots.” The phrase is 
highly political insofar as it requires all citizens of Québec, regardless of their 
origins, mother tongue, or ideological persuasion to voice the sentiment of those 
who wish to “cherish their French roots.” If memory is preserved at the expense 
of what is forgotten, here that is above all the First nations inhabitants.

The phrase is not written in the imperative like the new Hampshire slogan, 
but in the first person. Hence it is not addressed directly to another. neverthe-
less it is implicitly exhortative, I remember . . . and you should too. Like the new 
Hampshire slogan it is exemplary in intent and also nationalist and conserva-
tive in content and form. to share in historical memory that is presumed to be 
held in common is to make a claim of citizenship and, in effect, of loyalty to the 
nation. However, the slogan describes a historical situation that is in effect the 
obverse of the one in new Hampshire. Québec was conquered by the british 
army and for many Québecois this has meant that they do live or have lived 
in a state of relative unfreedom. Where the new Hampshire slogan is a lesson 
drawn from victory, the Québecois slogan is drawn from defeat. And yet the 
revolution is ongoing. The admonition to remember is precisely not to (let) die!

In what follows I develop an idiosyncratic interpretation of the motto, for 
my own ends. to begin with, the French verb, se souvenir, is reflexive, making 
it impossible to translate literally in english. There is a small set of such verbs 
in French. Thus s’assoir, to sit, means literally to sit or seat oneself. I remember 
myself is (in most contexts) ungrammatical in english, necessary in French.22 

21. http://provinceQuébec.com/info_Québec/motto-license-plate/.
22. There is in english an old-fashioned usage of “remember yourself,” meaning act 

properly, don’t make a fool of yourself, or embarrass your companions.

http://provincequebec.com/info_quebec/motto-license-plate/
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Thus to remember has a more explicitly reflexive quality in French than it does 
in english, announcing a degree of self-consciousness or self-awareness. This is 
also the effect of the license plate: How can I forget or ignore that I am remem-
bering when I am simultaneously stating that I remember? to remember is to 
make a claim to remembering.

In exploring what this claim is about, let’s try a little more liberty in transla-
tion. I like to imagine that Je me souviens could translate as I remember . . . to 
buckle up; I remember road safety; I remember to look out for myself on the road and 
to look out for you, too, my passengers, fellow drivers, cyclists, and pedestrians .  .  . 
Indeed, we could go on from here and make a slightly freer translation (would 
this be included in the freedom that people of new Hampshire are prepared to 
defend?) and say that Je me souviens means I take care.

Let us note several things. First, written in the first person, the phrase 
implies a taking on of responsibility more directly than the new Hampshire 
phrase, whether the latter is read as imperative or simply a statement of fact. I 
remember or take care; I commit myself to doing so. This statement is simulta-
neously acknowledged, a sense that is reinforced by the reflexive quality of the 
French verb. second, then, we can ask responsibility for what or whom. As the 
object is not stated explicitly it is open like the informationless sanctifying pos-
tulates analyzed by Rappaport. It applies to the nation and its history, language, 
and culture or present state of unfulfillment. After all, the phrase is deliberately 
enunciated in French, anchored on moving vehicles that circulate from coast to 
coast in canada and down through new Hampshire to the beaches in Maine 
and further afield to Florida, a French statement in a largely Anglophone world. 
but as noted, the object of memory or attention could include the self and the 
others on the road, remembering to drive carefully. Here there is a suggested 
address—I take care and so should you. Again, this is the obverse of the illo-
cutionary force of the new Hampshire statement (You should live free or be 
prepared to die and I too live by that motto).

Insofar as memory or care has an object, the phrase is other-directed in a 
way that the new Hampshire one is not. Live free or die is at once a form of ped-
agogy to other citizens and a warning to potential enemies, but it is premised on 
individualism. Je me souviens, in my idiosyncratic reading, that is, as I take care, 
suggests looking out for the other as I look out for myself, possibly even putting 
the other first. It exemplifies not an ethics of freedom but an ethics of care—of 
caring for tradition perhaps, and care for others. In that sense it approaches a 
kind of feminist ethics or any ethics that gives a central place to recognition of 
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the other, responsiveness to the other, or responsibility for the other. It could be 
said to be a less active stance than the new Hampshire motto, and even a pas-
sionate one in the sense of passion as reception, taking in, allowing oneself to be 
swayed by the need or condition of another.23

but suppose Je me souviens is read literally, as intransitive, with no direct 
object that is remembered or person who is cared for. As intransitive verb with-
out object, it is also continuous, without end or termination, I am remembering 
rather than I remember that or whom. I care is a stance to life, an end that is 
simultaneously a means—and in that sense very similar to how some thinkers 
have described ethical practice.

In this sense, remembering refers to attentiveness. I am attentive. being at-
tentive includes being responsive, being awake, being engaged in and with the 
world. Moreover, if care in the transitive sense leads to other persons, perhaps 
to the labor of daily care of and for others, it can also attest to caring for values, 
goals, activities, and reasons. And it can imply being careful, or having cares or 
worries. “Things in the world matter to me. I am conscious and I am conscien-
tious. I am in ethical relation to the world.”24

The reflexive quality of remembering in French could further lead to the 
theme of self-questioning. should we be as categorical and certain about our 
values as the new Hampshire slogan appears to be? or should we respond 
more slowly, reflecting on the past, taking care to understand each new situa-
tion as it emerges, and to understand others before reaching our own conclu-
sions, say, with respect to what freedom means? This is an urgent issue as I write 
these words in the immediate aftermath of the assassination of the charlie 
Hebdo cartoonists in Paris and the responses and counterresponses to which 
those terrible events gave rise. Were the French police operating by the new 
Hampshire motto, putting their own lives in danger to protect freedom, not to 
mention killing those who appeared to challenge freedom? but what or whose 

23. In the sense of caritas it could find its source in Québec’s Roman catholic heritage. 
but it is also close to what has become the common english salutation, “take 
care.” For different apprehensions within recent anthropology, compare Andrea 
Muehlebach’s discussion of invocations of care in neoliberal Italy (2012) with 
cheryl Mattingly’s account of how notions of care expand from the intimate and 
personal to advocacy and activism concerning such matter as specific diseases, 
hospital reform, or racialized injustice (2014).

24. In this paragraph I am bordering on Martin Heidegger’s concept of Sorge, translated 
as care.
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freedom is being protected here? The freedom of those in power to make fun 
of and humiliate those who are not in power? The freedom to pander to rac-
ism? For all the weight some theories of ethics give it, freedom is not a neutral 
word.

The limits of slogans

do these different slogans say something about the political units that advertise 
them? And can we draw any conclusion from what people say about themselves, 
or rather, about what the government in each place requires people to say (there 
is no “freedom” in new Hampshire to drive without license plates; no leeway 
in Québec to “forget” to get a license or to have it written in French). do the 
mottos bear any strong connection to what people do, or to their outlook on 
the world? do Québecois have better historical memories? (As anyone who has 
been there knows, they are certainly not safer drivers.) Are new Hampshire citi-
zens more ready to die for their country? These are tricky questions and they are 
not ones I want to follow. I am not interested here in comparing canadian (or 
should I say, Québecois?) and American ethical values or in evaluating between 
rights-based and identity-based political cultures and I am not interested in this 
lecture specifically in nationalism either.

There is one point that urgently needs to be made. even if the slogans tell us 
something about the social salience and the cultural and political environment 
in which the citizens of new Hampshire and Québec respectively live, they do 
not tell us anything about the possible clash of alternative values or interpretive 
practices, nor how individuals respond. This is ethics in the realm of the ideal not 
the actual. We do not know anything about the opinions or actions of individual 
drivers. They may be cowardly or lazy, unresponsive to or critical of nationalist 
sentiment and rhetoric—and yet they all have to live with the ubiquitous public 
display of these messages and their possible influence on themselves and their 
fellow citizens. They can think for themselves about their attachment to the val-
ues expressed, and respond critically to them, but they cannot fully ignore them 
(albeit, the words may simply fail to resonate, like dead metaphors.)

We must be careful (sic) not to over-generalize, produce stereotypes, or make 
assumptions. However, we can look more closely at what is entailed in having 
to acknowledge someone else’s original speech act, or a collectively produced 
speech act, and indeed represent it as one’s own. What kind of ethical subjects 
are thereby produced?
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The license plates are cultural texts in the form of speech acts (statements). 
but despite the use of personal pronouns, they are not speech acts as we usually 
understand them. That is to say, there is no direct and immediate connection 
between an immediate social context and the proclamation. The owners of cars 
have little choice in the purchasing and affixing of license plates. someone from 
one state may borrow the car of someone from another. Rental cars move read-
ily from state to state and among different drivers. The statement on the plate 
tells us nothing directly about the opinions or commitments of the owner or the 
driver of the car. (In this respect the statements are different from those on van-
ity plates or bumper stickers.) They do not hold the owner or driver to any spe-
cific commitments other than their commitments to the rules of the road, of car 
ownership or rental, and perhaps to the laws of the country more generally. They 
are therefore not in themselves ethical in the deep sense in which some philoso-
phers see us as tethered to our words (cavell 1994), responsible for what we 
say when, how, and to whom we say it.25 They are merely quoted proclamations 
about what the state considers important to say about itself (landscape, freedom, 
memory, potatoes). And yet at some level, the drivers of the cars are connected 
to the words put, as it were, into their mouths. Moreover, readers of the license 
plates are all interpellated by the exhortations inscribed on them; they can turn 
away, but they have been addressed. And in addition to these implicit connec-
tions between the drivers and viewers and the statement themselves, there is 
also a connection of the kind that I noted earlier, between the value expressed 
and a kind of truth, albeit not a correspondence truth. The statement carries the 
authority of the state; it rests unquestioned and largely unquestionable.

If we want to own a car we are forced to affix a license plate and hence, in 
effect, accept the statement written on it. We are in this sense subject to it as 
we are subjects of the state. The sentiments may say little about us as individu-
als, our character, or political leanings. but to protest too much concerning the 
latter point makes us rather like the ideal new Hampshire citizen claiming 
individual freedom of thought. In fact, we live in a world of objects and vehicles 
and rules and advice. our freedom is not and cannot be absolute. We are shaped 
by this world. It is how we live in it or with these things, selecting and weighing 
among them, interpreting them in the course of living our lives that is one way 
to describe the substantive unfolding of ethics. How do I take care, in the sense 

25. Roy Rappaport (1999) argues that ritual acts harness the canonical with the 
indexical.
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of which rules, symbols, sentiments, and proclamations do I care more about, 
balance my commitments among, act on, embody, personify? How do I show 
through my actions what matters to me?26

Two conceptions of ethical life

It should be clear that I am using the license plates not primarily to illustrate 
two different values that are expressed and that may or may not be operative in 
neighboring territories within north America. I am using them to exemplify 
different ways to conceive of ethics and its place in our lives, as well as one par-
ticular way in which the ethical environment is shaped in state societies.

one of the destinations to which this brief experiment in hermeneutics 
leads is that whether or not the license plates exemplify two distinctive values 
or orientations to the world found respectively in new Hampshire and Québec, 
they do seem to exemplify quite distinct political philosophies as elaborated 
more abstractly in the academy, one of which is rights based and the other is 
recognition based. Moreover, they exemplify fundamentally different notions of 
the person; in the one case persons are taken to be vigilant agents, outwardly 
directed, and possessive individuals; in the other case they are equally vigilant 
subjects, inwardly responsive, and embedded in relations of mutual care.

It is evident that the values expressed on the new Hampshire and Québec 
license plates are not strictly commensurable with one another and hence can-
not be conceived as mutually exclusive (except insofar as one can affix only one 
license plate to one’s car). They are not commensurable in part because they 
speak to or emerge from different conceptions of value, different streams of 
Western philosophical thought regarding ethics and politics. They indicate that 
there are a variety of ways to respond ethically to the world, not merely entextu-
alizing and objectifying certain individual values at the expense of others. They 
point in different directions with respect to how we might consider ethics more 
generally, whether as freedom in relation to making and following (or resisting) 
rules and power or as a kind of attentive and judicious practice.

The license plates in the state of new Hampshire proclaim Live free or die. 
Those across the border in the province of Québec assert Je me souviens. both 

26. As Marco Motta adds (pers. comm.), following stanley cavell and sandra Laugier, 
how does what matters to me, matter to others too? How does something matter to 
us?
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expressions are nationalistic and each proclaims citizenship and pride in col-
lective identity. but it is the difference in the two statements that interests me 
here. Live free or die is categorical. It takes a stand. And it offers two mutually 
exclusive alternatives: either/or. It is also phrased in the imperative; it tells you 
what you should, must, or ought to do. It has the form of an order or perhaps a 
rule (even if it is a rule to live free of other peoples’ rule). Je me souviens declares 
simply what one does or hopes to do, perhaps despite oneself. It describes a dis-
position or a practice—the practice of remembering or, as I have developed it, of 
paying attention and taking care. It is not a matter of choosing one alternative 
to the exclusion of another or of commitment to the death, but it is continuous 
and a matter of degree. Remembering can be understood as constituted through 
ongoing judgment as to what or how much to remember, and with respect to 
what or whom, and conversely, what to let go of (Lambek 1993). (After all, one 
cannot remember everything and certainly not at once.) Moreover, remember-
ing and taking care can be understood as forms of receptiveness, relatively open 
to the world and circumstance, whereas living free or dying implies an active 
stance, even a defensive one, an unencumbered distinguishing oneself from, or 
even opposing oneself to, the outer world and circumstances understood as de-
manding or threatening.

Here is one further distinction we could point to. Je me souviens is a statement 
that belongs to ordinary ethics; it speaks about how to live, all or most of the time, 
in the everyday world. While it might distinguish exceptional events that should 
be commemorated or kept silent about, this is not explicit. Indeed, the idea could 
be that the extraordinary is folded into the everyday, through the work of mem-
ory. (It may, as noted earlier, implicitly acknowledge a condition of unfreedom.) 
conversely, live free or die indicates the exceptional, the limit, and the extreme 
event—the military campaign or the last stand. Living free might be ordinary 
(or it might raise the ordinary to the extraordinary) but in what respects are not 
specified. “Freedom” appears to be a transcendent value, something outside and 
beyond ordinary life (one can die for it), such that defending it is extraordinary.

It is also significant that Je me souviens is uttered in the first person. It is 
illocutionary in the sense that it announces who I am and what I am about; it 
makes a claim or commitment. It says in effect: I take responsibility. You and I 
can now judge my behavior accordingly, whether I do in fact remember, whether 
I am careful or act responsibly, and whether I acknowledge my lapses. You can 
hold me accountable. It does not try to persuade you or impose on you. Live free 
or die also stakes a position, but somewhat indirectly. Read as an injunction, in 
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the second person (it can be read in other ways), it instructs an addressee what 
to do. Addressees are accountable in the first instance to my words (to the words 
of the state), rather than to their own.

I have used the license plates as vehicles for opening up the question of 
ethical value more broadly. should we conceive of such value as categorical or 
practical, as marking a threshold we will not cross or a mode of being we engage 
in every day? Is the ethical about boundaries or about receptivity? Insofar as we 
cannot resolve such questions or insofar as we select a practice approach (as I 
have been leaning heavily toward), it becomes evident that the discernment of 
discrete public values abstracted from acts and persons is not the best road for 
understanding the ethical lives of those who proclaim them. exclusive attention 
to public values runs quickly into the danger of caricaturing cultural difference 
and presenting people as one sided. In what respects are particular values salient 
to citizens and to what degree do they shape or characterize their actions? For 
a more satisfying and richer analysis we would have to move beyond objectified 
values to lived action and practical experience.

Between disposition and objectification

Je me souviens could also be read as: I am conscious, I am aware of what I am 
doing, or aware that I should be aware. Within the literature on practical reason 
there has been some debate about this. on one side there is an argument that 
says character is the product of the cultivation of dispositions, such that we 
come to do what we do (the right thing, the wrong thing, the judicious thing) 
without stopping to think about it. some acts are like that, part of our habitus, 
as Pierre bourdieu (1977) puts it, going without saying. You smile at people 
who smile at you, utter greetings, shake hands. If someone drops their wallet you 
call out to them and hand it back. You don’t think twice. but a moment’s reflec-
tion suggests that many acts do take a moment’s reflection, and often more than 
a moment, perhaps a sleepless night. Many ethical situations are characterized 
precisely by their difficulty. This is true even for people who have worked hard 
to cultivate their dispositions and are those we can claim without hesitation are 
of “good” moral character. A person of good character will take time and trouble 
over a difficult issue, possibly giving it more thought than the person of weaker 
character. (That is to suppose time is available, which is not always the case, but 
we usually have plenty of time after the act to reflect on, and perhaps regret, 
what we have done.)
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It is impossible to discern a clear line between what goes (or is done) with-
out saying and what does not. “I feel” grades into “I am conscious,” into “I pay 
attention,” and then, “I exercise my judgment,” and “I take my stand.” It would 
be highly distorting to define ethical action exclusively either as unmediated 
expression of moment, mood, or character or as carefully deliberated and ex-
ecuted. It would likewise be distortive to distinguish between two objectified 
kinds of acts or forms of practice, one unconscious or tacit and the other rea-
soned and deliberate. What we can distinguish analytically are complementary 
perspectives on action that highlight respectively marked performative acts (like 
promises or apologies), in which the explicit or deliberate is culturally coded in 
the act and utterance, and ongoing practice, in which judgment can be tacit or 
not, but is socially unmarked (Lambek 2010a).

We can think of the ethical as moving along a continuum from disposition, 
attentiveness, or ongoing practical judgment through various kinds of objectifi-
cation, including those of performing nameable actions, giving reasons, setting 
rules, proclaiming maxims, offering rationalizations, deliberating and disputing 
alternatives, and elaborating philosophies (keane 2010). such objectifications 
can in turn be debated, interpreted, and internalized.

There is evidently much to be gained from interpreting ethical objects as 
cultural texts, as I have done with the license plates. but insofar as the texts are 
treated as static, the account seems to hover above social life itself. It ignores 
how values actually shape and are shaped by social action; how people them-
selves interpret the texts, whether and how what the texts proclaim becomes 
part of people’s lives. We have to turn our interpretive skills on practice and 
performance themselves, to see both how they are shaped by texts and how new 
texts emerge.

tHe etHIcAL As seLF-InteRPRetIve PRActIce

I have approached the end of this lecture only to arrive again at the beginning 
of my own arguments. What I have done is to move from a consideration of 
two ethical objects, two statements of specific values, or ethics as an object, and 
shifted to asking what happens when we understand ethics as embedded in or 
intrinsic to practical activity—as action in the world and in the ways in which 
we lead our lives. I have further implied that living our lives is inevitably a 
matter of exercising our practical judgment (what to remember or attend to, 
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which freedoms to cherish or exercise, how strongly to stand by specific values 
and commitments or compromise among them, how to stay true to others and 
to ourselves). How we live our lives is inextricably connected to who we are as 
persons and in relation to others.

The ethical cannot be simply about what we should do but has to address 
what we do in fact do and face what we have done (or left undone). We do not 
always live up to our values. And we cannot live up to all of them equally and 
consistently. Life makes that impossible and if it didn’t, we would invent new 
values anyway, out of boredom or mischief. Whatever we talk about when we 
talk about ethics, it has to include the necessity for discernment, the inevitability 
of infelicity and failure, and the means by which we, as individuals and within 
specific traditions, address the complexities and messiness of life, both its rich-
ness and expansiveness and its limitations and disappointments.

The ethical concerns how things (come to) matter for us. our lives are deep-
ly informed by what matters and indeed we live our lives as if things matter. 
That “as if ” becomes reality (rather than an audition or rehearsal), so that things 
do matter to us and for us and we know both what (some of ) these things are 
and that they do matter. (That is why I discussed the question of truth.)

At the beginning of the lecture I asserted that the ethical could be under-
stood hermeneutically. If I have shown that the interpretation of two cultural 
texts cannot take us very far in understanding the ethical practice of their re-
spective publics, I hope that I have also shown that the statements on the li-
cense plates can be read as interpretations of what is at stake in ethical practice. 
Humans are (some of the time, relatively) free, attentive, and self-interpreting 
creatures. The “interpretation of cultures,” as geertz put it (1973d), can be read 
as the way that in living their lives people selectively interpret the multiple 
texts and vehicles their cultures offer them, much like actors interpret a role, 
or musicians a score (Lambek 2014). of course, lives are more complex than 
the interpretation of a single role or score; part of the work of interpretation 
involves ongoing judgment concerning which roles or scores or values to take 
on, to continue to follow (to “remember”), and how far (“or die”), and how to 
articulate among them, and do so with a balance of continuity and variety or 
experimentation (Lambek 2013). How things matter to us is realized in the 
ways we live our lives, keeping commitments or breaking them off and meeting 
new circumstances with discernment, and sometimes with imagination and risk, 
perhaps even with the tone and pitch, the acuity of gesture, the attentiveness, 
the sheer courage, energy, verve, and splendor with which (say) our best opera 
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singers (athletes, artists, activists, intellectuals . . .) interpret simultaneously their 
scores, their roles, and their lives. on the other hand, we can acknowledge that 
we rarely live up to idealized exemplars—exhibiting less grace, virtue, acuity, 
bravado, or focus, and often stumbling, idling, or crashing, pushing against our 
limitations or resigning ourselves to live within them.

I have suggested that the enunciation of public values and our responses 
to them are insufficient to describe how ethics pervades our lives and is real-
ized through them. I also suggested that one of those statements, namely Je me 
souviens offers a guide to one place where we might look further. However, this 
picture of remembering, attending, or caring needs to be grasped as more active 
than it might first appear. If we pay attention, and if things come to matter for 
us, they matter insofar as they are manifest in our actions. but at the same time, 
we are often inattentive, careless, or experience difficulty in acting or knowing 
how to act. circumstances can take us by surprise.

examining action close up it is evident that how things matter (that they 
can matter) is dependent on (or can be described by) the criteria assigned 
and applied to them. each act and utterance is subject to criteria that ascer-
tain whether it is distinctive, clear, complete, consistent, apt, and so forth. John 
Austin ([1955] 1962) listed a series of felicity conditions that must be met for 
any speech act to be successful. each of these conditions is subject to criteria 
(cavell 1979). Thus, in the United kingdom, criteria for marriage include that 
two people (and no longer necessarily of different sex) have each reached the age 
of consent, are not already married, appear together, utter their consent before a 
licensed official, et cetera. Moreover, each act puts new criteria into place. once 
you and I have been introduced we should remember each other’s names and 
continue to greet each time we encounter each other. not to do so could then be 
judged (discerned, interpreted) as a fault. (Perhaps you do not matter to me or 
perhaps being courteous or being thought courteous does not matter to me—or 
perhaps I was simply distracted, wasn’t sure it was you, or was embarrassed not 
to remember your name.) The immediate judgment, to make eye contact, to 
speak, is subject to subsequent judgment with respect to courtesy, tact, sincerity, 
and so forth.

specific criteria are brought into relevance through the illocutionary force 
of speaking and through the circumstances illocutionary acts put under a de-
scription or whose prior description they respond to or transform (e.g., that we 
are now acquaintances to one another). The truth and relevance of the criteria 
and of the moral states and relations in which we subsist or that constitute our 
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horizons are confirmed largely by means of liturgical orders and performative 
acts. our ethical life can be described through our subjection to such orders and 
our engagement in such acts as well as to the way our practice is shaped and 
interpreted according to the criteria they instantiate. each time we carry out an 
act, including the common acts of addressing or listening to one another, we are 
at least implicitly reproducing (re-enacting) or initiating commitments of vari-
ous kinds. We may not live up to them—indeed, we cannot live up equally to all 
of them—but it is of the nature of human social life and human language that 
we are enmeshed in them.27

When we examine practical activity more closely it becomes apparent that 
we can distinguish a variety of ways in which we talk about acts and apply felic-
ity conditions. Thus, if I announce a last round of drinks before the pub closes, 
this is a recognized act among the kinds of things one can do (inviting a friend 
to the pub, ordering drinks, offering a toast, paying a round, etc.); the felicity 
conditions (right time and place, etc.) are evident. If I then speak to the person I 
have seen drinking alone and to excess at the bar and invite them to come home 
with me instead of offering to call them a taxi, my act is of a different kind and 
all kinds of other criteria come into play. We might disagree on what to call this 
act and which felicity conditions apply. If our evaluation of making the last call 
is easier or more straightforward than evaluating the invitation home (hospi-
tality? proposition? looking out for someone who has had too much to drink? 
taking advantage of them? putting oneself at risk? . . .), both acts are subject to 
judgment. The difference is that the first has a description on which we agree 
and that is evident in the enactment and the second is one whose description 
emerges in the process of evaluating it. Perhaps it will be redescribed the next 
morning, and differently by each party.

If some acts (like a slap in the face) can be understood as instantaneous 
interpretations of situations, they are subject to further interpretation after the 
fact. such interpretations are phrased in a language of conduct (of justifica-
tion, excuse, apology, etc.) and also become embedded in unfolding narratives, 
their significance possibly changing as further acts take place, rearranged in the 
hermeneutic interplay of part and emerging whole. Actors and agents become 
characters, and lives can take on as many or more forms as there are genres of 
narrative or plots to novels. The ethical concerns all the different ways we link 
description with action, discriminate among different kinds of acts, and address 

27. For further discussion see Michael Lambek (2015b).
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the consequences of acts on our practice and for further acts, and eventually on 
our character and lives.

Practice in this sense is not a matter of following rules but of exercising 
judgment with respect to criteria and circumstance. by “judgment” I have meant 
not the making of judicial decisions but the process of discernment. This is more 
or less explicit and more or less rational, sometimes spontaneous, sometimes 
drawn out in tortuous reflection. It is a combination of sense and sensibility. 
What matters, and how things matter, are never purely subjective or purely ob-
jective, never purely rational or emotional, and never exclusively of the moment 
or fully beyond it, but the way these come together in how we live. The inter-
pretation of our lives (immediately, prospectively, and retrospectively) is central 
to the living of them.

Whether a given act is to be described as virtuous is a matter not of ad-
herence to a rule but of the quality of judgment it exhibits (which in some 
contexts may refer to how closely it adheres to the rule) and of our judgment 
in describing it. The judgments entailed in ongoing practice (in the moment, 
in what manner to act), no less than the judgments entailed in evaluating acts 
and character after the fact (judgments about the quality of judgments . . .), are 
rendered possible by the criteria at hand. Judgment occurs at multiple levels—I 
judge the circumstances in committing my act, and my act in its circumstances 
is in turn subject to judgment by others and by myself—and these judgments 
too are available for subsequent judgment. If the world is “turtles all the way 
down,” (geertz 1973e) it is “judgment all the way forward . . .”

Human life is intrinsically ethical not because we always do what is good 
or right—it is patent that we do not (and often cannot)—but because we are 
always subject to criteria,28 subject to judgment with respect to what to do and 
evaluation as to whether we are doing or have done something well or badly, do-
ing what is good or right, necessary or sufficient, justified or justifiable, honoring 
commitments or responsive to new invitations—and subject to our own self-
evaluative, self-interpreting processes. Jean-Paul sartre ([1943] 1956) wrote 
that we are condemned to freedom. What that means in practice is that we are 

28. An astute referee has noted that it is not clear or obvious that all criteria are ethical 
criteria. My response at present is to say that presumably there are criteria that 
discriminate among criteria and that describe what else they might be. Whether to 
call such “metacriteria” ethical is an open question. As James Laidlaw (2010) has 
noted, the acts of a man with a brain tumour might be judged according to different 
criteria than one without.
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condemned to continuously exercise our judgment. This includes judgment over 
circumstances—what we do now, or abstain from doing, or do next?—but also 
judgment prospectively, over what we want to accomplish or who we want to 
become, and retrospectively, over our previous acts, our commitments, our char-
acter and our lives (and all of this by means of the distinctive cultural vehicles, 
language, forms of personhood, temporality, embodiment, semiotic ideology, 
etc., available to us and perhaps necessary for us). If ethics is about how things 
matter for us then it is also about how we matter to ourselves, and as ourselves.

The ethical is not an object; it is immanent to action or speaks to what is im-
manent to action yet can never be fully reduced to words. Insofar as it animates 
action, perhaps we should take a leaf from german idealist philosophy and 
countless societies of animists and conclude with the provocation that ethics is 
action’s Geist, the mind, spirit, sense, or sensibility that animates it.
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lecture two

What does ordinary ethics look like?

Veena Das

I begin this lecture with the concluding paragraph of my book Life and words: 
Violence and the descent into the ordinary, for I wish to deepen my understanding 
of the sense of scandal that the idea of ordinary ethics causes (rightly) and to 
ask how might I give solace to the anxiety created by the notion that we might 
detect ethical living within the recesses of everyday life?

My sense of indebtedness to the work of Cavell in these matters comes from a 
confidence that perhaps Manjit did not utter anything that we would recognize 
as philosophical in the kind of environments in which philosophy is done . . . but 
Cavell’s work shows us that there is no real distance between the spiritual exer-
cises she undertakes in her world and the spiritual exercises we can see in every 
word he has ever written. To hold these types of words together and to sense the 
connection of these lives has been my anthropological kind of devotion to the 
world. (Das 2007: 221)

In a later essay (Das 2012) I called my juxtaposition of the term “spiritual exer-
cises”—derived from Pierre Hadot—with the work of repair and containment 
of violence that Manjit performed in her everyday life as “scandalous.” As I 
noted in that essay, the reference to “spiritual exercises” in Hadot (1995, 2009) 
was to scaling moral heights, whereas I was trying to wrest the very expression 
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away from the profundity of philosophy to the small disciplines that ordinary 
people perform in their everyday life to hold life together as the “natural” ex-
pression of ethics.

But before I proceed any further, I should perhaps explain the significance 
of such names as Manjit in the previous paragraph and others, such as Asha 
and Billu, who will appear later in the text. These are figures whose singularity 
in my texts makes them both flesh-and-blood creatures and figures of thought. 
Rather than introducing each in the kind of detail that I evoked in my earlier 
texts I invite the reader to trust me and take them as already familiar figures (see 
Das 2007, 2015a) who helped me to understand the following critical points. 
Asha and Manjit are women I described as living with poisonous knowledge of 
how relations were corroded and how the familiar took on an uncanny character 
after the terrible violence of the Partition of India in 1947. Listening to their 
words over a long period of time made me see that rendering the violence as 
“traumatic memory” would touch on a very different register than the notion 
of “poisonous knowledge.” While in both cases there is the concept of the past 
that is reanimated in the present, poisonous knowledge brings the past forward 
as embodied knowledge and not through the return of the repressed. I used 
the idea of descent into the ordinary—evoking descent both as a picture of an-
thropological thought and as a mode of being in the world. shane Vogel does a 
perceptive reading of the project: “Here we find not narratives of transcendence 
or heroism, nor scenes of spectacular horror and violence, nor remystification 
of the event as the inassimilable, but the quotidian and mundane views that 
event unfolds” (2009: 255). The everyday, then, is taut with moments of world-
making and world-annihilating encounters that could unfold in a few seconds 
or over the course of a life. The singular figures who dot the discussion in this 
lecture are those who helped me forge a method of critical patience as a mode 
of doing ethnography that was commensurate with the picture of thought as a 
movement of descent. While the everyday continues to be treated as the residual 
category of routine and repetition punctuated by the disruptions of the event 
in much anthropological writing, I believe we may be at the cusp of a change as 
the full extent of how the apparatus generated by pictures of planetary extinc-
tion seeps into our consciousness making the everyday appear as bristling with 
dangers rather than as a place of security and comfort (Masco 2014).

This lecture is written in the spirit of someone who is taking a few more 
steps to understand what a movement of descent into the everyday might mean 
for rendering ethical life as “ordinary.” I do not aim to provide either a survey 
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of the field or to contest other ways of thinking of ethics. Instead, what I want 
to ask is “what is it that blocks our ability to see the everyday and hence to 
imagine the ethical as inhering in the quotidian rather than standing out and 
announcing its presence though dramatic enactments of moral breakdown or 
heroic achievement”?

My analytical impulse in this lecture is to engage the writings of those with 
whom I am in overall sympathy for their attention to the ordinary but who, 
following the fifth-century Buddhist philosopher, Buddhaghosa, I might call 
“near enemies” (aasana paccathika)—as distinct from distant enemies (duura-
paccathika)—being mindful that the reference is to near enmity of concepts and 
not of people (see Boleyn–Fitzgerald 2003; sponberg 2001).1 What are the 
subtle differences that surface in the scholarly work of those committed to the 
idea of ordinary ethics and everyday life as a source of ethics (as my fellow 
authors) but who might differ, for instance, in the weight they place on habit 
versus judgment, or in how the idea of the human emerges (or not) in relation to 
cultural differences? These differences have consequences for our understanding 
of ethics as ordinary and for the project of ethnography itself, as I hope to show. 
It is also the case that our reflections on ethics respond to the problems we have 
encountered in the world. some, like Webb keane (2015), might be moved by 
the desire to make anthropology a partner in a dialogue with other disciplinary 
practices such as those of neurosciences. others, like Didier Fassin, might be 
moved by the need to determine the balance between contemplation and action. 
And yet others, like Michael Lambek, might be interested in working out how 
ethics might be treated as intrinsic to life. My own concerns stem from exis-
tential moments I encountered in the field that made me ask repeatedly, how 
can ordinary, everyday acts stand up to the horrors of ethnic, sectarian, sexual 
violence and at the same time be capable of morphing into these very acts of 
violence? Can we even speak of ethics in a world that seems to be so corroded 
by the circulation of hate? How can we make our own expressions “just” or 
“right” when so many ethical pronouncements that are made in the public do-
main seem to be either hollow or plain dissimulations in which the gap between 
words and deeds is so large you could drive a horse carriage between them? I 
make no excuses for the fact that my devotion to understanding better the hum-
ble, the quotidian, the everyday, comes from these existential questions—my 

1. I have used phonetic spellings rather than diacritical marks as a way of making 
words in Indian languages easier to read for those not trained in these languages.
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quest is not necessarily to find answers that will settle these issues once and for 
all, but to simply find a way of taking some more steps in the company of those 
with whom I find it stimulating to engage in gyan charcha—the genre through 
which people sat around wondering what different life a story could lead.

Let me then first lay out the issues relating to the conjunction of the terms 
ordinary and ethics that I aim to address and that are grouped around the fol-
lowing five clusters of inquiry. I hope to make a case for retaining some in-
determinacy and looseness of connections among these clusters as a mode of 
argumentation, which is particularly suited to the questions at hand.

First, what gives concepts life? otherwise stated, is there a harmony be-
tween the moral vocabularies we use and the worlds we live in?

second, what are the implications of thinking of moral and ethical life, 
through the lens of the ordinary?

Third, how is everyday life made to appear given that it is difficult to see that 
which is before our eyes? How is the temporal structure of potential, actual, and 
eventual, implicated in our imagination of the everyday?

Fourth, how do we understand the modality of being-with-others as ex-
pressed in such unremarkable everyday features as the triadic structure of the 
grammatical person and number?

Finally, what does it mean to think of ethics as an expression of life taken 
as a whole rather than to privilege dramatic moments of breakdown or ethical 
dilemmas as the occasions for ethical reflection? How do we understand the 
working out of such moments in the domestic and daily contexts?

The connecting arc on which these clusters of inquiry might be arranged is 
simply that of asking what conceptual, methodological, theoretical work must 
we do to make ethical life in the everyday visible? How might we remove the air 
of obviousness with which the everyday is approached in much anthropological 
writing?

ALIgnIng ouR ConCePTs WITH ouR LIVes; oR WHAT 
gIVes ConCePTs LIFe?

At a 2013 gDAT debate (the group for Debates in Anthropological Theory) 
on the motion, “There is no such thing as the good” (see Mair and Venkatesan 
2015), I opened the discussion in support of the motion with the following 
words:
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At the outset I wish to state clearly that the debate, as I see it, is not about 
the metaphysical question of whether something like “the good” exists. We have 
already managed to perform the magical tricks of conjuring lots of things in an-
thropology—nature, humanity, society—and then making them disappear. Let 
us then leave questions about existence to theologians and metaphysicians—and, 
instead, ask what kinds of discursive regimes are enabled when we name some-
thing as “the good,” a value that is made to stand apart from the flux and flow of 
everyday life and bestowed with a thing like quality. My colleague Hayder Al-
Mohammad and I will show that in supporting this motion we are contesting 
precisely the temptation to separate out and name what is a normal stance people 
take in their attentiveness toward each other, and then to perform a baptism that 
will create boundaries around “the good” arrogating to anthropology the right to 
judge the behavior of others, good intentions not withstanding. (Das 2015b: 4)

Right after the remarks by the chair at the conclusion of the debate, Jonathan 
Mair asked what was probably on the minds of many members of the audience: 
“I wonder if all of you could outline briefly, in relation to the arguments you 
made in your respective speeches, how would you define the good?” (see Mair 
and Venkatesan 2015: 26).

since the urge to think of concepts as somehow bounded through definitions is 
a common temptation in our thinking and our pedagogy, as if we would fall into a 
vertigo if we (we, the anthropologists, we the kind of persons who care about these 
things) did not know in advance what the boundaries of a concept, such as the 
good, or the bad, or the ethical, or the moral, are—it might be useful here to first 
lay out the ways we might think differently of concepts in general. With regard to 
our concerns with ordinary ethics, it is particularly salient to think of (a) what it 
is to live with concepts, and (b) what does it mean to say that concepts have life.

To live with concepts

I take some help from Ludwig Wittgenstein in formulating the issues here by 
first thinking of concepts as belonging to the normal way in which we go about 
our everyday life and then thinking of what gives them life.2 In explaining the 

2. I should clarify here that many anthropologists use words that have a Wittgensteinian 
ring—words like ordinary, language, practices, agreement—without quite 
comprehending either the depth of his discussion or paying attention to the play 
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significance of the “normal case” Wittgenstein clarifies his remark in para-
graph 142 of Philosophical investigations by adding as an aside, “What we have 
to mention in order to explain the significance, I mean the importance, of a 
concept, are often extremely general facts of nature; such facts as are hardly ever 
mentioned because of their great generality” (Wittgenstein 1968: 56). Para-
graph 142 to which this note is appended speaks of the characteristic expres-
sions of pain, fear, or joy as well as such quotidian procedures as putting the 
lump of cheese on the balance and fixing its price by the turn of the scale as 
examples of concepts. The general facts of nature here are that lumps of cheese 
do not grow or shrink for no obvious reason and hence we can assume that this 
procedure that the shop owner follows forms the natural background of our 
lives—it does not stand in need of justification. It is so with characteristic cries 
of pain—as I have stated in my earlier work, my response to the expression of 
your pain is not about cognitive or intellectual certainty but about a feeling of 
rightness in the response elicited—the response reveals what stakes I have in 
our lives together (Das 2007).

yet in intellectual discussions we often feel impelled to try to fix the bound-
aries of concepts—e.g., how do I know if you are really in pain or just feigning 
it? How much pain? (This might be the right question for my surgeon to ask 
me but not for my lover, or my mother, when they see my tearful face.) Does 
the concept of pain have fixed boundaries? Is the ability to feign pain part of 

of different voices, especially in his later texts. Thus Wittgenstein uses the idea of 
the ordinary but that has little to do with the ordinary language philosophy of the 
oxford school; similarly the idea of agreement in Wittgenstein is not agreement in 
opinion but agreement in form of life—concepts do not stand in a transcendental 
relation to the forms of life but are grown within these. sandra Laugier (2011, 
2013) gives the clearest exposition of how the notion that we as humans have a life 
in language touches on a very different register of such terms as agreement than the 
idea that language is external to the subject and that we use it as an object, among 
others. Jarrett Zigon (2014: 748), for instance, states, “With its roots in the writings 
of Wittgenstein and J. L. Austin, and today most famously advocated by stanley 
Cavell, ordinary language philosophy claims that philosophical problems are in fact 
linguistic problems.” But in fact, Wittgenstein’s philosophy of language compels 
an inquiry into the ways forms are stitched to life and thus remake our notions of 
what is ordinary, what is extraordinary, what is convention and how our expressions 
and actions are always in danger of falling apart (see also Das and Han 2015)—the 
assumption that these issues are “linguistic problems” on the model of linguistics 
is completely off the mark from my point of view and misses the very structure of 
Philosophical investigations and its tone (see also Travis 2006).
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the concept of pain? Could vagueness be the normal characteristic of concepts 
when we take them out of highly controlled text book situations—e.g., let x be 
a random binomial variable with . . . ?

Why are these examples important for thinking of ethics? speaking about 
the vagueness of concepts, R. M. sainsbury (2002) argues that the assumption 
that concepts, like sets, have sharp boundaries fails us precisely at the moment 
when moral issues are at stake. In some debates about abortion, for instance, 
he says, one can feel a real sense of shock at the realization that there is no 
set of persons with close boundaries: the concept person is vague at just that 
relevant point (as it is with regard to the question of whether corporations are 
persons within the purview of the first amendment of the us Constitution). In 
his words, “The difficulty is that moral concepts are often boundary-drawing 
(especially so the more naïve the morality), and legal concepts typically have to 
be. Trying to tie the application of a boundary-drawing concept (as who may 
legitimately be aborted is supposed to be) with a boundary-less one like who is 
a person poses a problem which is simply not solvable in the straightforward 
terms in which it is often posed”(sainsbury 2002: 72).

Wittgenstein’s exhortation that we think of concepts as normally hav-
ing blurred edges (paragraph 71) illustrates what blurred edges might mean 
through the performance of a very ordinary act such as pointing to a spot. Tak-
ing the voice of Frege as his critic, Wittgenstein asks “But is a blurred concept a 
concept at all?” He then proceeds with this example: “Frege compares a concept 
to an area and says that an area with vague boundaries cannot be called an area 
at all. This presumably means that we cannot do anything with it.—But is it 
senseless to say, “stand roughly there’—suppose I was standing with someone 
at the city square and said that. As I say it, I do not draw any kind of bound-
ary at all but perhaps point with my hand—as if I were indicating a particular 
spot.”

We notice that the concept of area in this example is made to appear through 
the normal activities of embodied beings who have hands and fingers and can 
point to a spot to say “stand here,” “stand there”—the concept of a boundary 
ceases to be of interest for it serves no real need here. (This is why though both 
Wittgenstein and Frege speak of unfolding of a concept, each has a different 
picture of what that entails.) Moving ahead to pages 203 and 204 of Philosophi-
cal investigations, we find the compelling idea that when we think of concepts 
as procedures or characteristic expressions we live with or that grow out of life, 
we don’t choose them through a set of possibilities—rather as Wittgenstein says, 
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a concept forces itself upon us. When shown a line drawing of a rudimentary 
face and asked what you see, the answer, “this is a face,” is given at once, not 
treated as one among several possibilities. even if one thinks of the picture the 
first time as this and then as that, it is difficult, Wittgenstein says, to think of it 
as a question of fixing the concept. of course one might say that in a different 
context, say, you are examining a patient with a neurological disorder in which 
your patient does not recognize faces—then, one might say that the need for 
defining the boundaries of a concept do arise. Concepts in this formulation are 
not embodied in words, or not in words alone, but might either be embodied in 
any kind of linguistic equipment (words, sentences, texts) or in the background 
of things that make ordinary procedures through which life with the other is 
lived, possible. I argue thus it is the internal relation that language as a whole 
(including gestures and physiognomy of words) bears to the world that pro-
vides the soil from which concepts are grown. This means that instead of think-
ing of a specialized vocabulary that draws boundaries around the notion of the 
moral or the ethical—all the grids on which moral theory is seen to move—it 
might be important to think of the ways in which ethics is embedded in what 
Wittgenstein called the whirl of organism.3 sometimes ethical moments may 
come up in intensified forms when, for instance, someone impulsively reaches 
out to pull a stranger away from a dangerous situation she has failed to notice, 
such as a car speeding by; at other times someone might give shelter to an en-
dangered person in a riot or in other scenes of violence without being able to say 
why he or she did it. explanations might be put on these acts later—but at that 
point the course of action might simply force itself on one similar to the way a 
concept forces itself on us in Wittgenstein’s rendering.

A further thought of Wittgenstein that also holds an important place in 
stanley Cavell’s (1979) arguments about our life in language is that we learn to 
project words in new situations and in so doing we not only learn the nuances 

3. Reflecting on what picture of thought animates anthropological work, Anand 
Pandian (2015) offers a remarkable story of the return of a king to a parched land, 
the role that the anthropologist plays in this return, and the manner in which 
a space for this event has already been made in the ongoing stories told by the 
villagers to which the anthropologist simply lends his body and his labor, so to 
say. “These stories, in other words, may indeed be interpreted as reflections of a 
particular way of thinking in this part of the world, in their shared grammar of 
words and relations. But they may also be taken to present the nature and capacities 
of a mode of thinking in relation to he vicissitudes of ordinary life. We find here a 
picture of thought as an event among the events of the world” (Pandian 2014: 271).
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of our language but also the nuances of the world. showing how one comes to 
know what a concept is, Wittgenstein says, “one gives examples and intends 
them to be taken in a particular way” but then adds the caution that it would 
be a serious misinterpretation to assume that one is supposed to see in these 
examples a common thing that eluded the speaker. The task, he says, is to show 
by means of examples how one is to go on with the concept: “Here giving ex-
amples is not an indirect means for explaining—in default of a better one. For 
any general definition can be misunderstood too. The point is that this is how we 
play the game [I mean the language game with the word game]” (Wittgenstein 
1968 paragraph 71).

Thus, for Wittgenstein, concepts acquire life in the give-and-take of ordi-
nary life.4 He proposes that, “what one means by ‘thought’ is that which is alive 
in the sentence; that a sentence would be a mere sequence of sounds or written 
shapes without this quality of life that animates it” (Wittgenstein 1967: para-
graph 143). In the same paragraph, an analogy between circulation of words 
and circulation of money suggests that words that have gone dead are like paper 
money that cannot be used in the way in which real money can be used because 
there is no one to receive these words or these coins.5 Independent of someone 
else’s ability and willingness to receive words as meaningful when they are thus 
projected in new contexts, they might have meaning but they do not have life.6 

4. As Raimond gaita (1990) reminds us, the most fundamental point of Wittgenstein’s 
legacy is that we cannot purify our concepts of their embeddings in human life 
without being left with only a shadow play of the grammar of serious judgment.

5. Consider the resonance in Bhrigupati singh’s (2014: 183; 2015) description of 
the conceptual work that the concept of lebo-debo (give and take) or mann (desire/
weight) performs in the speech genre of gyan charcha (discussion relating to 
knowledge) in the everyday contestations with Bansi Maharaj, a colorful figure of 
a holy man, equally revered and equally suspected as a fraud in shahbad, the site of 
singh’s fieldwork.

6. see also Veena Das (2014a: 285) for a discussion of the way projection finds its 
limit. Thus it is appropriate to project the verb “feed” from feeding the child to 
feeding the meter to feeding someone’s pride, but not feeding someone’s love, since 
love is not seen as the kind of emotion that grows through flattery. similarly the 
appropriateness or rightness of a word in a particular context is not simply a matter 
of social convention. I might be able to say “I mistakenly stepped on the child” but 
as Austin reminded us, we do not normally say, “I inadvertently stepped on the 
child” for that is not the way human adult bodies are seen as aligned to children’s 
bodies. For a discussion of the theme of the mutual absorption of the natural and 
the social into each other as a characteristic of everyday life, see Han and Das 
(2015).
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A discussion of ethical life would entail then, not only what words like good or 
bad mean but also what we—the ones who use them—mean by these words and 
how we show that they matter. When, for instance, I promise to take my child 
for an ice cream in the evening when I return from work but then tell her that I 
do not have the time today but that I promise to do so tomorrow, but tomorrow 
I come up with an urgent deadline, and so must yet postpone the event—I teach 
her not only the meaning of the word promise but also what it is to promise, 
how trustworthy is my word, how much she matters to me. In Cavell’s thought-
ful rendering of this kind of scene of learning, we end up paying far too much 
attention to the formal evocation of words like “I promise”—say in signing a 
contract—and not enough attention to the question of how these dispersed 
forms of action teach us what the moral force of a concept such as a promise is 
(Cavell 1979: 175).

I ask the reader to bear with me a little longer before I show the relevance 
of this discussion for understanding the project of delineating what we might 
mean by ethical or moral ways of living. Paragraph 97 in Philosophical investiga-
tions is crucial for understanding how concepts are embedded in everyday life. 
It goes as follows:

We are under the illusion that what is peculiar, profound, essential, about our 
investigation, resides in its trying to grasp the incomparable essence of lan-
guage. That is, the order existing between the concepts of proposition, word, 
proof, truth, experience, and so on. This order is a super-order between—so to 
speak—super concepts, whereas, of course if the words “language,” “experience,” 
“world” have a use, it must be as humble a one as that of the words “table,” 
“lamp,” “door.” (Wittgenstein 1968: paragraph 97)

If then concepts have vitality this must be drawn from the life they partici-
pate in and not from the desire for abstract reasoning alone (there are cases 
in which abstraction might be at stake within a form of life but this is to be 
shown in each case). We are asked to step aside from our usual procedures 
of finding words (or propositions) that are weighty enough to be treated as 
“super concepts” and then like a net thrown into the swirling waters of life to 
catch whatever fish we can. Instead, the ethnographic task is to show, in what 
way concepts of the moral or ethical emerge in life just as the concept of chair 
might emerge only in relation to new body techniques of sitting, the valuation 
of the above and the below (sitting on the chair versus sitting on the floor) as 
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in societies with masters and servants, and the whole apparatus for producing 
and selling of chairs.7

I can see two objections that might immediately be raised. The first is that 
anthropologists follow their informants and the words they choose to privilege 
are those that have salience in the societies they study—dharma, face, mandala, 
sovereignty, charity, goodness, sacrifice, for instance. It would be argued that 
treating these words as surveyable is what provides a clue to what is the locus 
of value in a particular society. Thus the kinds of logical procedures I critique 
following Wittgenstein are, some will argue, precisely not the way concepts are 
traced in ethnographic work. second, it might be argued that thought emerges 
in moments when we step away from the thick of experience ( Jackson 2014)—
thus, it may be said that I have not distinguished sufficiently between thought 
and being (or transcendence of concepts versus immersion in experience). For 
many, thought requires concepts that transcend the particularities of everyday 
life for that stepping aside alone makes it possible to engage in any comparative 
project.8 These are important considerations and I will attend to them here and 
elsewhere in the lecture. For now I note that one way to answer these objections 
is to show how the concern with the ethical as a kind of sensibility can be shown 
by disclosing concrete experiences, scenes of instruction in everyday life, as em-
bedded in a moral imagination. not a single word about the good or the ethical 
might have been uttered in these scenes of the everyday, and yet they reveal the 

7. A critique of reasoning through the use of super concepts does not mean that I am 
opposed to “scientific rationality” as one reader of this text surmised. Rather it is to 
argue that what form scientific reasoning will take is not unrelated to the form of 
life within which such procedures as calculating, measuring, writing scientific papers 
take place. As Wittgenstein remarked it is not accidental that mathematicians do 
not come to blows on the question of whether the results of a particular procedure 
change between morning and night. If we found a society in which scientists based 
their experiments on this basis we would not just say that they are wrong—we 
would have to ask, do they perhaps have a different idea of what is calculus?

8. one might be reminded here of the distinction often made between emic and etic 
concepts that might be related to but cannot be mapped fully on the distinction 
between conscious and unconscious models that Claude Lévi-strauss (1963) made 
with regard to the study of social structure. In the former case concepts were often 
treated like words while in the latter case what was at stake was the demonstration 
of an arrangement. I hope the reason why I do not so much reject these distinctions 
as go around them will be clear as we proceed, but I might signal here that the 
idea of concepts as these emerge within a form of life shows them to be not simply 
intellectual tools but as criteria that make everyday life possible.
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concern with life as a whole to be embodying ethical sensibilities. I take one 
example from sylvain Perdigon’s (2015) compelling ethnography of everyday 
life in the Palestinian refugee camps in Tyre, Lebanon, to illustrate this point.

During his fieldwork Perdigon was puzzled by a particular paradox. He had 
meticulously shown the economic strains under which families in Tyre func-
tioned and yet when asked about the experience of poverty, people denied that 
that their life as a whole could be described as “poor.” T., an interlocutor in 
the field, related a specific set of educational scenes when asked how she had 
grasped the meaning of poverty as a young child. Here is one scene—call it a 
scene of instruction—that Perdigon describes:

she speaks of seeing her older brothers, and her mother, hardly containing emo-
tions frightful to her while politely declining gifts of clothes, money or meat, 
neighbors and acquaintances would present to the family during Ramadan and 
the ‘eid. .  .  . she also speaks of learning nuances of sociality and from whom, 
when and why it was in fact admissible to accept certain kinds of goods offered 
in the appropriate, subdued manner. For example, it was allowable to receive 
even second-hand clothes from Husayn, the best friend of her older brother who 
hailed from the more prosperous camp of nahr al-Bared in the north, and who 
was intimate enough to sleep in their house while in Beirut. T. was definitely not 
as sure of what to do regarding the playful routine of another friend of the boys 
who on his regular visits to their house would place a coin behind her ear and 
pretend that the coin was calling her (“T.! Take me, take me!”)—up to this day 
she remembers anxiously interrogating the faces of her mother and older siblings 
for a cue that was not forthcoming.

Perdigon places these delicate and nuanced scenes of instruction in the general 
response refugee families gave to questions about poverty by insisting, “for us it 
is otherwise.” This refusal of the “I, Poor” locution thwarts the system of refer-
ence on which poverty might only be spoken within the overarching discourses 
of humanitarian crises or through claims over the state for welfare provisions 
(Fassin 2012; Han 2012). In Perdigon’s words:

Indeed, their refusal to say “I, poor” seems to stymie the possibility of social 
justice itself, if, that is, we take social justice to require acquiescence to a prior 
operation whereby one is assigned a location and role relative to a field of social 
belonging defined from elsewhere. But one can also be attentive, with gilles 
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Deleuze (1997), to the radical “democratic contribution” intrinsic to a type of 
utterances disruptive of the “logic of presuppositions” that makes it possible for 
a boss to give a command and be obeyed, for a “kind friend” to offer commisera-
tion and advice and be listened to, and even for a rebel to be recognized as such 
when he defies an order. For Deleuze (1997), the emergence of such a speech 
genre in the writings of Melville, Musil, kafka, and others participated of a “mo-
rality of life” diagonal to the “morality of salvation and charity” and called into 
being a “new community, whose members are capable of trust or ‘confidence,’ 
that is, of a belief in themselves, in the world and in becoming” (88). It is not 
the least paradox that sabr, this heaven-bound patient endurance that Palestin-
ian women and men say they find in the embodied lifeworld of refugee poverty, 
might also be one name for just such a belief in the world.

In interpreting such statements not as belonging to the evaluative justifications 
for one’s behavior but as belonging to a more unspecified “morality of life,” 
Perdigon follows Deleuze in thinking of these scenes as enacting a morality 
that is diagonal to a moral position premised on the promises of citizenship, 
or in its absence, on promises on international covenants or other such legal 
technologies. This morality is premised on making dispositions and habits the 
very substance of a moral way of living and although it can and does draw on 
religious vocabularies (e.g., sabr or endurance in the case of the residents of the 
refugee camps, bad karmas in the case of the inhabitants of the slums in Delhi I 
studied), these words neither provided stable and consistent moral compass free 
from any expression of doubt about them, nor did they function as the kind of 
transcendental super-concepts that Wittgenstein warned against.

The kind of scene of instruction described here, is not unique to Perdigon’s 
ethnography, nor is it the case that dissonances around what it is to be attentive 
to such regard for others within such constrained circumstances do not surface. 
similar descriptions can be found in Clara Han’s (2012, 2014) ethnographies 
of the urban poor in santiago, Chile, on catching a critical moment in the life 
of a neighbor and providing wordless support though a quotidian act such as 
offering a meal to a hungry child whose mother cannot directly ask for food. 
slow erosions of such sensibilities are also part of everyday life. Thus, Diana 
Allan’s (2013) remarkable work on refugee life alerts us to the fact that re-
lations between generations can become distant and the political projects of 
yesterday might seem hollow or empty today, putting severe strains on relations 
between generations. Instead of tracing moral vocabularies these ethnographies 
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are acutely attentive to the way ethical concepts are given life and then again, 
how life might be drained out of these concepts by the insistence on perfor-
mance of virtues (e.g., suffering with dignity, loyalty to the Palestinian project) 
from which the subject has become distant and dissociated. such is the case 
of wives of prisoners in gaza (as distinct from martyrs’ wives) who have to 
constantly negotiate suspicion over their conduct as young women with sexual 
desires, whose husbands are away, and whose actions are closely watched by 
neighbors and kin for any signs of betrayal to the cause (see Buch segal 2015, 
forthcoming).

At the end of this section then, I am led to conclude that an answer to Mair’s 
question about the definition of the good cannot be given—a similar sensibil-
ity is shown in various minimal theologies—neti, neti, not this, not this, say 
the upanishads. Instead of enumerating qualities that would define the good, 
the best course might be to proceed with examples as Wittgenstein’s reflection 
on concepts urges us to do. As we shift the focus of our attention to how any 
concepts, including ones through which we try to catch a sense of the ethical, 
emerge in the give and take of life, we may shift the focus of our inquiry to ask, 
instead, what gives moral concepts life?9

The lives of the moral concepts; or the harmony between words and worlds

In a classic paper on the relation between life and concepts Cora Diamond 
(1988) asks what is it to lose one’s concepts? she takes the concerns of elizabeth 
Anscombe (1958), who argued that the notions of “moral ought” or “moral ob-
ligation” might persist as words with a kind of atmosphere that clings to them 
but the divine law conception of morality that was needed to give substance 
to these concepts had disappeared. Alasdair MacIntyre (1984) also famously 
argued that the language and the appearance of morality persist in the con-
temporary world, even though the context in which the moral notions could 
be significant have disappeared. For MacIntyre, whose work is rightly regarded 
as a particularly powerful critique of modernity, the words we had from earlier 
moral vocabularies are still used with conviction but because the background 
intelligibility conditions within which they made sense have disappeared, they 

9. By using the term “moral concepts,” I do not wish to commit to any notion that 
there is a separate domain of life demarcated as “moral”—rather I am taking the 
notion or moral as a placeholder around which a description might be organized.
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do not have any content. MacIntyre’s contention that the narrative unity of 
life that tradition produced has disappeared under modernity has had a tre-
mendous impact on scholars who have then tried to rediscover the concept of 
tradition as it orients one’s life toward practices such as the cultivation of piety 
through disciplines of the body (Mahmood 2004). The question that might 
be raised with regard to these attempts is the extent to which we can separate 
domains of “tradition” as autonomous from an overarching “modernity” that 
reinscribes the notion of tradition within itself. Would one say that the creation 
of a Muslim identity that excludes the Ahmadis in Pakistan based on copy-
right law is an example of the ways concepts can be meaningfully projected 
and hence shown to have a life as they expand the domains of tradition? or, 
alternatively, is this a case where moral fictions are created to cover over the 
gaps between experiences and concepts we have at hand (see khan 2012)?10 It 
is no one’s case that concepts could be laid over a stretch of experience or that 
we can come to know the real by the layering of a system of names against a 
system of objects. yet the question of how to think of the harmony between 
our concepts and our world, each implying the other, is a pressing issue and 
goes beyond a listing of virtues that can be named and treated as significant 
concepts of a given tradition.

Consider now a different but related scene in which words from older moral 
vocabularies circulate in a weak sense but cannot be used with conviction be-
cause the world has changed and so we are unable to make intelligible our 
experiences or actions to ourselves. Diamond (1988) cites cultural critic Duke 
Maskell and sociologist Robert Bellah (and his coauthors) who argued for the 
english and north American case respectively, that the words that used to work 
to express the moral and political commitments of people are not in harmony 
with the worlds they now inhabit (see Maskell 1985; Bellah et al. 1985). In 
Diamond’s elegant phrasing, either the moral concepts go unnamed or they are 
misnamed—language is not so much dead as gone to sleep.

10. “In harnessing the language of copyright and trademark to the Ahmadi question, it 
[the court] was making much more apparent that the intent of these transgressions, 
that is the unlicensed use of titles, texts, modes, and spaces of worship was willful 
deception” (khan 2012: 1114). In other words, the Ahmadis could not call their 
places of worship “mosques” because that would transgress against copyright law—
as if a question (i.e., is the Ahmadi claim to being Muslim a violation of Islamic 
principles?) could not be answered through theological reasoning by the ullama but 
could be answered by taking resort to copyright law.
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I will return in a later section to Diamond’s radical reformulation of this 
issue of the harmony between the moral vocabularies available to us and the tex-
tures of our worlds by a reformulation of the notion of the human (i.e., human 
not in the sense of the place it occupies in humanitarian discourse or the picture 
of the human as a given) but for now I want to ask if any discussion of ethics or 
morality requires us to think of what moral vision of the world we have.

Few would doubt the influence that kantian theory has exerted on the dis-
cussion of moral principles both in philosophy and in anthropology, even when 
critics have faulted it for its insistence on rationality to the exclusion of emotion 
or its assumption of the subject as sovereign. To take but one example, in his 
recent magisterial study of ethics, keane gives a definition of ethical life “to refer 
to those aspects of people’s actions, as well as their sense of themselves and of 
other people [and sometimes of entities such as gods or animals] that are not in 
turn defined as the means to some further ends” (2015: 4).

one might ask here if giving this definition of ethical life—its emphasis 
on treating values as ends in themselves—presumes a particular moral picture 
of the world and whether it can be used as a universal definition within which 
variations can be fitted as local adaptations or applications. I owe my formu-
lation of these issues to Dieter Henrich’s (1992) perceptive essay on the role 
played by a moral image of the world in the kantian conception of moral ac-
tion. Initially, Henrich argues, it would seem that the agent and the moral prin-
ciple that regulates his conduct (the masculine pronoun is taken from Henrich’s 
discussion) seem independent of any particular conception of the world. After 
all, we could posit that notions of moral actions arise because the agent is seen 
to exercise freedom with regard to his actions regardless of any particular moral 
picture of the world. Freedom consists in the minimal condition that in most 
cases one could have acted otherwise. Further, Henrich argues, it is always pos-
sible to question oneself about why one should act in a particular way and thus 
to justify or to doubt the validity of any given moral claims. But this argument 
further implies that the agent will have beliefs about the nature and sources of 
his conduct. “If this is so,” argues Henrich, “we can also attribute to him be-
liefs about the world within which he acts and tries to actualize his intentions” 
(1992: 4). These beliefs must be consistent with the moral agent’s viewpoint 
and further, if there are conflicting conceptions of the world, then they must 
either be related in a way as to avoid anarchy and confusion—or the moral 
agent must be able to establish the superiority of his worldview over that of the 
conflicting versions.
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In his further discussion Henrich (1992) shows that the underlying concept 
of a moral image of the world plays a key role in kant but that the architecton-
ics of the system undergo important changes in his thought. For our purposes 
the questions might be restated as follows: In a kantian inspired morality, what 
are the principles by which one can effectively distinguish between the morally 
good and the morally bad? What would motivate a rational enlightened being 
to follow these principles? A problem that any moral agent would be besieged 
by, for Henrich as for much of theology, is the problem of the disproportionate 
distribution of luck and the problem of unjustified suffering in the world. For 
both kant and Rousseau, this problem of theodicy made it necessary to con-
ceive of another order different from the empirical order—which could be the 
order of a divine impersonal law or that created by a personal god—to redress 
this imbalance. In the absence of such a transcendental order, the positing of a 
moral order for the empirical world would seem to become an illusory one since 
it cannot, in itself, redress the imbalance between goodness and unjustified suf-
fering, alluded to earlier. Without going into further details, I will simply state 
that while kant’s architectonics gave some place to the pursuit of happiness as 
the motivation for acting morally initially, this was later replaced by the notion 
that it is an intrinsic or primordial respect for the moral law that motivates hu-
mans to act according to moral principles. Thus moral law imposes a condition 
upon all our strivings for happiness—it does not ask us to abandon the hope for 
happiness but rather replaces happiness coming from desire for particular ob-
jects (or persons), however procured, by a more generalized happiness as avail-
able for an enlightened rational person when she acts within the bounds of the 
moral law. While kant is not invested in any ontological proof for the existence 
of god, a unified moral image of the world seems like a constitutive condition 
for the intrinsic respect for moral law that kant posits as a basis for purposeful 
moral action.

I am not attracted or competent to pursue the metaphysical stakes of kant’s 
notion of the moral image of the world and its implications for moral action. 
speaking within an anthropological register, what strikes me is that we are 
asked to simply trust the promise of the moral law—that in the end it will give 
us happiness because we will be aligned in a moral sense with a world that is 
overall a benign one. one might ask, however, what might sustain this trust in 
the moral image of the world as a whole? We shall see that this picture of moral 
action that settles the disorders of desire by placing them into the domain of 
lawful pursuits is resonant with many theories of the moral (and not only in 
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Western philosophy) as much as it is interrogated by those whose lack of trust 
in a benign world and a just overall order grows concepts of the moral and the 
ethical that might be quite different or diagonal to this conception; or else, 
one might even just settle for a moderate amorality as a way of sustaining life 
against many odds.

one could offer many examples of how belief in an ultimate moral order 
has been questioned by victims of the many disasters of the twentieth cen-
tury that have been documented in the social sciences and humanities. Are we 
then living in a world in which, as emannuel Lévinas (1988) argued, reason 
has become detached from all ethics? What meaning can religiosity or human 
morality retain in the face of the fundamental malignancy spread across the 
twentieth century evidenced in the rise of Hitlerism, stalinism, Cambodia, he 
asked? Lévinas then proclaimed that this (twentieth) century marks the end of 
theodicy and asked if we can find meaning through some other means in the 
face of the massive human suffering produced by the idolatry of the real, and by 
a reason that has run amok?

My own answer to this issue has been to turn to another way of thinking of 
life—what I called (as discussed earlier) a descent into the ordinary (Das 2007; 
see also Brandel 2015 for an understanding of descent as a picture of thought). 
This is not because I think the ordinary has redemptive qualities in itself—in-
deed one of my concerns has been to show how forms of life contain within 
their womb forms of death—but because I am moved by the work performed 
on the ordinary in what Cavell called “allowing life to be knit itself together, pair 
by pair” (Cavell 2007). This is a vision different from one that puts its faith in 
any grand projects of redemption. It compels me to turn to a register of life that 
I call “ordinary ethics.” I offer no guarantees that ordinary ethics provides any 
solutions to the kind of malignancies that I noted but it describes one modality 
of being in the world in relation to these malignancies; as an anthropologist I 
feel that making the effort to describe what such as ethics entails, how the small 
quotidian acts stand up to the horrific, is one way I can keep fidelity with the 
people I have worked with over the last three decades.

THe Lens oF THe oRDInARy

As a way of taking these thoughts forward let me start with the idea of the 
ordinary as the kind of concept that Wittgenstein was alluding to when he 
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urged us (his readers) to think of concepts becoming as unremarkable as chairs, 
and tables, and lamps—a point we discussed earlier in the context of his cri-
tique of super-concepts. But we might then ask: where would we look for the 
ordinary—does the ordinary always have the appearance of the ordinary? There 
are two thoughts here that I want to pursue—first, that the distinctions that 
we make between the ordinary and the extraordinary are sometimes the result 
of what Wittgenstein called “grammatical illusions”11 or “superstitions” (Das, 
forthcoming); and second, that the notion of the ordinary takes us to an im-
portant characteristic of everyday life—viz., that its very ordinariness makes it 
difficult for us to see what is before our eyes. Hence we need to imagine the 
shape that the ordinary takes in order to find it—this could be the shape of the 
ordinary as the domestic, or as the neighborly, or as having the rhythms of the 
diurnal in the form of repetition. Depending on how we conjure the everyday, 
the threats to the everyday will also be seen in relation to this picture of the 
ordinary. If, for instance, we take marriage and domesticity as providing us with 
the image of the ordinary, then the threats might be seen through doubts about 
the fidelity of the partner (e.g., in Othello); if we see the ordinary as habitation 
within a world in which we dwell in a taken-for-granted way as an animal lives 
in its habitat, then the threat might be seen as our existence becoming ghostly 
(Hamlet), losing that natural sense of belonging (Cavell 1987); if the everyday 
is seen in terms of a precarious order secured through contract between war-
ring men (Hobbes), then the threat will appear as the sexualization of the social 
contract (the figure of the abducted woman as analyzed in Das 2007).12 Framing 
all these pictures of the everyday is the idea that everyday is a site on which the 
life of the other is engaged. Another way of expressing this thought is that it is 
“being-with” (in actuality or in imagination) that define for us humans, a mode 

11. grammar here refers to “philosophical grammar” or the way criteria tell us what 
an object or emotion or rule is within a form of life. “grammar tells what kind of 
object anything is” (Wittgenstein 1968; paragraph 373). For further elaboration, see 
Das (1998; Han and Das 2015).

12. see Cavell (1987) for a full discussion on how the problematic of skepticism is 
inherited in shakespeare’s plays—thus how literature gives expression to the 
problem of skepticism. I have argued that the sense of everyday as also a scene of 
trance and illusion comes in many forms in the anthropological literature (Das 
1998, 2007, 2014a)—a theme I carry forward in this section.
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of being in the world—and hence of ways in which we inhabit the social and 
flee from it (Al-Mohammad 2010).13

Grammatical illusions, superstitions, and the extraordinary

Let me turn to the first thought I mentioned—viz., that we are sometimes led 
to bestow or add excitement to actions that might in themselves be quite banal 
when seen from within a form of life, yet take on an air of something extraordi-
nary, in need of explanation or action or judgment from outside it. Wittgenstein 
called the tone of voice through which these feelings are produced as “supersti-
tions” as distinct from simple mistakes or errors. This region of the crossing of 
the ordinary and the extraordinary becomes quite important in our relations to 
others who are seen to not share our criteria of what we take to be the com-
mon sense of our lives together.14 Following this idea, we might ask what does 
it mean to make a place for the other in our form of life? In turn these issues 
lead us to ask: Do forms of life have boundaries? And if so, what is the nature 
of these boundaries? What implications do these boundaries have for thinking 
of ordinary ethics? As I have argued in some detail elsewhere (see Han and 
Das 2015) Wittgenstein does not imagine that there are boundaries around a 
form of life that correspond to a particular culture; rather, as his example of our 
language being like a city that has older quarters and new suburbs shows, he 

13. I should perhaps clarify in the light of a comment made by an anonymous reviewer 
that such a characterization is neither a critique of rationality nor a picture of holism. 
Rather, it is a picture of the social, expressed as a being-with. see the following note 
for further clarification.

14. I am not making the case that we are immune from such doubts about the place 
of the intimate other in our lives, but such doubts about those who are closest 
to us and yet might one day show themselves to be alien take a different form. 
I take Heidegger’s unwieldy term Dasein to refer to the fact that the form our 
existence might take is not given in advance and a word like the human might 
lead to the false notion that we are already satisfied in our knowledge of what 
humanity is. I hope that it will be clear that for the anthropologist, the “other” is 
not a theological, abstract term but encompasses different forms of otherness that 
include acknowledging the existence of the concrete other in one’s life. How these 
issues of the other imagined as wholly other, or one who is my neighbor, or even 
one who could be me, intersect with each other in imagination and in actuality is 
where questions of ethics, morality, and politics emerge for the anthropologist (see 
Das 2014b).
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sees the forms of life as extending or contracting in part by the manner in which 
humans and nonhumans act on the world.

In several places in his Remarks on Frazer’s golden Bough, Wittgenstein 
(1987) urges us to turn our glance from the primitive to ourselves when we read 
about the feelings of dread that the traces of fire festivals are said to evoke in us. 
Wittgenstein asks: was Frazer talking about the primitive men and their prac-
tices or about himself ? Would the excitement attributed to the “primitive mind” 
disappear if we were to see the connections between our forms of life and those 
that he describes for the “primitive” or the savage man? Consider the opening 
passages of The golden bough in which Frazer sets the scene:

Who does not know Turner’s picture of the golden Bough? The scene, suffused 
with the golden glow of imagination in which the divine mind of Turner steeped 
and transfigured even the fairest natural landscape, is a dream-like vision of the 
little woodland lake of nemi—“Diana’s Mirror,” as it was called by the ancients. 
no one who has seen that calm water, lapped in a green hollow of the Alban 
hills, can ever forget it. The two characteristic Italian villages which slumber on 
its banks, and the equally Italian palace whose terraced gardens descend steeply 
to the lake, hardly break the stillness and even the solitariness of the scene. Diana 
herself might still linger by this lonely shore, still haunt these woodlands wild. In 
antiquity this sylvan landscape was the scene of a strange and recurring tragedy. 
In order to understand it aright we must try to form in our minds an accurate 
picture of the place where it happened; for, as we shall see later on, a subtle link 
subsisted between the natural beauty of the spot and the dark crimes which 
under the mask of religion were often perpetrated here, crimes which after the 
lapse of so many ages still lend a touch of melancholy to those quiet woods and 
waters, like a chill breath of autumn on one those bright september days “while 
not a leaf seems faded.” (Frazer 1922: 1)

How is the extraordinariness of the landscape and our feelings that the calm 
waters and the green hollows of the Alban hills are suffused by the half remem-
bered “dark crimes” committed under the “mask of religion” created here? How 
has the ordinariness of the landscape been bestowed with such extraordinary 
qualities as a chill breath of autumn on a bright september day?

Here is how Wittgenstein thinks how the feeling of some dreadful past is 
evoked. The second remark from his Remarks on Frazer’s golden Bough tries 
to take away the excitement that has been falsely added: “When Frazer begins 
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by telling us the story of the king of the Woods at nemi, he does so in a tone 
that shows that something strange and terrible is happening here. However, the 
question ‘why is this happening,’ is essentially answered by just this [mode of 
exposition]: because it is terrible. In other words, it is what appears to us a ter-
rible, impressive, horrible, tragic, etc. that gave birth to this event [or process]” 
(Wittgenstein 1987: remark 2).

The connections that Wittgenstein urges us to see are between the feeling 
that something terrible has happened here, and the tone that Frazer uses to 
describe it.15 The tone of excitement obscures from view that words like ghosts 
and spirits and souls through which the feeling of dread and the uncanniness 
of primitive rituals is created are part of our normal english vocabulary and 
that such words at hand create the possibility of mutual translatability. not 
only is this true of words but also of gestures. In kissing the picture of our 
beloved, or assuming that confessing a sin might absolve us from its conse-
quences in the eyes of god, we are not picturing the beloved being there in 
the picture or our sins being dragged out of us physically—so why would we 
attribute such beliefs to the primitive man or his performance of rituals of the 
fire festivals? “Burning in effigy. kissing the picture of a loved one. This is obvi-
ously not based on a belief that it will have a definite effect on the object which 
the picture represents. It aims at some satisfaction, and does achieve it, too. or 
rather, it does not aim at anything; we act in this way and then feel satisfied” 
(Wittgenstein 1987: remark 9).

What I take from this remark is that the familiar word “ghost” gestures to the 
fact that an understanding derived from the common background of our lives 
as humans is implicated in the description of “savage” customs. The fact that 
Frazer can use such words at hand as “ghosts” and “shades” connects our lives to 
that of the so-called savages—their customs can be imagined within our form 
of life as a “human” form of life. If, on the other hand, someone had reported 
that the savage belief is that their own heads simply fall off the body when they 
kill an enemy (and are put back when the need arises) we would not know how 
to relate to such a description and would consider that we were, perhaps, not of 

15. one might compare the discord created between sound and image through their 
juxtaposition in cinematic experience (Dale 1965) and the manner in which it can 
create a sense of impending danger though the image in itself might carry no such 
suggestion.
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the same flesh, or that their ideas of what are heads and where they belong in 
the body are perhaps in need of a completely different description.

 We now come to the heart of the matter, which is this: granted that some 
customs or habits or ritual actions performed by the “other” will seem strange 
or even sinister, could one take away this feeling of something being completely 
alien to us by imagining the possibility that these connect with things we do 
habitually? Would that take away the false excitement that Frazer has added to 
these customs or procedures as somehow violating the sense of what is natu-
ral to the human in one’s own corner of the world? There are many places in 
Philosophical investigations where we learn what it means to think of harmony 
between thought and world—I take a leap from that to say that I can see a path 
toward imagining that creating a space of possibility for the other is itself a 
mode of living ethically. In paragraph 448 of Philosophical investigations Witt-
genstein talks about the sentence, “I have no pain in my arm,” to ask, in what 
sense does my present painless state contain the possibility of pain? And now we 
can understand the importance Wittgenstein attributes to the fact that Frazer 
uses words like ghost or shade—words that already have a home in our language 
and thus enable us to see the connections between us and an “other” however 
far we might be in terms of social conventions because a space of possibility has 
been prepared through which we can project bits and pieces of our life (or my 
life in a particular corner of humanity I inhabit) to include some aspects of the 
life of the other.

Two ethnographic examples

I am extending what is a very precious thought in Wittgenstein—viz. how 
might we bring harmony between our words and our worlds given that truth is 
not a matter of fitting propositions to reality as if they were made for each other 
(as gloves are made for hands)? If we picture the everyday as the site where I 
engage the life of the other with all its threats and possibilities, what purchase 
does the idea of harmony between language and world have? How does ordi-
nary ethics and its denial look within this picture of the everyday?

I first take an ethnographic scene in which the existence of the other is seen 
as a threat to the survival of one’s own way of life and trace how the desire for 
the psychic annihilation of the other is expressed as a temptation to escape the 
everyday. I contrast this with a second scene in which a possibility for newness 
is created by taking a stance in which a discourse, somewhat foreign to the 
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prevailing one, is absorbed by the metaphor of “overhearing,” suggesting that 
even if one is not a direct addressee of the speech emanating from an elsewhere, 
could one still participate in it? I hope to make the examples work not to show 
commonalities between the examples given in my previous discussion of Witt-
genstein’s remarks on Frazer and the examples I offer but to demonstrate the 
force of Wittgenstein’s notion that examples help us to see how to go on—here, 
to go on with the question of how to think of ordinary ethics as engaging the 
life of the other. said otherwise, I am trying to release the potential contained in 
Wittgenstein’s critique of Frazer to think of the moral issues that contemporary 
conditions of living with the other raise.

Fairness and experiencing the other as a threat

In her marvelous book on fairness, class, and belonging in cotemporary 
england, katherine smith (2012) tracks the sense of being excluded, discrimi-
nated against, and even disenfranchised among english working class members 
and how these feelings come to be expressed in relation to their imagination of 
what Muslim immigrants are able to “extract” from the government.16 Although 
smith is much more interested in seeing how her informants’ notions of fairness 
relate to the discussion of fairness in Rawls and Habermas, her ethnographic 
intimacy with the people she talked to allows one to see how the expressions 
they use might be interpreted in the light of the previous discussion of how a 
space of possibility might be created or denied and its implications for thinking 
of our lives with the other.

smith’s working class respondents in Halleigh (in the vicinity of Manchester, 
uk) constantly evoked such expressions as “its not fair,” “there is no free speech” 
in relation to the presence of Muslims in Britain and in their own local com-
munities. sometimes these expressions were used to express what they felt was 
preferential treatment given to the Muslims in such matters as bending institu-
tional rules to accommodate their religious beliefs and at other times around an 

16. see also Das (2001) and Hage (1998) for a discussion on how violence against 
the other might be shot through with an experience of vulnerability of one’s own 
life. such folding of contradictory affects into each other alert us to the trance-
like character of the everyday variously characterized, as méconnaissance (Bourdieu 
1990), uncanniness (Cavell 1988), or the creation of a subjunctive reality that holds 
out the hope that life could become other than it is (seligman et al. 2008; Puett 
2014).



77WHAT Does oRDInARy eTHICs Look LIke?

unease with the veiling of the face, or not being able to share a sense of humor. 
on the question of veiling, one informant expressed his unease in the following 
way: “When we see someone and we are speaking to them, we like to see their 
faces. It’s our way of life here. But they don’t respect that. We just have to respect 
them in our country” (smith 2012: 94).

smith describes a more dramatic form of “protest” when Aaron, a young 
man who wanted to assert his right to free speech, began to wear a balaclava 
every sunday to various local pubs on the pretext that it was his “religion.” 
When asked by the landlords to either remove the balaclava or leave, he would 
shout, “This is my religion!” When asked why he was doing this, Aaron replied 
that he was carrying on a single-person protest against the fact that Jack straw, 
Member of Parliament, had felt compelled to offer a public apology for remarks 
made when he was Home secretary in 2006 pertaining to the discomfort he felt 
when talking to Muslim women who were wearing a niqab. straw had asked 
them to remove it if they wanted to speak to him or else to choose to speak to a 
female member of his staff instead of him. In Aaron’s words:

I put on a balaclava. I thought, right, I’m going to make a statement. you know, 
what if I wore a balaclava on a sunday. . . . It is my religion. . . . I have known the 
landlords in these pubs for years, but they have all come up to me and they would 
say, “. . . you’ve got to leave unless you want to take that off.” I told them, “I’m not 
taking this off. It’s my right to wear this. Its my religion.” (smith 2012: 93–94)

There are other instances smith describes where informants, both male and 
female, felt that their sense of what is funny, when is something a joke or when 
is it an insult, is not shared with the Muslim migrants. Called “having a barter,” 
the insults, quick-witted responses, and cultivating a disposition of “being not 
too sensitive” or “not taking it personally” were forms through which dyadic 
relations were maintained and exhibited in this working class neighborhood. As 
one of the informants explained, “It isn’t really insults. Well, it is, but we just like 
to have a laugh. We just wind each other up (2012: 114–15)?”

We could call the remarks made of the importance of “seeing a face” or “shar-
ing a sense of humor” as forms of quotidian racism through which Muslims are 
excluded from a shared life. But we might also focus on the way that talking 
abut Muslims in this way also begins to make what would have been an every-
day, unremarkable practice elsewhere—a subject of great excitement, a sense of 
becoming disjointed with life in this part of working class england—leading to 
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feelings that there can be no space prepared within this form of life for Muslim 
others. In Aaron’s actions in wearing the balaclava and proclaiming it to be his 
religion, we can see that there is a parodying of the niqab. yet Aaron seems un-
able to see that his actions are in the nature of a flight from the everyday—oth-
ers, including the landlords of the pub recognize this as the parody that it is and 
thus get him to leave.17 Might it have been possible for these men and women to 
imagine a different form of interaction with their Muslim neighbors if they had 
tried to see what connections they might make with other things there are in 
their lives—maybe replacing the polarity within which they cast their relations 
with Muslims by analogies that might allow them to connect ( Jackson 1987, 
forthcoming)? That such connections and analogies are regularly made and that 
certain words belonging to one tradition can be taken to be simply “words at 
hand” and used with different inflections across traditions is a common obser-
vation in many ethnographies on relations across different religious communi-
ties in India (Alam 2004; Chatterji 2012; Das 2010a, 2010b; Henn 2014). It 
is not that such possibilities of mutual engagement and recognition provide 
any guarantees against violence but as Bhrigupati singh (2015) argues, a mode 
of agonistic intimacy allows those who are locked in conflict at one threshold 
of life (say, in political contestations) to come together at another threshold 
of life (say, through practices of spirit possession). It is possible to think of 
the everyday as holding the potential for continuous transfigurations that can 
make everyday slights, grudges, betrayals, boredoms turn into lethal conflicts as 
I have shown in the case of one of the neighborhoods I worked in where years 
of small jealousies and grudges between members of two different religions and 
castes (Hindu Chamars and sikh siglikars) inhabiting two adjoining streets 
became a violent orgy of killings as more powerful political actors converted 
this space into a theater of conflict for national level political confrontations 
(see Das 2007, chapter 9). or else, as Fassin (2013) notes for police patrols 
deployed to keep order in areas where Muslim migrants live in the suburbs of 
Paris, the boredom of nothing happening can convert into a kind of quotidian 

17. I am not making the point that revealing the trance-like character of his fears will 
persuade Aaron that his form of life is not under threat by Muslims for it is within 
the structure of skepticism about the other that it makes it hard to awaken from 
such a trance. I do want to note, though, that others within his own social world 
find Aaron to be behaving in a weird fashion, showing that a different sense of what 
it is to live with these others is also part of the milieu, as smith’s ethnography also 
shows.
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racism in which police end up throwing around random insults and completely 
inappropriate body searches that could in turn grow into violent riots. Cavell 
(2007) asks us, social scientists, to consider how these “little deaths of everyday 
life” might become magnified by standing sources of social enmity—racism, 
casteism, sexism, elitism? The counterpoint might be that it is in small acts of 
everyday repair that what looks like a standing possibility of violence can be 
contained. singh’s (2015) work alerts us to changing rhythms, to the waxing 
and waning intensities, through which this life of the other is engaged. The 
recent work of scholars such as Al-Mohammad, Allan, Han, singh, Perdigon, 
on which I have drawn extensively in this lecture, makes us acutely aware of the 
textures of attentiveness in sustaining everyday life in which violence is kept at 
bay without ever the satisfaction that the problem of violence has been solved 
once for all.

Wittgenstein’s great insight into Frazer’s The golden bough was that Frazer is 
unable to see that the feeling of dread that he attributes to the past dark crimes 
committed by savages is related to his own constricted imagination of the life 
of the other. This constricted imagination is apparent in smith’s informants 
who could not see that the Muslim neighbor does not have to fit fully into 
their lives as they imagine it in order to be part of that life. But there is a flight 
into fantasy that prevents her informants from seeing what is before their eyes. 
After all, none of the Muslim women who wore the niqab were likely to be 
hanging around with Aaron in the pub—so his imagination of the threats they 
posed to his way of being was more a result of what Wittgenstein thought 
of as “superstition.” smith cites Jürgen Habermas (1990) on value disagree-
ments, which he argues become deliberations about “who we are” and how we 
evaluate what is a good life. For smith, Habermas’ formulation that we cannot 
jump out of a particular life history or form of life in which we actually find 
ourselves—and with which our identities are irrevocably tied up—resonates 
with what her respondents stated about the anxieties about preserving their 
forms of life (smith 2012: 91) But Wittgenstein would alert us to is the fact 
that a harmony between our words and our worlds is also about being able 
to imagine the possibility that we could be other than we are ( Jackson 2004, 
forthcoming).

I take Wittgenstein’s comparison of our language (and thus our forms of 
life) to a city that is never finished as evidence of the open character of forms of 
life though this open character does not mean it is infinitely stretchable. “our 
language can be seen as an ancient city; a maze of little streets and squares, of 
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old and new houses, and of houses with additions from various periods; and this 
surrounded by a multitude of new boroughs with straight regular streets and 
uniform houses” (Wittgenstein 1968: paragraph 18).

elsewhere I have suggested (see Das, forthcoming) that Wittgenstein’s re-
marks of Frazer (especially 27–34) are oriented to make us consider existence 
as always capable of being more, or other, than its present realizations. For 
all our worldliness, then, we might never be fully at home in any particular 
world. It is also the case that as the remark on our language being like a city 
suggests, the openness of the language one inhabits—that it can have suburbs 
that are well ordered and streets from old that are like mazes—our worlds are, 
indeed, open to newness (see also Mattingly 2014). of course, there are no 
guarantees that the imagination of this other in my life will work—and not 
swallow up my confidence that the forms of life itself might not disappear—
but it is precisely this uncertainty that becomes the challenge for everyday 
ethics.

A second example

Let me take a somewhat different example—that of how a new language of 
human rights is absorbed within a society that considers this language first to 
be alien but then opens itself to it through aligning its own conventions to the 
possibility of newness. In his work on human rights in Thailand, Don selby 
(2015) traces the trauma in Thai society at the potential of violence within 
Buddhism, which came to the surface in the brutal suppression and massacre 
of student demonstrations in 1976 in Bangkok in the course of the democracy 
movement. For many Buddhists, there was the further trauma of remember-
ing that the killings had been justified by powerful Buddhist monks such as 
kulliiowattho Bhikku, who argued that it was meritorious to kill Communists 
since they were the personifications of Mara—the evil incarnation in Bud-
dhism—whose purpose is to destroy Buddhism. Are the teachings of Buddha 
then capable of generating such brutal violence? social conventions did not 
permit open discussions but selby suggests that these anxieties were addressed 
through another language—that of human rights within the institutional spac-
es of the newly established national Human Rights Commission (nHRC), 
constitutionally mandated in 1997 and finally constituted in 2001. selby tracks 
how initially the language of human rights was treated as something that was 
simply “overheard,” as if the Thai people were not the direct addressees of this 
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discourse but had come to participate in it through indirect means. However, as 
complaints from citizens began to pour in and were adjudicated, the language 
of human rights came to be treated as another potential contained within Bud-
dhism (and not as coming from the West) as they thickened and gathered 
weight. The traditional institutional mechanisms such as those of face work 
or of patronage relations were bent and extended to do work for the nHRC 
(selby 2012). This is a fascinating example of how a space of possibility for 
newness was created by reinterpretation of what Buddhism might mean in 
the context of aspirations for democracy. selby’s comments that even without 
a proximal scene of devastation an event can occasion a turning back to the 
ordinary in novel ways (selby 2012, 2015). He thus thickens the notion of the 
actual everyday by showing the potential of violence contained within it and 
tracking how newness might be absorbed within the scene of sameness to ad-
dress moral disquiet.

of course not all forms of newness might be absorbed in this way by ex-
tending the notion of tradition. Commenting on the aspirations expressed in 
what many call the Arab spring, Talal Asad (2015) argues that traditions are 
plural and dynamic but that the events since 2011 in egypt show that modern 
liberal states make it difficult or even impossible to permit certain experiments 
in the new direction within a particular tradition; Asad’s analysis is complex 
and his conclusions about the possibility of a more just political formation in 
egypt are pessimistic. The uprisings in egypt, he says, expressed an aspiration 
that cannot be characterized as either “religious” or “secular” because people 
with religious and secular sensibilities were joined in their efforts to overthrow 
the old system and make a new beginning, to initiate a “democratic tradition” 
propelled by a desire that political obligation be founded on loyalty to the 
nation and not on fear of the state’s violence. But as the later violent suppres-
sion of the movement as well as the internal dissensions that developed within 
the movement showed, an aspiration is not a realization. As Asad summarizes 
these issues,

some years later, well after the July 3rd military coup, looking back at the January 
uprising, it becomes apparent that there never was a “revolution” because there 
was no new foundation. There was a moment of enthusiasm in the uprising, as in 
all major protests and rebellions, but the solidarity it generated was evanescent. A 
hopeful attempt at beginning a tradition never guarantees the hoped for future: 
clear aims, good judgment, patience, and willingness to learn a new language and 
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how to inhabit a new body, are required to respond to the various dangers and 
opportunities that emerge from attempts to found a new political order. (Asad 
2015: 8–9)

There are two important points that Asad is making. First, when one thinks of 
newness in terms of collective political action, it involves tectonic shifts that 
might be in the nature of slow changes that are not on the surface, and second, it 
involves the mobilization of energies that go into brining newness at the politi-
cal level (but these energies are not always durable). Asad seems to acutely feel 
the failure of the egyptian uprisings, noting that even among the Muslim intel-
lectuals and leaders he interviewed there was less awareness of what learning 
a new language might entail such that it could be recognized as both new and 
Islamic or egyptian. However, because Asad’s essay occasionally collapses the 
notion of tradition with that of a form of life, he might have underestimated the 
importance of these moments of heightened intensities within the life worlds 
and their potential for generating something that might exist for now in the 
margins of consciousness but might grow later into something yet unthought. 
said otherwise, one might ask if even failed political projects leave residues in 
the form of potential or unfinished stories that might reappear later in new 
ethical sensibilities in our lives. Thinking then of the everyday in terms of the 
potential, the actual, and the eventual, should free us from the default position 
that many scholars often unthinkingly fall into—viz., that the everyday is noth-
ing other than the site for routine, repetition, and acquired habits.18

eVeRyDAy As A MoDe oF ReInHABITIng

From thinking of everyday as the place where the life of the other is engaged, I 
move to the everyday as the space of rehabitation. In a paragraph that I continue 
to find compelling for my understanding of everyday life, Cavell (1994) dwells 

18. elsewhere I have tried to put pressure on the idea that habit is simple mechanical 
repetition, arguing that a more enriched understanding of habit sees it as an 
intermediary between the pole of the active and the passive in human action and 
not as a mere residue of repetition (Das 2012; for an excellent discussion on this 
point see also Hage 2014). I note for now that the opening up of the issue of 
habit as a creative force has yet to be fully assimilated in anthropological thinking 
(see especially Ravaisson 2008).
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on the abstract conceptual moment in Wittgenstein where he talks about his 
philosophy having destroyed what was, anyway, a house of cards. Cavell writes, 
“Could its [i.e., the conceptual moment’s] color have been evoked as the de-
struction of a forest by logging equipment, or of a field of flowers by the gather-
ing of a summer concert, or by the march of an army? not, I think if the idea is 
that we are going to have to pick up the pieces and find out how, and whether, 
to go on, that is go on living in this very place of devastation, as of something 
over” (Cavell 1994: 74).

The pictures of destruction that are first evoked here suggest that that those 
whose actions have (willfully or carelessly) destroyed a place of habitation (a 
forest, a field of flowers) have simply moved on with little regard to what was 
destroyed, whereas if we are to live in this place of devastation by picking up the 
pieces, the rubble, and remaking that place, we would need a different picture 
of what is destroyed in our lives and what it is to pick up the pieces again. I am 
sure that there are nuances in this passage that I do not fully comprehend but I 
feel confident enough to state that even when the space of destruction was dra-
matically present as in the violence of the Partition of India that I tried to docu-
ment, the space of devastation was not simply the moment of horror but how 
this was carried forward and made part of that life that was reinhabited by the 
dwelling again (Das 2007). This is how I rendered the life of Asha, one of the 
protagonists whose life from some outside perspective might have been seen as 
rebuilt through a second marriage but for whom this rebuilding was not simply 
moving on to something new but also entailed a repair of earlier relations that 
were destroyed by the forces that impinged on her life. The argument I put for-
ward here cannot be stated in terms of a simple contrast between a first-person 
perspective and a third-person perspective (i.e., from a first-person perspective 
she had not moved on whereas from a third-person perspective she had remar-
ries and successfully rebuilt her life) but it does require that as ethnographers 
we do not rush to offer explanations that ignore the question of what mattered 
to Asha. This theme has been brilliantly formulated by sandra Laugier (2005) 
who argues that what matters to one can serve as the touchstone of ethics as 
finding one’s voice, and by Arthur kleinman (2008) who shows how we might 
lose our sense of what matters in the plethora of voices that confront us from 
more abstract discourses on the ethical.

I briefly recapitulate the main points of this story in which the massive sec-
tarian and sexual violence during the Partition of India in 1947 did not register 
in any direct violence faced by Asha herself but in the fact that her already fragile 



84 VeenA DAs

position as a widowed daughter-in-law of a Hindu family became unsustainable 
with the death of her husband’s elder sister and the impossible desires kindled 
in the dead woman’s husband for her as well as her own uncertainty over what 
kind of betrayal would it be for her to surrender to these desires (see Das 2007, 
chapter 4). I described this unraveling of relations as “poisonous knowledge” and 
described both her dramatic contracting of another marriage (unheard of then 
for widows of upper caste families) and her patient cultivation of continued re-
lations with the women of her first husband’s family. I conveyed the devastation 
of her everyday life in the following way: “There was the poisonous knowledge 
that she was betrayed by her senior affinal kin as well as her brother, who could 
not sustain the long term commitment to a destitute sister. What was equally im-
portant for her was the knowledge that she may have betrayed her dead husband 
and his dead sister by the imagination of infidelity, and made a young child, her 
‘special’ adopted son, feel abandoned” (Das 2000: 222).

Fifteen years ago I interpreted Asha to have made a “choice”: “once her 
sexual being was recognized in the new kind of gaze—someone in the posi-
tion of a surrogate brother revealing himself to be a lover—she was propelled 
into making a choice. Would she wish to carry on a clandestine relation and 
participate in the ‘bad faith’ upon which Bourdieu (1990) recognizes the politics 
of kinship to be based? or would she accept the public opprobrium to which 
she subjected the family honor for a new definition of herself which promised a 
certain integrity, although as an exile from the life projects she had earlier for-
mulated for herself ” (Das 2000: 221). Fifteen years later it seems to me that if 
the word “choice” suggests that there were two commensurate alternatives then 
this was not a good word to have taken to render what she described. Let us 
listen once again to her words: “I have been very happy, very lucky, that I found 
someone good to marry me. . . . If jija ji (HZH) had not begun to make passes 
at me, I might have lived an ascetic life, appropriate to a widow in my husband’s 
house. .  .  . But after what happened between us, how could I have faced my 
sister-in-law? How could I have faced my husband in my next life? With him 
it is a connection for eternity. With my present husband—it is like two sticks 
brought together in a stormy sea—the union of a moment and then oblivion” 
(Das 2000: 217).

I must confess that the image she conveyed in these words was uncanny: a 
lifetime spent with a man who she had looked after, to whom she had borne two 
children, was like a meeting of two sticks in a stormy sea, simply because she 
was not his rightful wife in the eyes of god? surely this is not easy to render as 
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a “choice” she made if we think that this implies that the alternatives are some-
how commensurate or that what is at stake here is to choose between obligation 
and freedom.19 There is a moral picture of the world here that also made her own 
present life somehow opaque to her, and yet in the small acts she performed in 
keeping fidelity with her sister-in-law and in continuing to visit her “adopted” 
son with whom she had a special relationship, despite all the veiled insults about 
her marriage from the same brother-in-law who had awakened her own sexual-
ity, I saw a devotion to the world she could have just as well left behind. should 
we just call this the ethics of “being-together” rather than an ethics of the act 
that can be isolated and judged? In the last fifteen years I have been encouraged 
by the work of feminist scholars such as sameena Mulla (2014), who shows 
exquisite sensibility in her depiction of the weave of life within which victims 
of rape from African American families improvise and try to construct their 
own actions within a field of relations that is already marked by many forms 
of violence. The rape is experienced as one act in a series of other acts, and not 
the unique, world-destroying act that an outside rendering in law and moral-
ity make it to be. In one case, for instance, a woman refused to press charges 
against an uncle who had a history of incarceration and had raped her because 
her desire for justice would mean pressing charges and appearing in a court of 
law, acts that she suspected might unravel a whole set of knotted relations by 
putting relatives who were providing care of one sort or another within the kin-
ship network before the accusatory eyes of the law.

 But just what is it that such attention to women (and men) who struggle 
to make everyday life inhabitable by withholding themselves from trading ac-
cusations, or who swallow the poisonous knowledge of violations big and small, 

19. It should be clear that the target of my criticism here is my earlier self, for I think I 
fell into the default language of choice. However, the contrast between domains in 
societies dominated by what Joel Robbins (2007) called a morality of reproduction 
as distinct from other domains where a morality of freedom prevails gives culture the 
overarching place in determining the range of freedom available in a society. Much 
as I appreciate a rehabilitation of Durkheim and of obligations in Robbins, the 
work on their own culture performed by women like Asha shows that the struggle 
to find one’s voice is not simply divisible into domains of obligation and domains 
of freedom. Mikhail Bakhtin reminds us that the issue is that the singularity of 
the actual life lived cannot be absorbed into the idea of the “representative” man or 
woman (Bakhtin 1993: 77–78). That much social theory since Weber thinks of the 
ideal type of the individual (say, under Calvinism) as a unit of analysis should not 
blind us to the fact that the problem of singularity is of a different order than that 
of the average or the ideal individual type (see Humphrey 2008).



86 VeenA DAs

might achieve? Why worry so much about finding just the right expression: Is 
it choice? or passivity? or vulnerability to which all human action is exposed? I 
believe something is at stake for anthropology in thinking how our words might 
be aligned to the lives and stories we have been trusted with. Is this a good 
enough description of what we do as anthropologists? In many ways the very 
structure of participant observation as a method requires critical patience, acts 
of waiting, and letting different aspects of a story bubble up, or be offered in one 
way on one occasion and in another way on a different occasion. However, what 
it is to pay attention to expression (both that of one’s interlocutors and one’s 
own) through such acts of waiting is different from the kind of analysis done 
when we have “captured” the speech through compilation of recordings and are 
now analyzing it with techniques of linguistic analysis. For certain purposes 
when one is analyzing changes in speech patterns, for instance, or comparing 
regional variations in language use, these techniques serve very well, but I think 
we need to inquire if such methods do not lead to a retrospective false coherence 
that a narrative acquires simply because the context of telling has shifted.

There are some interesting criticisms about the mode of doing anthropol-
ogy through the critical patience of letting a story or several ways of telling a 
story emerge in bits and pieces that may be worth considering because they 
bring out some underlying assumptions about our picture of everyday life. Thus, 
for instance, Michael Lempert (2013) argues that ethical events require com-
municative labor to happen and are hence precarious achievements and that 
this complicates the very notion of the ethical that he attributes to me—viz., 
that the ethical is intrinsic to practice. I have, of course, maintained (or tried to 
maintain) throughout my work that what Wittgenstein gives us is not simply 
a theory of practice either in the Marxist sense of praxis or in the sense of 
Bourdieu’s logic of practice. In the work of scholars in the Wittgensteinian line-
age, I have argued, the everyday is not simply the world of routines or habits 
but is shadowed by doubts that can become world annihilating, as I show with 
my work on rumor. Indeed, even in the snippets of the story of Asha that I gave 
here, we see everyday life as laced with fantasy, often morphing into a scene of 
trance. That is why when rendering the lives of my interlocutors I have often 
reached a point at which I let indeterminacy and uncertainty as to what they 
mean remain in the text.

 What Lempert finds insufficiently specified in my writing is, in my reading 
of it, a result of another kind of fantasy that Lempert entertains and that shad-
ows his words. It is a fantasy that the other could be made wholly transparent 
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if only we had enough recording equipment to replace the human ear with the 
ear of the machine: “Consider Das,” he says, “who narrates with eloquence how 
‘small acts’ (Das 2012: 139) can do big things, from care to harm, without ever 
announcing what they do. This exposes the fragility of ethical events, but once we 
scrutinize real time ethical events with recordings and transcripts—as researchers on 
interaction do—we can see more vividly just how precarious ethical events are” 
(Lempert 2013: 371, emphasis added). “I want to dwell,” Lempert continues, 
“on this precariousness and argue that the study of ordinary ethics could do 
more to illuminate the labor and methods through which actors strain to make 
the ethical not just effective but intersubjectively evident” (Lempert 2013: 371).

As I hear the words of women like Asha and Manjit and men like Billu and 
children like Avtar and Vidya—all of whom live in my various writings (Das 
2000, 2007, 2012, 2015a)—I read them as having made the space of devasta-
tion yet again habitable by working and improvising on how to go on with the 
very pieces of rubble their lives had become, and thus to allow life to knit itself 
back, slowly, laboriously, pair by pair. I don’t see them as “straining to make 
the ethical intersubjectively evident.” Instead, I find here the stirrings of life: 
when the survivor of years of torture in an Iranian prison, whose husband had 
been executed in the same prison finds that she can suddenly fall in love and 
mind terribly at being forsaken (Talebi 2011) or when survivors of a horrendous 
genocide can begin to restore lost and broken sacred statues to newly animated 
Buddhist temples (guillou 2015). These stirring of life are not “communicative 
events” that have to be made “intersubjectively evident” as if there was first a 
private language and then came the event of making it apparent to the other by 
communicative labor. This is where finding “just the right expression” becomes a 
matter of not simply communicating but asking what is alive in thought: when 
would our words show us to be not of the same flesh?

I could not have taken a recorder to Asha or Manjit not only because words 
came unbidden but also because I felt that these women were not just telling me 
about events but about themselves—each of them was making herself known. It 
mattered whether Asha was speaking to me, her friend, or to a machine. Lan-
guage, as Wittgenstein (1968) said, is a city with an old maze of narrow streets 
and new suburbs with well laid out streets. I would have to be context-blind 
(if not soul-blind) to think what was at stake for Asha was simply some kind 
of communication of an event as in a testimony before a court of law. A tape 
recorder is not a neutral instrument for me through which one is getting pure 
unmediated speech—we must ask who the “you” is who is being addressed when 
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one speaks to a tape recorder or a video camera or a person. This does not make 
the work done with tape recorders and with mining of big data through captur-
ing the words that circulate on twitter or with hashtags in itself illegitimate, 
but it does ask that we think of the materiality of mediation in conceptualizing 
the difference between speech and voice (see Das 2007 and Vogel 2009 for the 
crucial difference between these registers of language and our relation to it).

nayanika Mookherjee’s (2015) book on the different lives of the stories of 
birangonas (lit. the war heroine), a title bestowed on women who had been raped 
by Pakistani soldiers or collaborators during the 1971 war of independence in 
what was then east Pakistan, shows the tortured terrain of the relation between 
publicity, secrecy, and everyday life. unlike the stories of rape and sexual viola-
tion told within a judicial framework as in Truth and Reconciliation Commis-
sions or in court trials, the stories of the four women birangonas did not come 
out in one go. There are contradictory affects with which the term birangonas 
comes to be infused in the local context: are they war heroines to be honored or 
soiled women (khota) to be shunned? such contradictory affects that Mookher-
jee encountered in the field served as a warning to her to wait and learn what 
questions to ask. Thus Mookherjee waited, immersing herself in the daily talks 
and the everyday socialities of the village. she was sometimes invited by one of 
the women’s husband to visit and hear their story; sometimes others pointed 
out to a family they felt she should visit and hear about their suffering. After 
all, a long time had passed between the time of the “incident”—ghotona—and 
the time of the telling. The story had gathered in itself, not only the memory 
of the original event but also how it was unearthed—“combed,” the expression 
Mookherjee uses repeatedly—by different kinds of actors and traded for differ-
ent values it carried. Mookherjee’s delicacy of touch is visible in the subtle ways 
she wards off pressure on the women from husbands or friends to “narrate” what 
happened. she lets the experiences of different kinds of violations (and not by 
the soldiers of the Pakistani army alone) to seep through the ordinary expres-
sions she finds, sometimes listening to what the women want her to “overhear” 
and at other times by her attentiveness to expressions that arise unbidden and 
evoke the sorrow or the terror of being brutally violated.

For the linguist anthropologist used to “capturing” the precise speech 
through the recording or videotaping equipment and then analyzing it in terms 
of an elaborate semiotic apparatus, this mode of collecting stories would seem 
suspect as it does to Lempert. But to the women who were subjected to the glare 
of media in the commemorative events in 1992 of the muktijuddho—the war of 
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1971, without fully understanding why they had been brought to these events or 
what their presence was testifying to—it was the tape recorder and a foreigner 
wishing to record their “testimony” that would have been threatening. The eth-
ics of storytelling here is not easy to discern for the stories that might seem 
to perform the task of criticism in one domain (say, that of national publicity) 
might become lethal for the impact they have on the one whose story is being 
told. Here the bearer of the story is not a generic raped woman but a woman 
with this kind of family history, this kind of local politics, and it is her singular-
ity that is at issue, not her place in the general scheme of things.

I remember in the context of the sikh survivors of brutal violence in sul-
tanpuri, one of the low-income areas in Delhi where I became intimate with 
many people, a man said to me, “It is our work to cry and your work to listen” 
(see Das 1991). Though this was an indicative utterance, it carried the force of 
the imperative to me. The bironganas whose history Mookherjee narrates spoke 
about giving her the mela itihash, the chorom itihash—lot of history, severe his-
tory. But Mookherjee seems to have known that the burden of carrying this gift 
was to find a way of speaking with tact, mindful of the fact that their stories 
were not to be traded through transcripts of recorded interviews but had to be 
told in a way that was faithful to the double bind of their wanting their stories 
to be told and not to be told. The ordinary ethics I speak about in this lecture 
binds the ethnographer and the people she finds in mutually discovering what 
it is to find one’s voice in one’s history. It seems the right kind of moment to ask 
how we might think of the relation between the first person, the second person, 
and the third person in the scene of everyday life. otherwise said, how does this 
triadic structure help us to think what it might mean to align the picture of the 
world with my world—or in Cavell’s signature theme, what is it to find my voice 
in my history?

THe gRAMMATICAL PeRson AnD THe TRIADIC 
sTRuCTuRe oF soCIAL InTeRACTIon

Abhinavagupta, the great scholar of the kashmiri monistic and tantric scholarly 
traditions, as well as the commentator of Anandavardhan’s Dhvanyaloka (ninth 
century), the inaugural text for a new aesthetic theory in sanskrit texts, reflects 
on the triadic structure of reality—idam sarvam trikarupameva, everything in 
this universe is of threefold nature—and uses evidence from the grammatical 
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structure of nonverb syntax as well as the triadic structure of grammatical per-
sons to interpret the deeper meaning of what it means to be addressed by shiva. 
It turns out that it is not only philosophers in the sansktiric traditions but also 
modern Western philosophers who see questions of moral obligations embed-
ded in the triadic structure of grammatical persons. I am interested in this sec-
tion to ask how one might take insights from the discussion on the grammatical 
person to illuminate the question around which I skirted in the last section – 
what does it mean to have a first-person perspective on one’s life (see Mattingly 
2014)? Might we generate ways of thinking why is it important to find one’s 
voice for any understanding of ethical life by taking a first-person perspective? 
Let me begin, however, not with the first person, but with the second person.

The second-person standpoint

The philosopher stephen Darwall (2006) defines the second-person standpoint 
as the perspective you take in relation to me, when we make and acknowledge 
claims on one another’s conduct and will. These claims from the second-person 
perspective might be explicit, as in acts of demanding, reproaching, or apolo-
gizing; or implicit, as in feelings of guilt and remorse.20 Darwall develops his 
theory of the second-person standpoint primarily in relation to normative felic-
ity conditions—i.e., under what conditions will I regard your claims on me to 
be justified. He gives us two scenarios: one in which the second person who is 
addressing me can draw upon valid reasons we share which give her authority to 
address me or demand something from me; and, the second, in which the second 
person can count on some such emotion as sympathy that makes me respond 
to the demand. An example of the first case might be the demand that a tax 
collector might make on me that I pay up; the second might be a beggar who 
looks at me with beseeching eyes as he thrusts forward an empty rice bowl. In 
the first case I am obligated to pay because the mutual relations between the tax 
collector and me in this scene of interaction grow from a contractual framework. 
The authority of the tax collector comes from our belonging to the same kind 
of community created through agreement on law. In the second case, I am not 
obliged to give the beggar anything but I might be moved to do so. I will not go 

20. see also Webb keane (2015 and this volume) for an acute analysis of grammatical 
persons—there are points of contact and points of divergence in our analyses that I 
bracket for now.
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into the further intricacies of what Darwall calls the normative felicity condi-
tions (adapting the vocabulary of Austin’s performative utterances) but I do note 
that the second person standpoint in this discussion is about (a) how impersonal 
rules or contracts are made to carry force in interactive situations; and, (b) how a 
moral demand might be made on me that stems either from a contractual moral-
ity or a noncontractual one that counts on my recognition of the beggar’s condi-
tion as somehow laying claim over me. However, Darwall makes no room for the 
fact that in this theater of you and me being face-to-face, a response might just 
be drawn out of me not because I can offer valid reasons for responding to your 
demand but something about my being this kind of “human” is at stake. one of 
the examples Darwall gives about reasons as to of why would someone respond 
to a request to stop causing pain—say, by removing his foot that is pressing on 
my foot—is that this act would make the world a better place to be in. My reac-
tion to this example with its kantian tone is that outside the reified world of 
philosophy, the normal reaction in such a case would be to just remove the foot 
perhaps with a mild apology because that is just what we do, unless the idea was 
to cause deliberate pain, in which case further explanations may be called for.

Is there something mysterious in the reaction that is elicited from someone 
when, say, one is moved to respond to the beggar or when you do not pause to 
think of offering justifications (even to yourself ) as to why you should remove 
your foot if you find yourself pressing on another’s foot, perhaps in a crowded 
bus? Al-Mohammad explains this by alluding to the relation between norm and 
normality in the following way:

Walking down a busy street, we often know how not to bump into one an-
other, right? erving goffman says: well, it is because people look at each other, 
they are glancing, their bodies are communicating with each other. Then you 
get Tim Ingold, saying—“no, no, it’s not a mental thing, it’s not about vision, 
there’s an embodied sense of where other bodies are.” so they are giving you a 
metaphysical story about how, walking down the street, we order our bodies 
in relation to other bodies. That story is about normativity. Walking down the 
street, when I see somebody whom I might bump into, I’ll open my body, I’ll 
slow my gait to let them pass. Bodies make demands and claims on other bod-
ies. (Al-Mohammad 2015)21

21. The informal style of Al-Mohammad’s prose reflects the occasion when these 
comments were offered in a debate. see goffman (1967) and Ingold (2000).
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Al-Mohammad is pointing to a critical idea—viz., that something about our 
embodiment takes into account the concrete other to whom we respond with-
out the necessity of positing a contractual framework of agreement. Cora Dia-
mond (1988) takes us deeper by showing that situations in which a normal 
order has been suspended, recognizing another as human becomes the pivotal 
point at which one might fall on the side of death or of life. Thus our concept 
of the human being is not simply a question of logical classifications but of our 
understanding of what a “human” life is. As she says, “It seems to be the view of 
many analytic philosophers that the concept of a human being is the concept of 
a member of a particular biological species, Homo sapiens. And, indeed, contem-
porary philosophy offers a sorry range of alternatives. It will allow that if ‘human 
being’ is a term for membership in a particular species, we may construe it as 
combining description of a thing as a member of that species with some evalua-
tion or prescription concerning the thing: ‘Protect its life’ and so on” (Diamond 
1988: 263). Thus, she recalls that whenever she suggested to other fellow phi-
losophers that the notion of the “human being” was of the greatest significance 
in moral thought, her suggestion was taken to imply that what she had in mind 
was something like a decent or admirable human being (member of a species 
plus something added to it).. However, what Diamond was aiming at, was to 
ask what does it mean to know someone as “human” in the way Wittgenstein 
asked what knowing that something is a chair is—viz., everyday experiences 
of sitting on a chair, knowing if it is alright to put your feet up, or to sit before 
being asked to, etc. Diamond then puts forward the simple but profound idea 
that it is part of the concept of a human being that an immense amount of what 
being human is, for us humans, can be present in a look that passes between 
two people; it is also part of the concept of the human that one’s humanity can 
equally be denied in a look. As ethnographers we are not always able to discern 
the significance of such moments when one’s humanity is negated in a second-
person way, except in exceptional circumstances—e.g., in the gaze of the nazi 
official who is sorting out which of the prisoners were ready to be sent to the 
gas chamber. But everyday life throws such challenges at us: for instance, I am 
repeatedly confronted by the realization that I do not know how to look at a 
beggar in the streets of Delhi as he is aggressively displaying his stump of an 
arm eaten up by leprosy and asking for money, whether I end up giving money 
or not. something in his glance—that this is what a human could become—
shames me in ways that I cannot describe. Diamond (1988) gives more weighty 
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examples from literature to show us, remind us, “this is what it is like to fail to 
accord such recognition, to refuse it.”

Take the great scene in War and peace in which Pierre’s life is saved. I cite 
Diamond’s discussion of the whole scene showing what can happen in a first-
person/second-person scene that is so different from the language of moral 
claims and rights and demands.

He [Pierre] is brought as prisoner before general Davouit, who, when he first 
looks up from the papers on his writing table, sees Pierre, who is standing be-
fore him, only as the present prisoner, the present circumstance to be dealt with; 
but something in Pierre’s voice makes him look at him intently. At that mo-
ment, “an immense number of things passed dimly through both their minds.” 
Tolstoy says nothing of what things; but they may be such things as scenes of 
childhood, of courtship, of the death of a parent or sibling, or (in Davouit’s 
case) of a fellow soldier; they may be hopes and dreams, perhaps in Davouit’s 
case those inspired, many years earlier, by the Revolution. In that second look, 
human relations between the two men are established; and it is that look which 
saves Pierre’s life. (Diamond 1988: 264)

Pairing this scene with one in Primo Levi (1958) in which too it is the exchange 
of glances in which the human is recognized or denied, Diamond says that what 
these writers show us is that there can be a depth of denial or of recognition tell-
ing us something about human life that has nothing to do with our choosing to 
evaluate things one way or another. “I cannot choose what weight it shall have 
that I fail you, or betray you, or that I on some occasion look at you but with 
a look that leaves you a mere circumstance and not a human being. Levi and 
Tolstoy show us, then, the shape of certain possibilities in human life” (Diamond 
1988: 265). she concludes that to have the concept of a human being is to know 
how thoughts and deeds and happenings are met, and how they give shape to a 
human story; it is a knowledge of possibilities, their weight and their mysterious-
ness. such a concept of the human radically differs from the concept of the hu-
man being as a member of the biological species Homo sapiens. What it is to grasp 
the biological concept is framed by different circumstances and needs than what 
it is to grasp the idea of the human in this interaction between two persons—but 
going further, the second-person standpoint here is not so much a standpoint as it 
is an absorption in the mutuality of life that we might create for each other.
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I appreciate Darwall’s sustained demonstration that to understand how 
moral rules are followed cannot be done by simply positing a third person that 
gives objective standards and rules and a first person who follows the rules as 
she makes herself the subject of these moral demands. Rather, we need to add 
a second person in the interactive scene. But going further, I hope Diamond’s 
excellent demonstration about how an exchange of glances between two people, 
the possibility that one might either recognize or deny the other’s humanity, 
brings to light the background conditions, a sense of what is natural to the 
human (by that she does not mean human as the given) helps us to take moral 
theory in different directions than that of demands and claims that arise within 
a contractual frame. unlike the kantian conception of an innate desire to obey 
the moral law because that would make the state of affairs to be better, we have 
here a picture of the ethical as embedded within these moments of recognition 
that contain within them also the lethal possibility of the denial of each other.

The noncontractual as the frame for relations

Perhaps it is possible to rethink the aspect of noncontractual basis of our moral 
and ethical lives in the following way. knud Løgstrup (1997) makes the case for 
such noncontractual morality in everyday life by insisting that “trust is essential 
to every conversation.” Developing this idea further, David Cockburn (2014) 
argues that speech is essentially a form of contact (not contract) between human 
beings. simple as this idea is, it draws from an essential register in Wittgen-
stein’s thought that “trust” that makes conversation possible is less a question 
of epistemological certainty and more a question of inhabiting a life together. 
A fundamental feature of testimony, Cockburn argues, is not that I come to 
believe in the truth of what another tells me because I take it to be evidence 
that things are as they are said to be but because in the process of offering and 
receiving testimony a relation is established between the speaker and the hearer. 
In Cockburn’s words: “There is a crucial contrast between believing what some-
one tells me and learning from the observation from her expressive behavior” 
(Cockburn 2014: emphasis added).

Distinguishing between epistemological stakes and ethical stakes in the idea 
that trust is necessary in a speech event between any two people, Cockburn 
establishes that the issues that arise in the context of testimony also arise in 
the context of ordinary speech. He gives an example to make this point. If, for 
instance, my friend mentions a person suddenly (say, Mary) and says she will be 
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here later while we are in the middle of a conversation on the weird behavior of 
another person (call him Barry) who has just given a speech, I might be puzzled 
for a moment but then realize it is Mary smith to whom she is referring, who is 
a friend of the speaker and might therefore know more about the situation. The 
meaning of my friend’s statement has dawned on me because I trust my friend’s 
words and so I strive to find how they could be meaningful. Cockburn’s thought 
connects to the technical requirements of conversation such as turn-taking but 
it also points to the difference between a view of language that assumes an “ex-
ternal” relation between language and the world (first a mental representation 
and then a communicative event to make it intersubjectively evident) and an 
internal relation in which we constantly read each other’s expressions together 
as beings who have a life in language.22 It is this trust that helps us put the best 
construction on words that seem opaque or out of place. In Cavell’s writings we 
see the tragic consequences when this trust gives way to skepticism and reason 
turns against itself, as was the case of othello demanding more and better evi-
dence of Desdemona’s fidelity or Lear demanding to be shown that Cordelia 
truly loves him (Cavell 1987). not trusting the words of the other is in effect a 
lack of trust in the other and in our mutual capacity to have a future together. 
In the examples Cavell gives from shakespeare, we see that small slights, hurts, 
insults in everyday conversations might transform into a psychic annihilation 
of the other.

The first-person and its opacity

one of the most compelling accounts I have read on suffering and responsive-
ness is an ethnography of African American families living with their termi-
nally ill children, facing their deaths, and taking on responsibilities for their 
care in the face of formidable obstacles (see Mattingly 2014). Cheryl Mattingly 
characterizes the theoretical frame of her book as that of a first-person virtue 
ethics but she is careful to explain that her experiences with these families have 
also led her to modify Aristotle’s theory of virtue. she explains, “Moral striving 
matters a great deal to people in all sorts of societies. What constitutes the good 

22. Cockburn calls the first a Lockean view of language and the second a Wittgensteinian 
view. In the first case, the trust in the other results from an epistemological leap and 
implies a rather constricted view of the other while in the later case, it flows more 
from a grasp of the general framework of human life within which particular ways 
of speaking and thinking gather their sense.
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life may vary widely from society to society, but it is difficult to imagine any 
community where this does not matter or where it has ceased to be important. 
. . . In fact, what may emerge from a focus on moral striving is not that people 
manage to live happy and flourishing lives but they are plagued by the threat of 
moral tragedy” (Mattingly 2014: 8).

Mattingly explains further that by a first-person virtue ethics she means 
that the aspirations of the families for a good life are not something that these 
care takers know in a “third-person sort of way,” as moral truths that are out in 
the world, but that these are commitments and perspectives they have come to 
give themselves (cf. Mahmood 2004). she describes how a woman or a family 
will keep alive a hope for a child against all odds and how the singularity of 
a child’s life appears in these narratives. The descriptions are contrasted with 
a third person perspective, such as that of a health worker who might have a 
different take on the situation of a terminally ill child on the basis of clinical 
prognosis. Between the objective knowledge of the health care worker and her 
mode of speaking and the way families strive to give expression to the value of 
this life for them, Mattingly finds that ethics is not only a matter of obligations 
that the families inherit but also of experiments that they conduct in the face 
of tremendous uncertainty and sorrow—an image evoked by the term “moral 
laboratories” in the title.

I have great sympathy with the attempt to define the project of caring 
through the lens of moral striving. My difficulty is that I do not see how a 
virtue ethics can be maintained without positing the narrative unity of life—a 
point MacIntyre (1984) insisted on in his critique of modernity. Indeed, one 
gets a sense that the families Mattingly describes with such tact are framing 
their stories in terms of a before and an after, giving it a narrative coherence. yet 
I suggest that there are two “background conditions” that inform Mattingly’s 
theorization of what she frames as “virtue ethics” and that cannot be character-
ized in a straightforward way as constituting a first-person perspective. First, the 
stories she chooses to elaborate on are those in which a redemptive story seems 
to be providing a dominant frame. Thus parents who recreate themselves from 
a state of moral depravity (addiction, aimless violence, indifference) to a state 
of moral plenitude are given a voice in the text because they are understand-
ingly the ones she admires and whom she befriended. There are others within 
the family who are not “up to the task” (as Mattingly puts it) and for whom she 
seems to have less sympathy. I wonder how making their stories appear in the 
text in whatever manner might have complicated the picture. second, the plot 
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lines as Mattingly convincingly shows seem to resonate with Christian narra-
tives of the conversion of the sinner, as does the figure of Jesus as the redeemer. 
How do these individual stories then get molded through the available genres? 
Put differently, how are third-person perspectives absorbed in the first person 
perspectives? What is the struggle of identifying what is my voice among the 
various voices that might live within me? My point is not that a first person 
perspective would have expunged all voices that come from the outside but that 
we need, perhaps, to dwell more explicitly on how I find myself in the dominant 
stories of my culture; equally important is the question of how do some voices 
retain the signs of their otherness? At one point in her discussion, Mattingly 
states that in the funeral orations on the occasion of the violent death of a young 
man, a gang member and friend of the dead youth says repeatedly, “The world is 
a cold, cruel place.” Mattingly goes on to say, “even the praise hymns sounded 
anguished. yet, the response of families like Leroy’s does not reflect the resigned 
despair that e. Valentine Daniel (1996) documents among the sri Lankans, or 
that nancy scheper-Hughes (1993) observes among destitute Brazilian moth-
ers who have come to accept the inevitable deaths of children ‘without weeping’” 
(Mattingly 2014: 192). Perhaps Mattingly might have leant more of her ear to 
such resigned despair among family members who were “not up to the task”?

It seems to me that what is distinctive in the stories of parents who found 
the resources within the Christian tradition to let themselves experience the 
tragedies that were unfolding was the presence of the second person, the child 
toward whom the stories are oriented, a fact that Mattingly never loses sight 
of ethnographically but passes over in her theoretical discussion since the first-
person and third-person perspectives are brought into conversation but not the 
mediation of the second person in her theoretical structure.23

23. It is not that Mattingly does not touch on these complexities. Thus, in a crucial 
passage, she writes, “This is not to suggest that that our experiences are in any 
simple sense clearly available to us or give us an unquestioned understanding of 
what presents itself. .  .  . What’s more, Lear comments, we have what he calls an 
‘ethical fantasy life, an inchoate sense that there is a remainder to life, something 
that is not captured in life as it is so far experienced.’ . . . This experiential givenness, 
in all its shadowy complexity, can be contrasted with a “third person perspective” 
that begins with the categories themselves” (Mattingly 2014: 13). Brilliant as this 
formulation is, it does not face up to the issue that the contrast between a shadowy 
experiential complexity of the first person and the categorical clarity of the third 
person is not enough, for missing in this account is the second person.
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It might be helpful here to consider the classic paper by elizabeth Ans-
combe on the first person and its opacity. While we are used to thinking of 
the triadic structure of personal pronouns as if the three terms were symmetri-
cal and indeed, while “I” functions syntactically like a proper name, Anscombe 
(1981) contends that it is not easy to know what “I” stands for (the argument is 
deeper than the idea that I is a shifter)—i.e., depending on context it can stand 
for Veena, or Michael, or Webb, or Didier. Anscombe offers a thought experi-
ment, which I will not repeat here but I hope some readers will be tempted to 
pursue it further. The import of the thought experiment, as I understand it, is 
that I know myself in a third-person kind of way—i.e., I know that I have this 
name, I can give you the name of my school, or many other facts of this kind. 
However, if it comes to reporting if I am in pain, or how I feel about the beggar 
in the street to which I referred earlier, or to the testimony I give about myself, 
I do not observe myself and then infer that this is how I feel. If I characterize 
these activities as self-reporting then what kind of self is the self on which I am 
reporting? It is after all not one object among others—for instance, I cannot en-
visage the possibility of laying aside my self somewhere and then searching here 
and there to find it. so what does it mean that in staging the doubts on how do I 
know that I exist (Descartes used the first person)—i.e., not how do I know that 
the world exists but how do I know I exist? Famously, Descartes did not find the 
proof of his existence in the fact that he has a body but in something like a mind 
or a soul. I must postpone for another occasion a detailed discussion of how 
such perplexities about the existence of the self are dramatized in Buddhist and 
Hindu texts, but I do wish to point out that these matters are not simply mat-
ters of cultural differences. Just as Locke asked if the I remains the same at the 
inception of an act (I am doing it) and when the act was done, these texts are full 
of examples about the continuity and instability of the self, the place of the you 
in defining me, not just a someone who has these publicly recognizable charac-
teristics but as challenging me to get a deeper sense of who I am. As Anscombe 
puts it, “Thus we find that if I is a referring expression, then Descartes was right 
in what the referent was. His position has, however, the intolerable difficulty of 
requiring an identification of the same referent in different ‘I’ thoughts. (This led 
Russell to speak of ‘short term selves’)” (Anscombe 1981: 31).

of course short-term selves would not be acceptable as a defense in a court 
of law, but even in a court of law there is some recognition that the expressions 
and actions that come out of me might not be strictly mine on certain occa-
sions, as in passion crimes or in the case of serious mental illness when we are 
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sometimes moved to say it is not the person who is speaking but the disease 
which is speaking. The same thought might be applied in ritual contexts when I 
might be dispossessed of myself by a spirit (Lambek 1981) or I might give my-
self on lease to another (the hotri priest in the vedic sacrifice) for the duration 
of the ritual (Das 1983; Malamoud 1996). In the famous dice scene in the Ma-
habharata that Hiltebeitel (2001) has examined in detail, when the protagonist, 
yudhishtihira, stakes his wife (the princess Druapadi) in a final desperate bid 
and loses her, she is dragged to the court in a disheveled condition.24 The ques-
tion she has for the assembly is, had the king staked himself before he staked 
me?—in other words, was he in possession of himself ? I have elsewhere exam-
ined how her question silences the most profound proponents of the dharma 
(dharma becomes mute, as I put it) and thus her question looms over the entire 
text, making the text itself into an argument with the gods (Das 2013).

Would it make a difference to the narration of individual lives that the pres-
sure of the cosmological or mythical in a world that inherits these kinds of 
sensitivities focuses on the impossibility of dharma, rather than on redemption 
narratives through the grace of a Jesus-like figure or through aligning oneself 
through a leap of faith to a figure like saint Paul (Robbins 2010)? I do not wish 
to suggest that there is only one possibility of self-formation in any particu-
lar cultural milieu—stories about saints, gurus, and divine grace abound in the 
Hindu texts and in lives—but perhaps we need to develop and sharpen these 
differences as heuristic exercises (if nothing else) in order to see how something 
like a triadic structure of personal pronouns that seems like a morally neutral 
grammatical form might be embedded in a cosmology that in turn gives a dif-
ferent moral coloring to our ideas of what is the self in relation to the world.

I offer one example of this thought experiment though I cannot elaborate 
it in any kind of detail here. Based on his studies of Indo-european, Émile  
Benveniste (1971) famously argued that that the first and second person stand 

24. The story of the epic is well known. It centers on the events that lead to a fraternal 
war of total destruction between two princely lineages, the Pandavas and the 
kauravas. The episode of the dice game is that of yudhisthira, the eldest brother of 
the five Pandavas, who is lured into a game of dice with his opponent, Duryodhan, 
the eldest brother of the kaurava lineage. After losing all his possessions in the 
rigged game, yudhishthira stakes Druapadi, the wife shared by the five brothers, 
and loses her in the dice game. Dragged to court where she is assumed to be now 
the common possession of the kauravas, Draupadi has one of the most profound 
discussions on dharma, or righteousness, that I discuss here.
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respectively for the speaker of the discourse and his or her addressee. The dia-
logical context was central for Benveniste for an understanding of the gram-
matical person—thus he was able to argue that the so-called third person, one 
who was spoken about was in certain respects a nonperson since he or she was 
not indexed as a participant in the dialogical scene.

The terms first person, second person, and third person, seem to indicate 
relative distance from the speaker or enunciator of discourse, so it is intrigu-
ing to see that in sanskrit the terms are uttam purusha (the supreme or best of 
persons), madhyam purusha (the intermediary, or one who is in-between), and 
pratham purusha (pratham literally means the “first” but it is intriguing that first 
here is used to designate what is the third in english grammar)—these desig-
nate respectively, the agent of speech, the listener, and the one spoken about 
who has the quality of both being third and being “first” because he or she can 
be brought into sentience through being addressed. Are these terms arbitrary 
designations or do they express a structure of aspirations?

Bettina Bäumer (2008) explains that in the canonical text Paratrisika, that 
Abhinavagupta comments on, the aspiration is to overcome the trichotomy of 
the three persons. The exegetical context is the explanation of the address of 
Bhairava (shiva) to the Devi (the goddess) in the expression shrnu devi, “listen 
devi.” For my purpose the most interesting aspect of the discussion is on the 
reliance on the vocative (shiva addresses Devi as thou)—the second person (or 
the medium). An important point I want to flag is that even in the dominant 
scheme of Panian grammar in which the dialogical context of the grammatical 
persons is not evident, the pratham purusha (the english third person) has the 
nature of a remainder—that which is left to be supplied after the supreme per-
son (I) and the intermediary or middle person (you) have been given their gram-
matical specifications. since the pratham purusha (english third person) is nara 
or man25—who is also insentient within this cosmology unless addressed—we 
get two conceptions of the english first person: the concrete I that is enmeshed 
in ego (ahamkara) and hence is like the insentient object (the third) and the “I” 

25. To clarify this point further, the grammatical persons are mapped onto the 
cosmological context when the grammatical rule is explained through the triadic 
character of tantra as shiva (the one who is the speaker); shakti, the goddess who 
is addressed; and nara (man) who has an insentient quality and hence occupies the 
place of the “third person”—thing-like—until he, too, can hear what is being said. 
grammar could not, in this system of thought, be separated from cosmology. I leave 
this as a pointer for future work on the grammatical person.



101WHAT Does oRDInARy eTHICs Look LIke?

that becomes the enunciator of discourse when incorporated in the fluid trans-
actions of the personal pronouns as they intersect and flow into each other.26

Consider this passage: “That which appears even as ‘this,’ when addressed, 
becomes completely enveloped with the I-feeling of the addressor. The ‘this’ 
which is different from the addressor, when addressed as ‘you’ becomes shakti” 
(cited in Bäumer 2008). other examples of the fluidity of the three persons are 
kalidasa’s addressing of the mountains in Meghaduta, “listen, oh mountains” 
that when thus addressed become a “you.” Conversely the “you” when addressed 
in the reverential form—bhavan gauravah—the honored one, becomes the third 
person. Finally in creating the plural of the uttam purush (english first person) 
in cooperative activity in which you and I are engaged—the you is assimilated 
in the uttam pursuha as “we.” “you and I are cooking” becomes “we are cook-
ing”—showing the preeminence of the “I.” This signals the thorny issue of the 
conditions under which “we” is allowed to subsume the “you”—a point I will 
briefly return to in the final concluding section.

The final point I want to make about the fluidity of the three persons in the 
process of exchange is that the discussion of grammar connects with the discus-
sion on aesthetic theory where the puzzle was to think how it is that poetry can 
move me (as listener or reader) to experience the emotions portrayed in a liter-
ary text as if they were my emotions. similarly, in the texts on ritual the puzzle 

26. Panini assigns the first and second person (designations according to english 
usage) on the basis of their cooccurrence with the pronouns asmad and yushmad, the 
abstract forms respectively of I and you, regardless of whether they are mentioned 
or omitted in the utterance. The third person is assigned by default to the remaining 
cases—sheshe prathamah. Ishwar kaul, the great kashmiri grammarian who was the 
first scholar to provide a systematic treatise of the grammar of a vernacular language, 
used a dominant Panian framework, but made brilliant innovations to render the 
specificity of kashmiri not in terms of deviations but as a set of rules diagonal 
to the Panian rules (see Del Bon and Vergiani 2008). In the case of the triadic 
structure of grammatical persons, he was probably influenced by Abhinavagupta 
for in his definition—the first (pratham), middle (madhyam), and the last (uttam) 
are determined by one who is not the person addressed, the person addressed, and 
the speaker, asrotr, srotr, vaktr bhedat (lit. due to the difference between nonhearer, 
hearer, and speaker). The tantric frame of the dialogue between shiva (the speaker) 
and shakti (the goddess who is addressed) is implicit.

  I realize that taking the sanskrit terminology for the grammatical persons 
appears confusing to the english reader but I do want to press on the point that 
there is a physiognomy to the words—so we feel disconcerted that the first person 
is actually the third person in english—but this might be an interesting experience 
for the reader.
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was that one could interpret a third person way of expressing an injunction as 
applying to oneself. Thus the person of the sacrificer in the mimamsa texts is 
indicated by the optative mood—svargakamah yajet—let one who is desirous of 
heaven perform sacrifice. How does the one who is performing sacrifice recog-
nize his desire in this general injunction?

My purpose here is not to give a detailed analysis of these texts on which 
there is already a formidable scholarship (Bäumer 2008; Lawrence 2008; Haag-
Bernede 2001) but to show that for all our exhortations in anthropology to 
be open to alternate traditions of thought, we anthropologists have simply not 
cultivated the apparatus to engage these alternate conceptions that might give 
thought a different direction. An important question that might arise at this 
point might be to ask if such discussions are now consigned to textual traditions 
without much relevance to people’s lives or if they were ever relevant to anyone 
except the scholars? I could give considerable evidence from literature that such 
a theoretical apparatus could illuminate important moments in various texts but 
I will give just one example of the flow between the first person, second person, 
and the third person (english terms) from my fieldwork.

one of the minor local leaders in the low-income neighborhood that I have 
studied is a Muslim living in a primarily Hindu neighborhood who is con-
sidered adept in dealing with the police and mediating with other officials in 
settling petty crimes or infringements of law. explaining how he came to enjoy 
this position of influence, he said, “I am their mama (MB) shakuni.” shakuni 
is an interesting character in the epic Mahabharata. The mother’s brother of 
the Duryodhana, who refuses to yield the rightful share of the kingdom to his 
cousins, the Pandavas—a refusal that ultimately leads to the war of kurukshetra 
and the annihilation of the warrior lineages. now it is clear from the text that 
Duryodhana was constantly instigated to enlarge the theater of war by shakuni, 
but it is not clear if this was because shakuni loved Duryodhana and his broth-
ers and hence wanted him to be the supreme king or if he hated the lineage 
of the kauravas from which Duryodhana hailed because Duryodhana’s father, 
king Dhritrashtra, had imprisoned all of shakuni’s brothers in the past because 
of a misunderstanding, where they all died of starvation. shakuni survived be-
cause they gave their meager rations to him to eat so that he, the cleverest of all 
of them, could survive and avenge the injustice done to them.

In the utterance, “I am their mama shakuni,” the Muslim leader is the enun-
ciator, the first person but we can see the presence of the second person in the 
same way that the honorific address to the second person was expressed through 
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the third person (their shakuni mama) while shakuni is the distant figure of the 
myth—the third person in whom the local leader recognizes himself from the 
angle of vision of his neighbors. This complex sentence—a self-disclosure—also 
shows how the leader left me to comprehend as best as I could whether he loved 
his neighbors or hated them and wanted their annihilation! I do not say that 
such modes of speaking could not be analyzed by the application of more famil-
iar (in anthropology) forms of semiotic analyses but unless we begin to actively 
deploy other frameworks of thought we will not know in advance what forms of 
resonances and differences we might detect.

A second example in which the vocative plays a crucial role is the imagi-
nary dialogue that my respondents often performed when explaining a particu-
lar situation. elsewhere I have given a detailed exposition of sanjeev gupta’s 
(a local leader) imaginary dialogue with an elected representative when he was 
explaining to me why they did not invite any elected representative on the occa-
sion of the inauguration of the new transformers in their locality (Das 2014a). 
His point was that electricity was legally sanctioned for their area, which was an 
“unauthorized colony” in legal parlance and hence fell in the gray zone where 
the law was not clear about their entitlements to basic services but the elected 
representative had not offered any help to expedite the process. gupta said, 
“aji sahib aap hote kaun hain—oh sahib, who are you?” with a string of further 
admonishments, as if the elected representative was present right before him. 
similar use of the vocative in relation to oneself is a very important literary 
device to express self-criticism (see an example of Rama addressing his own 
right arm with the contemptuous “re re” as he prepares to kill the learned shudra 
sage who was to be punished for daring to study the Vedas from the dramatist 
Bhavabhuti’s Uttarramacharita (see Das 2013). gupta is no grammarian but I 
found that my attentiveness to these forms of speech was guided by my famili-
arity with the discussions in such texts as that of aesthetic or ritual theory. such 
attention was in turn vital for me to disclose the work done in everyday life 
within which people could sometimes receive the place their culture had made 
for them as a gift and sometimes as a rebuke (cf. Favret-saada 2015).

THe IMAge oF THe WoRLD AnD THe MoRAL suBJeCT

We return in this section to the relation between the picture of the world and 
the moral subject—recall the earlier discussion from Diamond (1988) and 
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MacIntyre (1984) on the harmony between our moral concepts and our worlds. 
In relation to Henrich’s (1992) discussion of the moral image underlying kant’s 
notion that there is innate desire to obey the law, I had raised the question as to 
what happens if our sense of the world as a whole is that it is not a benign world. 
How would our concepts reflect such a state of affairs? I discuss two issues in 
this section: the first is the imagination in the Hindu conception of life that 
it is embedded in violence sometimes seen as the very condition of living and 
sometimes as the character of the times in which humans come into history; the 
second issue is with regard to particular forms of life such as the life of empire 
in which one cannot escape complicity with unjust projects even if one has tried 
to live a moral life according to one’s own light.

speaking of Jainism as a way of life, James Laidlaw (2014) in his compelling 
analysis of ethics through Foucault’s notions of practices of freedom, describes 
the dilemmas of lay Jains as follows:

It would be easily possible to portray a coherent project for the formation of a 
self-consistent virtual self (within Jainism). such a project is readily articulated in 
various levels of detail by Jain intellectuals (as no doubt it is by reformist Islamic 
leaders) and indeed by comparatively unlettered laypersons. What these Jains de-
scribe is elegant and in many ways compelling; a project for the attainment of 
spiritual perfection and enlightenment through the rigorous ascetic elimination of 
all desire, passion, and attachment; but it is literally unlivable. (Laidlaw 2014: 168)

Laidlaw also speaks about the sense of impossibility expressed by his Jain in-
formants as regards the ability to live a Jain life.

I noticed early on in fieldwork that one point many lay Jains were keen to make 
clear to me was that “Jainism is impossible.” By this they did not mean either 
that it is unclear what its teachings are or that it is literally impossible to follow 
them. . . . What people meant by “Jainism is impossible” is that for them, still 
committed as they are to their this-worldly life rather than to a soteriological 
path out of it, none of this tells them how to be a good Jain. .  .  . A good, lay 
Jain . . . should venerate, protect, and materially support those renouncers who 
follow the soteriological path; but this, because it requires good public standing, 
political and material resources . . . conflicts directly with the central precepts of 
virtuous ascetic life itself. The more you are a good lay Jain, the less you can be a 
true Jain. (Laidlaw 2014: 126, emphasis in original)
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now, Laidlaw interprets these expressions as indicative of the impossibility of 
living out a consistent moral vision and argues that a form of life such as Jain-
ism provides a set of conflicting values and those who have chosen to live a lay 
life must endure the contradictions it entails. Let me recount that in the Hindu 
conception of life (bracketing for the moment dialogues internal to the tradi-
tion) the expression “Jainism is impossible” would have been an indication of a 
certain kind of disappointment with human life. Let me illustrate.

In my earlier work, I examined the debates between Jains and Brahmins 
in a thirteenth-century text from gujarat, where the Brahmins contested the 
criticism against sacrifice by arguing that “life feeds upon life” and who can exist 
without causing some injury to the other—whether human, animal, plant, or 
the earth itself (see Das 1976, 2012)? This is a melancholic view of what it is to 
have human existence—and the idea of conflict of values or the choice between 
different values just does not capture this sense of melancholy that one has 
offended the world just by existing (cf. Diamond 2008)—yet the cure for this 
melancholy, the Brahmins seem to assert on behalf of the householder, is not 
escape but an embrace of this difficulty of reality. The difference between our 
(Laidlaw and mine) reading of “Jainism is impossible” hinges more on the tone, 
pitch, and physiognomy of words and what they imply about being awakened 
to one’s existence—making a choice between one set of values versus another 
simply fails for me to capture that sense of melancholy that surfaces off and on 
in Laidlaw’s ethnography.

Perhaps I can return once more to the Mahabharata and the category of 
noncruelty that emerges in the text. When the protagonist of the main story, yu-
dhisthira, is asked what is the highest dharma (conduct), he responds that non-
cruelty is the highest dharma. elsewhere I have argued (Das 2013) that through 
this and other stories, the text seems to suggest that when principles like dharma 
(righteous conduct) are elevated to become absolute, they themselves become 
productive of the annihilating violence that the text documents. Thus noncruelty 
rather than nonviolence is offered as the highest dharma as a scale more appro-
priate to the human. What the text offers is not a choice between nonviolence 
and noncruelty as two distinct values but a mode of being that can make it pos-
sible for humans to dwell not only with each other but with the animal, plant, 
and mineral world. In everyday life, the text seems to suggest, we are fenced off 
from certain experiences—we cannot know with certainty, for example, if we are 
truly loved, or what past karmas attach to us. Falling into the tempo of skepti-
cism we are capable of unleashing unprecedented violence: through the device 
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of side shadowing (instead of foreshadowing) the text suggests that our present 
actions might leave reservoirs of dangerous potentiality that will play out in the 
future. Thus, in every story the character is imagined as having a different pos-
sible self that lives out the consequences of actions that might have originated in 
a different imagination of the person. Draupadi, for instance, is the daughter of 
the mighty king Drupad, but her other names (yagyaseni and krishna) refer to 
her dark origins as a residue of a sacrifice that the king (Drupad) had performed 
for the birth of a mighty son who would defeat his enemies. These dark origins 
are what work out as she becomes the cause of the great war and an extinction of 
the kingly lineages whose constant wars have made the earth tired. The melan-
choly that marks this story comes from the realization that actions leave a trail of 
consequences so that even the most virtuous person might set off a destruction 
because we are not the masters of our own actions.

Laidlaw’s repeated references to the fact that ethical systems are not in the 
nature of coherent wholes is very well taken and demonstrated with the help of 
great ethnographic examples. He emphasizes that cosmologies might appear as 
coherent and well integrated when they are narrated but not as they are lived. 
There are various established norms, Laidlaw tells us, that “represent resources 
that may be drawn on in the continuous and unending conflict between these 
values, and the way people do this not only vary according to their dispositions 
and circumstances but they also typically change quite markedly in the course 
of their lives” (2014: 127). This description does a lot to dislodge the rather 
naïve morality that assumes an overdrawn contrast between unreflective habit 
and the interruptions brought be moments of moral breakdown—an implicit 
assumption about everyday life that I have repeatedly put into question. yet the 
language of different norms as “resources” and the person as balancing different 
norms as he or she makes choices is still tied to a model of rational action that 
suggests existential discomfort with what is possible but does not quite bring 
out the full promise of what such lives might entail by way of encountering luck, 
chance, and other contingencies that shape their lives. What does the propensi-
ty to accident tell us about the shape of our moral lives? Laidlaw considers these 
questions with reference to the limits of the self and the limits of responsibility 
in the juridical sense but not as parts of a lived reality within this kind of picture 
of the world. Ahead I offer an example of what this implies for constituting the 
ethical or moral subject. Laidlaw rightly argues that when notions of rebirth, 
circulation of souls between animal and humans, and karma are taken seriously, 
or when the dead are incorporated within the domain of kinship, the ethical 
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subject must extend beyond the lifetime of an individual. He asks, what kind of 
technologies of ethical self-fashioning might be available for the imagination of 
the shape of one’s life under these conditions? I have doubts that Foucault, on 
whom Laidlaw relies for thinking of ethics, is generally a good guide on these 
questions—I hope the reasons will become clear through the example of Manju, 
and a moral impulse of what demands proximity puts on us.

Manju’s eldest son was having an affair with a girl in the neighborhood who 
was from a different caste. He was also more of a vagabond and a footloose char-
acter who could never hold a job for long. In contrast, his younger brother was 
very sober and stable and contributed consistently to family income. The parents 
were completely opposed to the prospects of a “love marriage” for the elder son 
but the boy used all kinds of threats including that of suicide, so they bent to his 
will. unfortunately within two days of the marriage the girl ran away with anoth-
er man with whom she was also having an affair, taking away with her the jewelry 
that had been given in dowry and also stealing the jewelry that Manju had given 
her to wear during the wedding. I will not go into the details of the negotiations 
with the girl’s family, the police reports they had to file, the suicidal depression 
in which the son fell but instead, fast forward to an event one and a half years 
later. It transpired that the man she had run away with sold all the jewelry. They 
ran out of cash at the end of the first year having travelled to various places and 
lived lavishly in fancy hotels. The girl became pregnant and at that point her lover 
abandoned her. neither his parents nor her parents were willing to give her refuge. 
Her parents did support her until the birth of the child but then threw her out 
of the house. Manju said one evening she found that the girl had come back and 
was sitting on the doorstep with her infant daughter in her arms. Manju was furi-
ous but after a few hours of bearing this disturbing scenario, she invited mother 
and daughter to come in. As she explained, she could not bear the idea that the 
woman might have to turn to prostitution and that the infant girl’s future would 
be marked by sexual abuse or prostitution. since the family had kept the details 
of the elopement secret from the wider kin though there must have been rumors, 
Manju created a place for her in the family. Manju’s son too said he was reconciled 
to the fact that in his past birth he had “owed” her and her daughter something—
a debt or a restitution for his own bad behavior toward her in an earlier birth—so 
their conjugal relation was reestablished. From a wayward daughter-in-law the 
girl became a dutiful wife, mother, and daughter-in-law. Manju said with some 
ferocity that if her daughter-in-law had given birth to a boy she would not have 
taken her back for “she should have been punished for what she did.”
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These are the bare bones of the story, but they will suffice for the moment. 
It seems clear to me that a retrospective rendering of this story might be able 
to cast it in terms of Manju making a “decision” to accept her daughter-in-law 
despite her transgressions, but what she emphasized in her account was the 
existential pressure she felt at the sight of her daughter-in-law sitting on the 
doorstep with an infant in her arms, without food, without water, and unable to 
protect her daughter from a bleak future. If the ethical subject here is the set of 
relations rather than a individual who is the locus of decision, then a moral life 
is crafted as much out of the affective force of an attunement to this other who 
is not wholly other, who could be me, and to whom I may owe a debt from my 
past life whose nature is unknown in the here and the now. I submit that the 
usual paths that moral theory takes with its “ought” and its “should” simply do 
not suffice. The paths to a moral life do not lie here in either rule following or 
in taking recourse to technologies of self making but rather in the attentiveness 
through which one ties one’s own fate to that of the other.

 I did not expect to find an example of noncruelty in the slums in Delhi but 
just as in the Mahabharata, noncruelty is demonstrated in the story of a par-
rot who does not abandon a scorched tree though other trees with fruits and 
flowers are there; or yudhishthira, who does not abandon the stray dog who 
attaches himself to him27 in his last journey to heaven; so Manju could not 
turn away from the woman and the child who attach themselves to her. The 
point is that Manju knew that accepting the love child of another man that her 
daughter-in-law had borne would put pressure on the entire family but a moral 
response for her was the ability to bear this knowledge and to remain faithful to 
the contingency of caring for a child whom fate had attached to her. It is clear 
in the stories of the Mahabharata that no one would have blamed the parrot 
for abandoning the tree or blamed yudhishthira for abandoning the dog but 
each remained faithful to what fate had joined them to. I am inclined to say 

27. The story of the parrot is that the tree in which he had lived was scorched by the 
arrow of a hunter and withered away but while others left the scorched tree to make 
their home in other trees with fruits and flowers, the parrot stuck to it saying that 
he could not leave the tree where he had spent his life. The other story is of a stray 
dog that attaches itself to yudhisthira on his final journey to heaven. When urged 
to leave the dog so that he could ascend to heaven in his bodily form yudhithira 
prefers to forego heaven rather than abandon the dog. Both stories are offered as 
examples of noncruelty and show a morality premised not on contract but on being 
faithful to what has been contingently joined to one.
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that what Manju demonstrated was the quality of noncruelty as described in 
the Mahabharata but to put the weight of the ethical in terms of choices made 
between different norms seems alien to the feel of the event. Why some women 
like Manju are able to accept such events as what they were fated to bear while 
others cannot do so is a very difficult issue to resolve.

Laidlaw (2014) responds to my criticisms or friendly amendments by saying 
that for his Jain respondents, what I describe are sensitivities formed within a 
Hindu view of life—so the householder’s retort to the ascetic rings false within 
the Jain form of life. I appreciate this clarification and yet I wonder if such criti-
cisms do not ever surface—i.e., come unbidden outside the narrative of the lay 
Jain being unable to pursue the ideal of an ascetic life privileged by Laidlaw. For 
instance, for all the respect shown to the ascetic mode, Tulasidas, the author of 
Ramchiritamanas, one of the many vernacular renderings of the epic Ramayana, 
cannot refrain from criticizing the ascetic through the worlds of Maina, the 
mother of Parvati, who is appalled at seeing that as a bridegroom, shiva comes 
dressed like a wild ascetic for the wedding. Cursing narad, the wandering re-
nouncer who had arranged the marriage, she says famously, “bajnjh ka jaane 
prasav ki peeda—how would an infertile woman know the pain of childbirth?” 
Are such voices of interrogation from the householder’s perspective completely 
absent from the Jain world?

Whatever our differences, I think Laidlaw and I would agree that in both 
Jainism and Hinduism what we find is a response to the intolerable realization 
that one cannot live without committing some violence on the world. one de-
scription of ethical life or the sense of the ethical as it applies to life as a whole 
might be to see what kind of responsiveness we show to these conditions of 
human life both in the project of self-formation and in the way we inhabit the 
world. In that sense the subject of ethics is not simply an individual but also a 
whole way of life (see also Diamond 2008).28

28. This is the reason that one cannot simply pick up some discrete practice such as 
vegetarianism and take it as evidence that because Jains value vegetarianism, it 
orients diasporic Jains to embrace animal rights projects (Robbins 2015). We would 
have to inquire further if the conditions of human life to which vegetarianism is one 
response (accepting more diminutive concepts such as noncruelty being another), 
do the values that inform animal rights activism and thus that propel Jains into 
activism stem from the same picture of the moral word? or are these two partners 
in activism responding to different pictures of the world?
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Responding to the forms human life takes

In a recent essay Jonathan Lear (2015) emphasizes that if we are inhabitants of 
an unjust social order it is likely that our own possibilities for thought will be 
tainted by the very injustice we are trying to understand. Philosophical reflec-
tion on its own, he says, is limited here in two ways. First, there is the danger that 
reflection will itself be an illusion of “stepping back” to an impartial perspective 
(see also Lear 2006). Thus, the crippled nature of our thought will be enacted 
in reflection rather than addressed by it. second, in conditions of injustice, he 
argues, we suffer deprivation in imagination: we fail to envisage possibilities for 
life and thought. This cannot, of course, be the whole story for it is precisely 
conditions of injustice that make gandhi commit to a life in which political 
mobilization takes techniques of satyagrah (lit. insistence on truth though of-
ten translated as civil disobedience) as essential to life under colonialism. yet, 
is there merit in asking how our thought might get compromised under such 
conditions of injustice?

Lear illustrates his argument by a detailed consideration of J. M. Coetzee’s 
novel, Waiting for the barbarians (Coetzee [1980] 2004). Literary critic Matt 
DelConte (2007) argues that the four-wall present-tense structure in Coetzee’s 
novel makes it possible to see the events not as rendered retrospectively but in 
terms of an unfolding self-awareness in which the course of events is not given 
in advance. For Lear the importance of the novel lies not in its literary qualities 
alone but in the force with which it implicates the reader in the moral questions 
it poses. Here is a brief recapitulation of the novel as given in DelConte (2007).

Waiting for the barbarians portrays the ethical awakening of a nameless mag-
istrate, who, after witnessing the brutal torture of “barbarians” by the empire 
he serves, begins to recognize his own complicity in the empire’s colonizing 
agenda. suffering from anxieties of sexual and political impotence, the aging 
magistrate, also the novel’s narrator, initiates a (mainly physical) relationship 
with a “barbarian” woman, a member of the tribe that the empire seeks to van-
quish and a victim of its torture. After eventually “releasing” the woman back 
to her people, the magistrate is imprisoned and tortured by the empire who 
suspects him of colluding with the barbarians. ultimately, the empire’s contin-
gency is shown as most of the outpost’s inhabitants flee in fear of a presumed 
barbarian attack. The novel ends with the magistrate reclaiming—principally by 
default—his post to a depleted barracks, still unsure of his own relationship to 
the barbarians and to (literal and figurative) colonization.
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The shape of this ethical awakening that DelConte alludes to is the realiza-
tion by the magistrate of his own complicity in the project of empire even as 
he is horrified by the torture. DelConte’s main interest is in showing how the 
four-cornered present tense allows the novel to acquire an open-ended charac-
ter to engage readers in the visual economy of the difficulty of seeing what is 
before their eyes, even as the readers inhabit a different time than that of the 
characters. But he does not ask what the temporality of waiting, signaled in the 
title and also in the way Coetzee borrows the poet Cavafy’s title, might be—and 
yet as in Cavafy’s poem “Waiting for the barbarians,” the whole issue is that the 
barbarians do not come but the waiting has already become a way of living. Is a 
way of living the same as a form of life?

Anthropologists Pradip Jegannathan (2004) and ghassan Hage (2009) ar-
gue that what defines and sustains such a form of life in which there is no route 
to go forward or backward is waiting. If fearful anticipation is the main affect 
of this form of waiting (at checkpoints, in crowds, in cafes, in the school bus), 
if the barbarian or the terrorist is just one moment away, only it did not happen 
this time—but it will happen the next time so we better be watchful and suspi-
cious of every object we see lying around that might after all contain a bomb, 
every string of words we overhear that sound foreign—the world as a whole 
becomes pregnant with unforeseen dangers. This is simply the other side of the 
vulnerability and fragility of our world as a whole. Lear makes an important 
theoretical leap in characterizing waiting itself as a form of life, or the life that 
empire embodies.

The significant feature of waiting as a way of life, is that we come to imagine 
that the potential is always standing at the doorstep of reality, so polite conver-
sation might cover up the fact that the time of not-happening is also the time 
of happening; a time when empire is in the phase of preparation—waiting for 
the attacks to happen, oiling the factories in which weapons are being forged, 
intelligence operations that are scoping out the enemy territory—our complic-
ity in these acts does not have to be demonstrated to anyone: it is there. our 
ordinary talk, polite teatime conversations, and conventions not to discuss poli-
tics with guests over dinner—in all this the barbarian (terrorist) is everywhere 
and nowhere. Those who fall on the side of the barbaric must ask if there will 
be an end to this mode of warfare on behalf of empire. As the magistrate can 
see, Lear argues, empire is not a linear process: it is a circular one. In the end 
when the magistrate has himself been tortured for assumed complicity with the 
barbarians, he can only address one interlocutor:



112 VeenA DAs

“no, listen!” I say. “Do not misunderstand me, I am not blaming you or accusing 
you, I am long past that. Remember, I too have devoted a life to the law, I know 
its processes, I know that the workings of justice are often obscure. I am only try-
ing to understand. I am trying to understand the zone in which you live.” (cited 
in Lear 2015: 145)

If the notion of waiting as a form of life, made sense in relation to the structure 
of potentiality and the overriding affect of living in anticipation, then the mag-
istrate at the point at which he reflects the structure of a life lived in accordance 
with the law, must come to see the opacity of the world he has participated in.

I did not mean to get embroiled in this. I am a country magistrate, a responsible 
official in the service of the empire, serving out my days on this lazy frontier, 
waiting to retire. I collect the tithes and taxes, administer the communal lands, 
see that the garrison is provided for, supervise the junior officers who are the 
only officers we have here, keep an eye on trade, preside over the law-court twice 
a week. For the rest I watch the sun rise and set, eat and sleep and am content.
 When I pass away I hope to merit three lines of small print in the Impe-
rial gazette. I have not asked for more than a quiet life in quiet times. (Coetzee 
2004: 7)

But a quiet life and a quiet passing away is precisely what will not be granted 
to the magistrate for there are no innocent witnesses in world in which empire 
creates and then feeds on images of disaster. Is the population of the civilized 
world that contributes to its maintenance without directly participating in tor-
ture fenced off from the zone of life in which the torturer lives? What is the 
texture of this fencing off?

said in a different way, I am left to wonder if simply characterizing waiting 
as a form of life is sufficient specification of its texture. If we understand the 
form that empire takes, do we understand the life it creates? I am inclined to 
think that it is the way life slides into nonlife, or the human into the monstrous 
that is at stake here. A passage from Cavell (1979) seems to shine a light here.

We are more or less accustomed to think of this response (to classical tragedy) as 
made up of pity and terror, as if what we witness is the subjection of the human 
being to states of violence, to one’s own and to others; for example, terror at the 
causes and consequences of human rage, jealousy, ambition, pride, self-ignorance. 



113WHAT Does oRDInARy eTHICs Look LIke?

. . . But suppose that there is a mode of tragedy in which what we witness is the 
subjection of the human being to states of violation, a perception that not merely 
human law but human nature itself can be abrogated. . .  . The particular mys-
teriousness in Hamlet’s motivation may be in persisting in looking through his 
events for an object of terror. We should try looking at him as a figure of horror 
to himself. (Cavell 1979: 419–20)

For the magistrate the problem is that the torturer is not a figure of horror to 
himself; the horror the torturer evokes does not lie in his taking a monstrous 
shape but in the human shape of things he can still engage in.

“I am trying to imagine how you breathe and eat and live from day to day. 
But I cannot! That is what troubles me! If I were he, I say to myself, my hands 
would feel so dirty that it would choke me . . .” (Coetzee 2004: 123–24).

I stated earlier in this lecture that Diamond captures something profound in 
the idea about the human, as that which is revealed and concealed in a simple 
exchange of glances. But we might find this common sense precisely at the mo-
ment when it is expelled from a form of life—only of that which is the human 
can we speak of its inhumanity—the brilliance of Coetzee lies in locating that 
expulsion of the human common sense in the mystery that a torturer can behave 
like an ordinary human being. In such cases it might be more appropriate to 
speak not of a form of life but of a form of death that has been produced from 
the womb of the everyday within the structure of empire.

I conclude this section with the reflection that what is at stake, then, in the 
moral is our sense of life as a whole. For many scholars the moral or the ethi-
cal is best understood at moments when there is a breakdown of our habitual 
modes of dwelling in the world (Zigon 2007, 2009) and there is no doubt that 
sometimes people narrate their lives in this manner. However, to privilege these 
moments as if it was self-evident that they reflect the ethical in some pure form 
is to overlook precisely the kinds of complexities that a more sustained reflec-
tion on everyday life such as the life of the magistrate reveals. even if we were 
never to have participated in torture, or in inflicting direct violence on anyone, 
the Hindu sensibilities I described earlier, or the life of empire in which we all 
presently live, would leave the haunting question of how we are made complicit 
in the violence that is part of our lives. How would one endure life rather than 
how one would resolve a moral dilemma in the gripping drama of the dark 
night of the soul becomes the pressing issue. In the final and concluding section 
I offer some reflections on the implications of using our imagination to bring 
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forth a picture of everyday life within which we might seek to find ways of be-
ing with others while accepting the moderate immorality in which everyday life 
implicates us.

ConCLuDIng ReFLeCTIons

My aim in this lecture has not been to put forward an argument but to ask how 
living with the fragility, vulnerability, joys, and sorrows that everyday life entails 
might reveal the contours of our ethical lives. In the process I have engaged 
the work of anthropologists and philosophers in a spirit of learning from them 
but also detecting the manner in which even when words look similar to the 
ones used by scholars in the Wittgensteinian lineage—everyday life, fragility, 
agreement, choice, ordinary, ethical, moral, world, natural, social, life, conversa-
tion, habit (for instance)—these are anchored to very different pictures of the 
everyday. Within the constraints of writing I have had to organize my reflec-
tions as if there were a linear progression of ideas but in fact one might think of 
the different sections as different panels that are simultaneously present as the 
narrator moves backward and forward by shining her torch on one for a time 
and then moves to anther to come back to the first one again later, much as the 
storyteller does in relation to a panel of images in many genres of performance 
in India. nevertheless, it may be helpful here to recapitulate the major concerns 
in a schematic fashion.

First, I have argued that moral concepts do not have sharp boundaries, which 
is why I do not begin with some axiomatic statement about the definition of 
ethics. Instead, I argue that concepts of ethical, unethical, moral, among others, 
force themselves upon us. This is surely because how we are within a form of life 
does not draw sharp boundaries between us and them—the anthropologist and 
ways and those on whom we write. one of my friends who is an amil (Muslim 
healer) remarked to me that this “anthropology” that I practice was like his 
“amiliyat” for both of us were destined to hear stories of human suffering (Das 
2015a) This does not mean that cultural differences can be simply elided under 
an overarching notion of the human but that like our interlocutors we too can 
imagine ourselves as being “us” and as being “them”—i.e., an imagination of the 
fact that our lives could have been otherwise. This is a different imagination of 
the self in everyday life than that of the judge charged with separating wrong 
from right.
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second, I have argued that everyday life cannot be taken as simply given. 
Instead, the rendering of everyday life depends on what our imagination of the 
everyday is. If we imagine everyday life as the domestic, then threats to it will 
be seen in the vocabulary of kinship; if we see it as the place of banal repetition, 
then the threats might be seen as emanating from a hostile outside or a slow 
corrosion of the inside. In all such descriptions, notions of what is ethical are 
intimately tied with the ever-present threat of skepticism—of doubt that what 
is ethical brings into being what is unethical. This is not a matter of evaluative 
judgments from the perspective of one who stands outside the flux of life but of 
the difficulty of knowing or mastering our own experience. We certainly judge 
the rightness of expressions or the truthfulness of our responses but this is done 
from within a form of life and the meaning of even a moment can take a lifetime 
to decipher and come to terms with.

Third, I have reflected on the opacity of our experience as well as the opacity 
of the world as we discover how the limits of the world and the limits of the 
subject are coconstituted. This is why we come across such notions as that of 
one’s complicity in a world in which torture, sexual violence, or other forms of 
injustice permeate life. even if I have never participated in any of these atroci-
ties, I have not (at least by my lights) led a blameless ethical life. one continues 
to be haunted by what is one’s responsibility in allowing such a state of affairs to 
persist as I find in literary texts and in many discussions with my interlocutors. 
(Here I find an affinity with Laidlaw’s rendering of the life of the Jains.) I detect 
this thought in Hindu and Jain notions of the malignancy of life that gener-
ates a certain melancholy about the possibilities of claiming an ethical life for 
oneself. I show how such concepts as noncruelty are generated as more humble 
counterparts to any grand conceptions of the ethical. The register of the every-
day in which the ethical might be imagined as based on a noncontractual moral-
ity is that of keeping faith with those that fate has contingently attached us to. 
This is a picture of obligation that does not derive from rules or contracts but 
from a sense of what it is to respond to the need of another. Making a space for 
the other in our form of life requires a kind of awakening from the trance-like 
character that everyday life can take and into which we might fall. An example 
I gave was the imaginary of immigrants swallowing up the way of life of their 
host countries. Concepts such as xenophobia fail to capture the excess in which 
hate can take the lethal form of violence that violates our idea of life itself (Das 
2007). The problematic here is how forms of life also generate forms of death so 
that everyday life is not seen as a haven from the tribulations of a horrible world. 
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At the same time it is in the everyday that we might find the work of repair 
that is constantly engaged whether through creation of ritual spaces, or through 
silent unremarkable acts of caring or of absorbing the poisonous knowledge that 
large and small events secrete into our lives.

Finally, I have suggested through the examples I use the singular individu-
als from both literature and ethnography who I take as figures of thought, and 
finally through the conceptual distinctions from sanskrit texts that I bring into 
my own text, that what is at stake is not the creation of a specialized vocabulary 
for rendering ethical life knowable but of asking how spaces of possibility might 
be opened that allow the foreign-sounding discussions to be absorbed into our 
own pictures of thinking.29 Here the issue is what will give concepts life, not 
how can we use concepts to make evaluative judgments either about individual 
acts or about whole forms of life? I submit that just as no single culture has a 
purchase over history so I would say that if our modes of thinking are not open 
to the other (e.g., Indic, Islamic, Amazonian thought) then our concepts too, 
like our moral lives, might be in danger of withering away.

Meanwhile the final words belong to Cora Diamond (2000).
We may then think that there is thought and talk that has as its subject 

matter what the good life is for human beings, or what principles or actions 
we should accept; so then philosophical ethics will be philosophy of that area 
of thought and talk. But you do not have to think that; and Wittgenstein re-
jects that conception of ethics. Just as logic is not, for Wittgenstein, a particular 
subject with its own body of truths, but penetrates all thought, so ethics has no 
particular subject matter. Rather, an ethical sprit, an attitude to the world and 
life, can penetrate any world and thought. so the contrast I want is between eth-
ics conceived as a sphere of discourse among others in contrast with ethics tied 
to everything there is or can be, the world as a whole, life (Diamond 2000: 153).

In my make-believe language (like that of the invented language 
of the barbarian women), I conclude with the invocation of a powerful 

29. As with any notion of a “we” the boundaries of this collective first person are left 
deliberately open—the “we” might expand or contract according to whether I 
recognize myself in that collectivity. similarly, I might indeed need concepts to 
have sharp boundaries when in a court of law or when determining the therapeutic 
regime for a well-known illness and its protocols for treatment but this is because 
specificity here responds to a genuine need whereas in other cases boundaries might 
cut out what might have given one life.
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mantra—ititamamshudhamkritam—thus all is purified. But as every ritual spe-
cialist knows, the residues will acquire a life of their own.
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lecture three

Varieties of ethical stance

Webb Keane

Ethical crEaturEs

humans are ethical creatures. They just are the sort of being that is prone to 
taking ethical stances toward themselves and others (see laidlaw 2014: 1–4). 
Their everyday activities are saturated with judgments and values, at least some 
of which are oriented toward ends that cannot be explained by immediate util-
ity, egoistic gain, or the neutral workings of causal mechanisms. People evaluate 
their own and others’ conduct in this light. This is plausibly the case even for 
those who defy norms and transgress local values. in some respect, such evalu-
ations underwrite the sense of self and its purposes. anything this ubiquitous 
is likely also to work below the level of any individual’s conscious awareness 
most of the time. in its sheer ordinariness, ethics can seem most compelling and 
convincing when it remains habitual, instinctual, and tacit. Yet ethics is also the 
topic of endless talk, thought, disagreement, and intentional efforts. it may ap-
pear to be most truly ethical when it is the product of conscious reflection and 
purposeful work.

Faced with these two apparently opposed portrayals of ethical life, anthro-
pologists often ask us to take sides between them (see, for instance, Das 2012 
and this volume; lambek 2010, 2015, and this volume; lempert 2013, 2015; 
robbins 2007; Zigon 2007). One long tradition tends to view ethics as a matter 
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of rules, obligations, constraints, and other socially recognized norms that peo-
ple can describe and debate. another tradition stresses the flow of experience, 
embodiment, intuitions, and unselfconscious habits, and tends to be suspicious 
of talk and effort. (This suspicion is hardly confined to contemporary anthropol-
ogy. For example, it also worried ancient chinese philosophers; see slingerland 
[2007].)

i think it’s a mistake to put it this way, a matter of either/or: both perspec-
tives capture something important about ethical life. Much of the time we are 
in the midst of the action; sometimes, however, we stand apart from it and view 
it from afar. These stances, and the ability to shift between them, are fundamen-
tal human capacities: neither of them is peculiar only to certain kinds of social 
worlds (like those of hunter-gatherers on the one hand, or techno-science on 
the other) or historical moments (such as some precolonial condition or else 
modernity), although one may find more favor ideologically and become more 
elaborated practically in some contexts than the other. This essay argues that 
any ethnographic approach to ethics must understand both kinds of stance and 
the dynamics by which they are implicated with one another. to that end, this 
essay works with a broad definition of ethical life to refer to people’s actions and 
to their sense of themselves and of other people (and sometimes entities such as 
gods or animals), that are oriented with reference to values and ends that are not 
in turn defined as the means to some further ends. Of course, as i’ve suggested, 
any given individual may act in defiance of those evaluations, but he or she is 
rarely just indifferent to them.

Elsewhere i discuss some of the universalizing claims that have been made 
about moral psychology dimensions of ethics and their implications for the 
purported distinction between nature and culture (see Keane 2016). This es-
say (which draws from the volume just cited) focuses on the dialectics at play 
within social interaction, and between everyday interactions and the ongoing 
reshaping of ethics in its distinctive historical formations. at the heart of these 
dialectics are what we could call the first-, second-, and third- person stances. 
i’ll have more to say about these in a moment. to start, however, consider this 
thought experiment posed by one of the founders of philosophical utilitarian-
ism, William Godwin, in the eighteenth century. if a house is burning and i 
can save either bishop Fenelon (an important social reformer and defender of 
human rights) or his chambermaid, but not both, which should i save? Godwin 
gives an early version of what would become a utilitarian answer. The rational 
choice is that which results in the greater good overall:



129VariEtiEs OF Ethical stancE

supposing the chambermaid had been my wife, my mother or my benefactor. 
This would not alter the truth of the proposition. The life of Fenelon would still be 
more valuable than that of the chambermaid; and justice, pure, unadulterated jus-
tice, would still have preferred that which was most valuable. (Godwin 1793: 83)

accordingly, the bishop should be saved because his life has greater social value 
than the chambermaid’s. but what if the maid is also my mother? should calcu-
lations of utility trump the ethics of kinship? Godwin thinks so. but if they do, 
what kind of person would that show you to be? as the philosopher bernard 
Williams remarks, if you hesitate in order to work out the justification for sav-
ing your mother rather than instinctively pulling her from the flames, that is 
“one thought too many” (1981: 18). The point is that saving the bishop is not 
just based on pure moral reasoning but on taking the objective position of an 
empirical social scientist. to do so is also to deny the first-person subjectivity, 
situatedness, and emotional logic of the actor in favor of the third-person stance 
of someone who views the action from outside.

Ethnographic tradition pushes back against this third-person stance in sev-
eral ways. One is expressed in Michael lambek’s remark that “one of the virtues 
of practicing ethnographic fieldwork is that you see how people act in good 
faith, how they try to do what they think is right in the face of conflict and try 
to maintain self respect in conditions that work to undermine it” (2000: 318). 
This succinctly captures a distinctive feature of ethnography, the role we accord 
to people’s self-understanding (an argument developed further in Keane 2003). 
but of course it also poses a problem. The first-person has its limits. For one 
thing, the horizons around it may be obscured, the insights it offers clouded. 
if we privilege people’s self-understanding, how can we justify any critical per-
spective at all that departs from people’s self-interested grasp of things? i will 
argue that one way is to recognize how people’s capacity for the third-person 
stance chronically enters into their actions.

When confronted with the universals of philosophical reason or psychologi-
cal research, anthropologists commonly insist on the local, the variable, their 
particularity, and their incommensurability. in that vein, i might give you a story 
from my own fieldwork in the 1980s and 1990s, on the island of sumba, a rural 
indonesian backwater (Keane 1997, 2007). One of the key structural features 
of sumbanese society is asymmetrical marriage alliance. sumbanese belong to 
their father’s clan. Each clan is allied with certain other clans through marriages. 
in each generation, new marriages should renew those alliances. The way this 
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works in practice is that a man is supposed to marry a woman from the same 
clan that his mother came from. The ideal marriage, because it is the closest way 
to reproduce your father’s marriage, is for a man to marry his mother’s brother’s 
daughter (thus a woman should marry her father’s sister’s son). These alliances 
are asymmetrical: the worst thing a man could do is reverse the direction and 
marry a woman from the clan into which his sister should marry. although 
clans are large enough, and the ways one defines kin flexible enough that there 
is some room for individual choice, alliances are a matter of collective interest 
and are negotiated by teams of elders from the clans involved. Marriage is far 
too important to be left to the personal preferences of the future husband and 
wife. it is also too expensive for any individual to sponsor, since the alliance is 
established through the elaborate negotiation and exchange of valuables like 
pigs, horses, gold, and ivory, which reinforce ongoing relations of reciprocity and 
debt between affines. These negotiations and exchanges provide a public stage 
on which clans display their status, elders their political clout, negotiators their 
command of poetic speech, and individuals their wealth.

Many americans to whom i have described the sumbanese marriage sys-
tem react strongly. it runs against some of their core ethical values, such as 
individual autonomy, the free choice of a spouse, the idea of a love match and 
companionate union, and the elevation of sentiment over material goods in the 
domestic sphere. it is against this background that i had a conversation with the 
elderly mother in the family with whom i lived at the time. having talked often 
about their own marriage system, a topic sumbanese find endlessly fascinating, 
she asked me whom my people are supposed to wed and what goods we use to 
accomplish it. When i told her it was up to the man and woman themselves, 
that there were no rules except for the prohibition on incest, and that we do not 
give goods in order to do it, she was visibly appalled. Thinking about my reply 
for a moment, she finally exclaimed with shock, “so americans just mate like 
animals!”

a conventional way to tell this story is as an illustration of cultural relativ-
ism: they have their values and we have ours, and neither should be judged in 
light of the other. The clash between the two value systems has the salutary 
effect of denaturalizing what had seemed natural and fundamental to the naïve 
person on either side. From this denaturalizing effect, one might then draw 
the conclusion that values are social constructions, each system wholly distinct 
from, or even incommensurate with, the other (Povinelli 2001). but the idea 
of cultural relativism has not always fared well. For one thing, the view that 
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cultures are more or less bounded entities, self-contained, and internally con-
sistent, has been hard to sustain in a world of constant migration, state penetra-
tion, mass media, global religions, and so forth. a veiled Muslim woman who is 
the paragon of virtue in algeria might find herself the object of moral indigna-
tion in France; so too the scantily clad German tourist in Java. nor are cultural 
complexity and permeability necessarily just modern phenomena: some would 
argue that cultural worlds have always been exposed both to “external” influence 
and “internal” contradictions by their very nature.

here is another angle: the ethics underlying my sumbanese friend’s reaction 
is not entirely unrecognizable even to a freedom-loving american. although 
the values in each marriage system seem directly opposed to one another, this 
woman appeals to some other principles that look familiar. she recognizes that 
different communities have different marriage systems, something true even 
across the small island of sumba. after all, that is why she asked me the ques-
tion. What makes the sumbanese version distinctly ethical is, in part, the way 
in which it imposes external obligations and constraints on individual actors, 
in the name of some larger social good. sumbanese are well aware that one 
might yearn to marry someone against the rules—and sometimes people do, 
although at considerable social cost. Moreover, they tell myths about ancestors 
whose supernatural powers included the ability to marry without marriage pay-
ments, stories whose appeal to listeners includes wish fulfillment. so the sense 
of constraint is real, and is linked to the sense of being ethical. it limits one’s 
own willfulness. Those limits take concrete form not just in rules but in social 
interactions with other persons, who matter to one’s own self-esteem. That very 
sense of limitations suggests yet another facet, that to be ethical is to be invested 
in a way of life, and to live up to some notion of what a good person ought to be. 
in the language of virtue ethics, it assumes a certain vision of human flourishing. 
Finally, an american might also recognize this aspect of my friend’s remark: be-
ing ethical makes you human. to act without restraint is to be an animal.

cultural accounts have their limits. People contradict one another and indi-
viduals themselves are inconsistent, to say nothing of self-deceiving, so whom 
do we believe? and some ethical insights are innovative or idiosyncratic by local 
standards. Valentine Daniel (1996: 211–12) reports an incident that occurred 
in the midst of riots in sri lanka, when sinhalese were hunting down and 
slaughtering tamils. a tamil man was sitting on a bus when the mob stopped 
it to search for victims. as it happens, a sinhalese woman was sitting next to 
him. Without saying a word, she took his hand and held it. somehow this was 
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enough for the mob to overlook this one potential victim. Once the bus had 
passed on to a safe location the woman released his hand, and still without 
speaking, went on her way. let’s observe two things about this story. First is 
the wholly relativist point: from their perspective, the killers may themselves 
have felt they were acting ethically, moved to loyal defense of their community 
against people seen to be beyond the demands of that loyalty. For ethical inclu-
sions always entail some exclusions as well. so our ethnographic respect for the 
killers’ self-understanding, their own best sense of themselves, should trouble 
us—but we shouldn’t abandon the principle of seeking to understand them in 
their own terms. second, however, is this: the woman’s act was spontaneous and 
idiosyncratic. Daniel’s narrative gives us no reason to think a cultural account 
can explain it. but the universal claims of moral psychology won’t help much 
either. after all, the killers were endowed with the same basic psychological en-
dowments as the woman, the same fundamental capacities for empathy, sharing, 
norm-seeking, and, for that matter, bias.

The sinhalese woman’s intervention points to some key questions for any 
empirical research into ethics: what are the relations between her gut-level 
response, on the one hand, and explicit modes of argument and reasoning, on 
the other? how does either of those articulate with taken-for-granted com-
munity norms and their histories that inhabit many cultural explanations of 
morality? Or with the individual habits and the sense of self that lie at the 
heart of virtue ethics? Does a naturalistic explanation in affective, cognitive, 
or neurological terms have any bearing on what happens when people appeal 
to norms, reason with one another, fault others, or justify themselves—or vice 
versa? how do we make sense of this woman’s apparently instinctive, idiosyn-
cratic, and inventive act?

Perhaps the act simply bore out an implicit syllogism: the tamil bus pas-
senger is owed what we owe to a human. but in our effort at a wider-ranging 
understanding, once we bring in ontology—those background assumptions 
about reality that are implicit in a certain way of life—we find ourselves thrown 
back at the problem of relativism again. For not everyone agrees on all the same 
ontological premises. communities that concur on most aspects of reality (fires 
need dry kindling, crops need water) may have vastly different answers to the 
question “what can count as an ethical actor?” in the contemporary West the 
ethically responsible self is usually—but not always—considered to be bound 
by birth (or maturity) at one end and death at the other. not so in the various 
south asian theories of karma, based as they are on the doctrine of endless 
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cycles of rebirth; they teach that individuals suffer the consequences in this life 
for misdeeds they performed in previous lives, which they cannot recall, but for 
which they remain, in some sense, responsible (babb 1983; Doniger 1980). nor 
is ethics confined to humans and gods. For instance, in some societies, hunters 
take their prey to be persons with whom they enter into social relationships 
of reciprocity, with obligations on both sides (hallowell 1960; nadasdy 2007). 
One need not venture so far: present-day middle-class americans differ among 
themselves over such basic questions as the existence of angels, the reality of the 
immortal soul, the personhood of the fetus, the intervention of God in one’s 
personal life, the responsibilities of corporations, the rights of animals—and 
of the earth itself. in the midst of alien ontologies, can we discern recognizable 
ethical intuitions? is ethical concern something we can recognize even when 
applied to entities we might consider out of bounds? i think in many ways the 
answer will be “yes,” and that to make sense of why that is so, we cannot rely on 
philosophical, psychological, or cultural explanations alone.

iDEntiFYinG Ethics

anthropologists of morality and ethics rarely define their terms, and when they 
do, there is no consistency across the field (see Keane 2016, introduction). as a 
rough heuristic, i take ethics to center on the question of how one should live 
and what kind of person one should be. but we should take this idea broadly: 
it’s not just a matter of self-cultivation. it encompasses both one’s relations to 
others and decisions about right and wrong acts. The sense of “should” refers to 
values, meaning things that are taken by the actor to be good in their own right 
rather than as means to some other ends. This refers to the point where the jus-
tifications for actions or ways of living stop, having run up against what seems 
self-evident—or just an inexplicable gut feeling.

i have found it useful to keep in mind a distinction articulated by Williams 
(1985). Williams is critical of the dominance of deontology in modern Western 
philosophy, an approach that emphasizes obligations and blame, and assumes 
they must be based on a consistent system of highly general principles that 
should apply to everyone regardless of their identities or circumstances. This 
emphasis, which he calls “the morality system,” obscures other crucial aspects 
of what he calls “ethics.” Ethics concerns a manner of life—not momentary 
events but something that unfolds over the long term, and that is likely to vary 
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according to one’s circumstances. Ethics is thus less about discrete decisions and 
the rules that should govern them, than about virtues, which “involve character-
istic patterns of desire and motivation” (Williams 1985: 9). although both eth-
ics and morality say something about what one owes to other people and how 
one should treat them, they differ in how they portray social relations. Many 
of the most powerful rules and obligations of the morality system are meant to 
be universal in application, drawing on principles that transcend any particular 
context or person, like Kant’s categorical imperative. Moral obligations are the 
sort of things you might contemplate on your own. by contrast, ethics captures 
the way in which “the agent’s conclusions will not usually be solitary or unsup-
ported, because they are part of an ethical life that is to an important degree 
shared with others. in this respect, the morality system . . . conceals the dimen-
sion in which ethical life lies outside the individual” (Williams 1985: 191). This 
emphasis on the social nature of ethics is one reason why Williams’ distinction 
between the two terms has been especially congenial to researchers working in 
historically and sociologically complex situations. it attends less to how ethics 
constrains people than to the ways it facilitates their ability to act and provides 
them with goals (Faubion 2001; humphrey 1997; laidlaw 2014).

but we should not draw the distinction between ethics and morality so 
sharply that we are forced to exclude some of the phenomena we want to un-
derstand. as i read Williams, ethics does include the morality system—it is 
just a special kind of ethics. it conceals but does not eliminate the ways ethics 
is socially embedded. and the ethnographic and historical records are indeed 
full of rules and obligations, put in very general terms, invoking or inculcating 
the third-person stance, which are meant to be internally consistent, like the 
morality system Williams criticizes. since these extend far beyond the tradition 
in Western philosophy that Williams had in mind, we may use the expression in 
the plural and propose that there are many morality systems, of which the tradi-
tion Williams attacks is only one example. in certain communities, including 
many of those governed by formal religious systems, following rules is what the 
virtuous life consists in. Other examples include imperial china and premodern 
Europe, where morality was often treated as something people could not be 
expected to grasp unless they had been instructed by authorities (brokaw 1991; 
schneewind 1988).

if Williams is right to insist we not reduce ethics to a morality system, we 
should still recognize that the production and inculcation of morality systems 
are among the powerful historical realities we need to understand. Putting 
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morality systems in the context of ethics encourages us not to take their ex-
istence for granted. instead, we can ask what circumstances tend to foster or 
induce the development of morality systems. “Morality” can thus be treated as 
a special case within ethics. Moreover, i will argue that it works in an ongo-
ing relationship with the everyday, taken-for-granted activities and processes of 
self-formation characteristic of ethical life.

One way to grasp the link between values and how one should live has been 
summarized by the philosopher Elizabeth anderson this way: “value judgments 
commit one to certain forms of self-assessment” (1993: 3). That is, there is a 
crucial link between one’s sense of self-worth, and the sense of obligation, duty, 
and right and wrong. anderson goes on to say that because the meaning that 
values hold is public, one’s sense of self-worth is something that others can 
grasp as well. The ethical self cannot be just a private matter. i want to argue that 
the role of others is crucial, not just as objects of one’s ethical concerns or acts 
but for the very recognizability of concerns or acts as falling within an ethical 
domain altogether.

Ethics as aWarEnEss

cutting across the distinction between ethics and morality is another one, that 
between the tacit and the explicit, those background assumptions, values, and 
motives that go without saying or are difficult to put into words, on the one 
hand, and those that easily lend themselves to conscious reflection, on the other. 
This distinction does not map directly onto that between ethics and moral-
ity. Ethical life often involves psychological phenomena that work beneath the 
level of awareness. People’s gut-level responses to certain ethical situations the 
psychologist Jonathan haidt (2001) calls “moral dumbfounding,” a puzzled in-
ability to give good reasons in support of a strong ethical intuition. Those intui-
tions can derive from the background assumptions an ethnographer elicits from 
a community, or the individual gut-level responses that interest psychologists. 
in either case, when background assumptions are put into words, they undergo 
changes in both their cognitive and sociological character. as a result, verbal 
report is at best a poor guide to the sources of people’s feelings and decisions, 
or even to what they know or believe. but ideas and values that are subject to 
conscious apprehension do have important social and historical roles. For one 
thing, they are more easily transmitted to distant times and places, in forms such 
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as doctrinal teachings and codes of conduct. by the same token, they are also 
rendered more subject to post hoc justifications, to criticism, to instrumental 
manipulation, and to reform.

if we accept that morality systems and ethics can be treated within a single 
field of inquiry, then what should we make of the distinction between explicit 
and tacit, what is put into words, and what remains taken-for-granted or be-
neath awareness altogether? We might divide the question into two parts: first, 
what conditions induce explicitness, and second, what are the practical or con-
ceptual consequences of explicitness? to see what is at stake here, let’s turn to 
another contrast. Many definitions of ethics in the Western philosophical tradi-
tion turn on a distinction between the causes of an action and the reasons for it. 
in these traditions, for an action to count as ethical it must be directed or justi-
fied in the light of some values recognized as ethical by the actor (Parfit 2011). 
This requires both some degree of autonomy from natural causality or social 
pressure (one could have done otherwise) and some quality of self-awareness 
(one must know what one is doing). something like this distinction apparently 
holds even in traditions as far from Western philosophy as south asian karma. 
at first glance it may seem mere fatalism to attribute my misfortunes to actions 
carried out in a previous life that i cannot remember. but in some common 
views of karma those actions are ethical misdeeds because they were carried out 
by someone who was responsible precisely because, at the time of the misdeed, 
they had volition and knew their moral obligations.

Even Michel Foucault, an heir to nietzsche’s skeptical quarrel with much of 
the Western philosophical tradition, holds the fairly conventional view that ethics 
depends on reflexivity (1985, 1997). in Foucault’s view, this reflexivity turns on 
a capacity for self-distancing, since “thought . . . is what allows one to step back 
. . . to present [one’s conduct] to oneself as an object of thought and to question 
it as to its meaning, its conditions, and its goals” (1997: 117). like much of the 
Western tradition, this takes the relative freedom or autonomy, that which de-
fines an action or stance as being ethical, to be inseparable from heightened self-
consciousness in the domain of reasons and justifications (schneewind 1998).

challenging this tradition are the apparently corrosive effects of both the 
natural and the social sciences on Euro-american ethical thought. since the era 
of Darwin, Marx, comte, Quetelet, and Freud, both naturalistic and sociologi-
cal explanations have challenged the human self-mastery and self-awareness 
implicit in the morality system. by pointing to forces and causes beyond or-
dinary awareness, these explanations can seem to debunk the feeling that your 
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actions are guided by your own conscious purposes. The neurologist and “new 
atheist” sam harris (2012) gives one example. in 2007, two men in connecticut 
committed a completely unmotivated rape, murder, and arson. it turned out 
they suffered from brain malformations that deprived them of any capacity for 
empathy. harris writes, “Whatever their conscious motives, these men cannot 
know why they are as they are. nor can we account for why we are not like 
them.” Put another way, the third-person stance that reveals mechanical causali-
ty simply trumps the first-person point of view, the actor’s own grasp of what he 
or she is doing. harris asserts that such findings eliminate any role for the con-
cepts of morality or justice. coming from a very different intellectual tradition, 
the sociologist Zygmunt bauman (1988) reaches a parallel conclusion. to see 
human activity as the product of ideological state apparatuses or neoliberal eco-
nomics is a “science of unfreedom” (see laidlaw 2014). as with neuroscience, so 
too sociology: causal explanations that undermine people’s self-understanding 
and cast doubt on freedom likewise seem to eliminate responsibility, and even 
(at least for harris), the ethical domain altogether.

but if people are largely unaware of who they are and why they do what they 
do, we may ask with harris or bauman whether their characters or their actions 
can really count as ethical at all. The approach i take here is twofold. First, i argue 
that reflexivity is not a necessary precondition for ethics as such. but it can play a 
catalyzing role in producing that public knowledge that feeds back into people’s 
un-self-conscious responses to other people and their actions. For people’s ethi-
cal intuitions may not always be subject to reflection. however, in order to iden-
tify certain situations as posing a distinctively ethical question (rather than, say, a 
question of practical efficiency) or an individual as having a character of a certain 
ethical kind (subject to judgments about the ends of action themselves), people 
can draw on those descriptions that are available to them. Those descriptions—
some might be summed up in simple words like “lie” or “loyalty,” others require 
more elaborate discussion—are public knowledge: you can expect other individ-
uals to recognize them much as you do. in its fullest form, this public knowledge 
plays a crucial role in defining for people whether a given act or way of life is or is 
not an ethical matter at all—something the philosopher anthony appiah (2008) 
suggests is the moral question itself. (This is no trivial matter—for instance, the 
dismissal of social consequences from consideration in some versions of neo-
liberal economic policy gains some of its legitimacy from decisions about what 
does or does not count as an ethical matter.) second, i pay attention to the social 
circumstances that induce reflexivity. They are crucial to understanding ethics 
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because they also enter into the dynamics of recognition and self-recognition 
that underlie the sense of self-affirmation anderson refers to.

in short, taken as an object of empirical research, ethics is defined neither 
by rationality nor by special kinds of self-consciousness. nor should we decide 
in advance what, in any given empirical case, will turn out to count as ethical. 
but because ethics draws on a heterogeneous set of psychological, cultural, and 
sociological resources, some account is needed for what groups them together as 
“ethical” for any set of persons in a context. This grouping might not be due to 
any single essence that they all have in common. Given the heterogeneity of 
everything that might fall under the rubric of “ethics,” it is the existence of pub-
licly known descriptions and categories, and their role in people’s own ability to 
reflect on themselves and their situations that helps define the common threads 
of value running through them. The first-person perspective is often informed 
by resources that the third-person stance makes available. The latter, in turn, 
commonly develops through reflections on the experiences of the former.

in order to understand what produces ethical reflexivity, we must look at 
what happens when all of these are put into play in social interactions. For social 
interactions are the natural home of justifications, excuses, accusations, reasons, 
praise, blame, and all the other ways in which ethics comes to be made explicit. 
They always require a self and an other to whom that self owes an accounting.

Many religious and philosophical traditions of moral thought propose that 
ethics must have a universal and comprehensible basis if it is to make serious 
claims on people. as i will suggest below, this commonly entails the capac-
ity to take the third-person stance, the perspective of anyone-at-all, standing 
anywhere-at-all. Empirical research has long posed two kinds of challenge to 
these assumptions. One is relativist: ethnographers and historians often em-
phasize dramatic cultural differences against claims about the universality of 
ethical intuitions. by contrast, psychology and neuroscience often suggest that 
apparent diversity masks shared human traits (this too invokes the authority of 
the third-person perspective). but such accounts pose another challenge, seem-
ing to replace judgment with causality. as i have noted, this runs counter to 
one philosophical position, that ethics cannot just be doing the right thing, but 
must be doing it for the right reason. here many philosophers might take sides 
with the anthropologists in giving a privileged place to the first-person stance 
of someone in particular, who is in the midst of the action and committed to 
its outcomes. The relations among these dimensions of human life are neither 
wholly deterministic nor unidirectional. We also need a concept that will allow 
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us to grant the reality of certain aspects of humans, as both animals and creators 
of social history, without forcing us to conclude that these properties necessarily 
determine the results in every case. here we might speak of ethical affordances.

Ethical aFFOrDancEs

by ethical affordance i mean any aspects of people’s experiences and perceptions 
that they might draw on in the process of making ethical evaluations and deci-
sions, whether consciously or not. as defined by psychologist James J. Gibson 
(1977: 67–68), the affordance of something is that combination of properties in 
light of what it offers the animal that perceives it. Gibson stresses that although 
the properties are objective phenomena, they serve as affordances only in par-
ticular combinations and relative to particular actors. Thus, “if an object that 
rests on the ground, has a surface that is itself sufficiently rigid, level, flat, and 
extended, and if this surface is raised approximately at the height of the knees 
of the human biped, then it affords sitting-on . . . [but] knee-high for a child is 
not the same as knee-high for an adult” (1977: 68). two crucial points in this 
original definition are, first, that affordances are materially objective features, 
and, second, they only exist as affordances relative to the properties of some 
other entity insofar as it is engaged in a particular activity. One’s response to an 
affordance does not depend on cognitive representations. a weary hiker may 
ease herself onto a rock ledge without conceiving of it as chair-like, or even be-
ing aware that she is doing so at all.

affordance is an alternative to the classic argument from design—that if 
something functions in a certain way, then that must be its original purpose. 
What is crucial here is the fact of (mere) potentiality: a chair may invite you to 
sit, as George herbert Mead ([1934] 1962) suggested, but it does not determine 
that you will sit. You may instead use it as a stepladder, a desk, a paperweight, a 
lion tamer’s prop, to prop up an artwork, to burn as firewood, to block a door, to 
hurl at someone. Or you may not use it at all. affordances are properties of the 
chair vis-à-vis a particular human activity. as such they are real, and exist in a 
world of natural causality (the material properties of wooden chairs afford the 
holding down of loose papers or catching fire), but they do not induce people to 
respond to them in any particular way.

affordance is summoned forth by agency. i want to argue that this quality 
of potentiality is a necessary consideration in any empirical approach to ethics, 
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if we accept two basic propositions: first, that ethics has some naturalistic com-
ponents, and second, that to be properly ethical, an act or way of living can-
not simply be the inevitable outcome of a set of mechanical causes. not just 
physical objects but anything at all that people can experience, such as emotions, 
bodily movements, habitual practices, linguistic forms, laws, etiquette, or narra-
tives possesses an indefinite number of combinations of properties. in any given 
circumstance, properties are available for being taken up in some way within a 
particular activity, while others will be ignored.

it seems to me that the idea of affordance does a better job of illuminating 
links between the particularities of social and historical circumstances and the 
universal cognitive, affective, interactional, and other capacities on which ethical 
responses draw than do the more traditional versions of cultural construction. 
it suggests a way to explore their connections without assuming they must lead 
either to sheer determinism, on the one hand, or to a promethean human capac-
ity—and will—to construct its reality, on the other. Ethical affordances can be 
found in any feature of human psychology, patterns of face-to-face interaction, 
or social institutions that can be taken up and elaborated within ethical projects. 
They are part of what makes it possible for ethics to be both a universal feature 
of human existence as an animal species and something that has particular so-
cial histories.

GiVinG an accOunt OF OnEsElF

The process of making things explicit and therefore readily available to reflective 
awareness, or objectification, draws on people’s basic capacity to take a third-
person stance, as adam smith ([1790] 1976) stressed long ago. but this capacity 
is not developed in the privacy of individual minds. The third-person stance 
emerges out of social interaction, whose dynamics afford the development of 
ethical reflexivity. Judith butler gives us one version of how this works. she 
argues that people are called on to make explicit ethical claims in the context of 
other people’s suffering.

We are being asked by an established authority not only to avow a causal link 
between our own actions and the suffering that follows but also to take respon-
sibility for these actions and their effects. in this context, we find ourselves in the 
position of having to give an account of ourselves. (2005: 10)
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notice three aspects of this situation, as butler describes it. First, giving an 
account of oneself does not occur spontaneously nor is the speaker the only 
agent behind this action; there is someone other than the speaker who insti-
gates it. second, some notion of causality is involved. it follows that as ideas 
about causality vary across histories and societies (do local ideas about causal-
ity include divinities? witches? the will? neurons? viruses? chance? fate?) so 
too will both the content of the account and whether or not an account is 
called for. Third, there is the notion of responsibility—an avowed relation-
ship to causality (i caused this to happen)—that implies some further con-
sequences, such as punishment, forgiveness, or, say, a decision that no one is 
responsible at all.

What i want to stress is that people’s self-understanding as ethical beings 
is most often instigated by the dynamics of interaction. it is those very dy-
namics that give rise to—indeed, may demand—explicit ethical accounts. i ad-
dress someone to whom i owe an account, whose perspective on my actions 
matters in some way. nor is consciousness definitive: there is nothing inherent 
about people’s judgments as such that requires them to be fully self-aware about 
their ethics or able to verbalize it. and as butler’s scenario suggests, ethical 
self-awareness can have a retrospective and reconstructive character. but it is 
important that people do (sometimes) become ethically self-aware and verbal, 
and do (sometimes) project themselves forward in time as ethical persons—and 
that is crucial to the ways in which psychology and social history feed into one 
another. Moreover, the process may lead to ethical discoveries and innovations, 
as people respond to newly apparent affordances in themselves, and in the ideas, 
practices, and institutions their context makes available.

butler’s approach is via exegesis of canonical European philosophical 
texts. but if our task is to gain an empirical understanding across the full 
range of human experience, we need to look at other kinds of evidence. here 
i will turn to research on ordinary social interaction, a granular view of activi-
ties that can seem quite banal. but their power lies precisely in their ubiquity, 
the way they saturate the flow of experience. as the sociologist harvey sacks 
remarks,

human history proper begins with the awareness by adam and Eve that they 
are observables. . . . by the term “being an observable” i mean having, and being 
aware of having, an appearance that permits warrantable inferences about one’s 
moral character. (1972: 281 and 333n1)
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to become aware that you are “an observable,” in sack’s distinctive turn of 
phrase, is to find yourself amidst other people, imagining their perspective on 
you and their evaluations. it is also a feature of that capacity for reflection to 
which Foucault points in characterizing ethics.

James laidlaw (2014) picks up on Foucault’s point to argue that any anthro-
pology of ethics must work with a concept of freedom. leaving the philosophi-
cal conundrums about freedom to the side for now, consider this basic feature 
of social interaction: the outcome is never fully in anyone’s hands. take this 
american undergraduate describing a conversation with her boyfriend:

i got into an argument, i guess we got into a fight and i didn’t even know that we 
got into a fight, i thought we were just arguing. . . . i thought we were just having 
a discussion. and he was really mad and he strode off. and i went “wait, are we 
in a fight?” (Gershon 2010: 400)

as Gershon remarks, “one is not always certain a breakup is taking place, even 
if you are the one initiating the breakup” (2010: 396). in making sense of what 
is going on, people are not simply involved in a quest for meaning. They are 
forming judgments and allocating responsibility. When people try to claim or 
deny responsibility for their actions, they often do so by defining those actions 
in ways that will get others to assess them in certain ways and not others. They 
have stakes in what is going on.

When butler says that one is called upon to give an account of oneself in 
an encounter with an accuser, she evokes a scene whose structural parallels run 
through the ongoing doings of everyday life. little encounters can be effective 
in constructing ethical realities precisely because, saturating experience, they are 
so easy not to notice. Marjorie Goodwin has shown how complex this activity 
can be, by analyzing the genre of “he-said-she-said” carried out by working class 
african-american girls in Philadelphia.

a girl accuses another of a particular infraction: having talked about her behind 
her back. The offended party confronts an alleged offending party because she 
wants to “get something straight.” . . . [for instance, saying] “and Tanya said that 
you said that (0.6) I was showin’ off just because i had that bl:ouse on. . . . These 
declarative utterances establish the accuser’s ground (warrant) for the accusation, 
how she learned about the offense. responses to the accusations are typically de-
nials (“Uh uh. i ain’t say anything”) or accusations about the intermediary party’s 
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work in setting up the confrontation (“Well she lie. i ain’t say that”). indeed, 
within a single utterance a girl can invoke a coherent domain of action, a small 
culture, one that includes identities, actions, and biographies for the participants 
within it, in addition to a relevant past that warrants the current accusation, and 
makes relevant specific types of next actions. (Goodwin 2006: 7)

here are three distinct ethical offences identifiable with three accusers and 
defendants: the topic of the original gossip (showing off ), the original act of 
speaking (malicious gossip), and act of passing that speech along (he-said-she-
said). These girls are implicitly giving accounts of themselves (as righteous) and 
of others (as show-offs, gossips, and perhaps traitors). They have ready-to-hand 
an array of ethical categories they can make more or less explicit about kinds of 
person and types of action. These are not necessarily subject to prolonged reflec-
tion but they are available in the face of accusations: each girl could, if called 
upon, give an account of herself and of her playmates.

in contrast to butler, who invokes a Kafkaesque scene in which the speaker 
is summoned to stand before an overpowering figure of the law, to face judg-
ment and possibly dire punishment, these examples can seem to be quite trivial 
matters. Yet there is a structural resemblance. One does not simply account for 
oneself because one is endowed with the spirit of inquiry, or even with the need 
for meaning as such. something must instigate the giving of an account. it 
could be the accusation of an authority, or, say, the religious rituals of confession 
and absolution. but self-accounting does not require intensely loaded circum-
stances. it might just arise from efforts to be seen as normal. sometimes the 
main risk is simply not being taken seriously. but the power of such maneuvers 
lies in their very ordinariness and ubiquity. saturating the ongoing flow of eve-
ryday life, they prompt certain kinds of self-awareness, prompted by the need to 
respond to other people.

DEFininG thE situatiOn as Ethical

Each person responds not just to what the others do but also to the available 
means of making sense of what they do. The giving of accounts is character-
istically provoked when people need to allocate responsibility for an action. 
This may occur not only in public negotiations, formal accusations, or didac-
tic discourses, but also the ordinary and ubiquitous flow of conversation. in 
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a characteristically minor key, J. l. austin (1979) also discusses the giving of 
accounts when he asks, “When do we excuse conduct?” his response focuses on 
conversational interaction: “in general, the situation is one where someone is ac-
cused of having done something, or (if that will keep it any cleaner) where some-
one is said to have done something which is bad, wrong, inept, unwelcome, or 
in some other of the numerous ways untoward” (1979: 175–76, emphases in the 
original). notice the role of speech here. That talk is doing two things that de-
pend on each other. They single out a person or persons as responsible but they 
also must describe a situation or an action as one that calls for judgments about 
responsibility, even things it makes ethical sense to have emotional responses to, 
against the implicit possibility the situation does not call for ethical evaluation.

One of austin’s types of excuses involves how one characterizes an action. 
he points out a distinction in English language usage between justification 
and excuse. a justification focuses on the action. confronted with a possible 
misdeed or transgression, the work of justification depends on redescribing or 
reclassifying the action so that it is not a wrong. a killing done in battle, which 
is justified, is not murder (1979: 176–77). an excuse, on the other hand, focuses 
on the agent: a killing arising from an accident on a wet road, which is uninten-
tional, is not murder (at least in the twentieth-century English society in which 
austin writes). so, we can rephrase austin’s remark “it is to evade responsibility, 
or full responsibility, that we most often make excuses” (1979: 181) to say, de-
scriptions of actions and persons in terms of ethical categories are provoked by 
accusations. These descriptions may draw on locally available ideas about causal-
ity. in societies like sumba, people are encouraged to view themselves inhabit-
ing a morally saturated universe (see Keane 2014) and are likely to think there 
are no accidents; even a slippery road might not serve as an excuse. Elsewhere, 
the agent’s intentions might be irrelevant: Oedipus punishes himself for acts 
he knows he did not intend (Williams 1981). if the action itself is not a trans-
gression, then ethical responsibility can be a moot point. a precondition for 
the attribution of responsibility is the establishment of what Erving Goffman 
called a “definition of the situation” (1959), G. E. M. anscombe “action under 
a description” (1957), or, Michael silverstein “metapragmatics” (1993). but cat-
egories of action do not simply exist out there in the world. as the philosopher 
David Velleman puts it,

We talk about “taking” an action, as if we were picking an apple from a tree, but 
actions don’t antecedently exist in nature, waiting to be picked. What we call 
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taking an action is actually making an action, by enacting some act-description or 
action concept. Which actions we can make depends on which descriptions or 
concepts are available for us to enact. (2013: 27)

What is key here is to recognize that the giving of reasons and the ethical descrip-
tion of actions are hardly confined to the grave debates of high theorists—they 
run through the most banal moments of everyday life. That very ubiquity is part 
of what gives them their power. They are not radically different in kind from more 
formal activities like debates about justice, or religious catechisms. nor from the 
telegraphic metalanguage of a new York crack dealer: “real crazy. Yeah! ray’s 
a fuckin’ pig; ray’s a wild motherfucker. he’s got juice. You understand Felipe? 
Juice! . . . On the street that means respect” (bourgois 2003: 24, emphasis mine).

in sum, verbal interaction is not merely an arena within which character is 
established or challenged, recognition offered or denied. it is also the preemi-
nent site where people may demand explicit reasons and accountings of one 
another or provide them. it is in response to the demands posed by talk that 
rationalizations and justifications arise. The natural home of argument, reason-
ing, and justification is not in the individual autonomous mind but in palpable 
social interactions, whether face-to-face or in more mediated forms—for even 
doctrinal texts imply an addressee. These practices can result in the objectifica-
tions that endow ethics with its historical character, something that endures 
beyond the momentary situation, but that can also change beyond recognition.

interactions depend on the participants constructing a shared sense of the 
reality of the immediate situation (Goffman 1967). Their judgments are the 
everyday workings of the often unwitting exclusions of class, ethnicity, and gen-
der. as Philippe bourgois describes a street-wise Puerto rican crack dealer in 
new York’s El barrio,

he mobilized violence, coercion, and friendship in a delicate balance that earned 
him consistent profits and guaranteed him a badge of respect on the street. in 
contrast, in his forays into the legal economy, ray’s same street skills made him 
appear to be an incompetent, gruff, illiterate, urban jíbaro to the inspectors, 
clerks, and petty officials who allocate permits and inventory product, and who 
supervise licensing in new York city. (2003: 135)

but we do not need to look for gross differences of ethnicity, class, or gender 
to encounter the role of evaluation in minor aspects of interaction. in a famous 
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experiment, sociologist harold Garfinkel had his students spend fifteen min-
utes to an hour at home with their parents, acting as if they were boarders. in 
response to the small changes in their interactions, such as extra politeness, the 
parents commonly reacted in strong terms:

reports were filled with accounts of astonishment, bewilderment, shock, anxiety, 
embarrassment and anger, and with charges by various family members that the 
student was mean, inconsiderate, nasty or impolite. Family members demanded 
explanations: What’s the matter? What has got into you? Did you get fired? are 
you sick? What are you being so superior about? Why are you mad? are you 
out of your mind or just stupid? One student acutely embarrassed his mother in 
front of her friend by asking if she minded if he had a snack from the refrigera-
tor. “Mind if you have a little snack? You’ve been eating little snacks around here 
for years without asking me. What’s gotten into you?” One mother, infuriated 
when her daughter spoke to her only when she was spoken to, began to shriek 
in angry denunciation of the daughter for her disrespect and insubordination 
and refused to be calmed by the student’s sister. a father berated his daughter 
for being insufficiently concerned for the welfare of others and for acting like a 
spoiled child. (1967: 47–48)

here mere matters of appropriateness that undermine the sense that partici-
pants agree on the context and the nature of their relationships are deeply un-
settling and prompted judgments about character and other aspects of how peo-
ple ought to value one another.

how do we understand the remarkable animus of the parents’ responses 
to Garfinkel’s students? The problem is not merely a matter of messages gone 
astray. We need to consider as well the ways in which interactions build up a 
sense of shared reality and establish people’s regard for one another. any given 
moment in a conversation, one person is interpreting what the other person has 
said. by this ongoing checking, revising, and re-checking one another over time, 
people draw on the affordances of semiotic form—timing, pauses, intonation, 
word choice, et cetera—to build up an implicit description of who they are and 
what they are doing: that they are joking or serious, quarreling or engaging in 
banter, gossiping or making plans, that they are friends, business partners, lovers, 
fellow passengers, bosses, servants, rivals, and so forth. The process of responding 
to the other person over the time span of the interaction means that the shared 
reality is not simply a matter of following a template or schema; it is emergent 
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and subject to reevaluation over the course of the interaction. What the parents 
in Garfinkel’s experiment display is one possible consequence of challenges to 
that sense of reality: they seem to draw strong ethical inferences from apparently 
superficial forms of behavior. For our purposes, two things are important in this 
approach to interaction: those forms of behavior characteristically anticipate the 
perspective of the other person, and their realization depends on the response 
and possible reframing by that other person over a stretch of time. in interac-
tion, people’s ethical responses to one another are not just a result of empathy or 
some other individual psychological disposition. They are built up, reshaped, or 
undermined, in time, between people, and through the mediation of perceptible 
material forms such as language, bodily deportment, and so forth. There is a 
continuum from the minor technical glitch—two people starting to speak at the 
same moment—to the shaming, humiliation, and potential job-loss experienced 
by men of the barrio in midtown office buildings, the stigmatization of social 
outcasts, and even the exclusion of some categories of people from humanity 
altogether, as in some kinds of slavery or ethnic violence.

The crucial point here is that judgments saturate interaction and take its 
properties, patterns that serve a diversity of communicative functions—as ethi-
cal affordances. between the extremes of minor glitches in the conversational 
flow and outright racism, sexism, and the like, are situations like the follow-
ing, arising from the most ordinary of service encounters: ordering coffee at 
starbucks. as linguistic anthropologist Paul Manning (2008) analyzes these 
encounters, they can become fraught due to contradictions that disrupt the 
smooth flow of interaction. in its early days, starbucks projected an aura of high 
status, due to the complicated—and to many people, unfamiliar—taxonomy of 
drinks on offer. Problems arise when baristas correct customers who fail to order 
drinks using the correct terms in the right sequence. From the point of view of 
the barista, proper ordering is simply a technical matter of making the job go 
more smoothly. but the correction is what conversation analysts call a poten-
tially threatening “other initiated repair” of the customer’s speech. it can seem to 
customers to be an assault. some customers seem to be predisposed to this sense 
of vulnerability because of contradictions built into the situation. The contradic-
tions are multiple: baristas have expert knowledge of the taxonomy but are also 
structurally subordinate to customers (who are supposed to be “always right”). 
This contradiction of hierarchies is crosscut by a basic egalitarian ethos govern-
ing interactions in middle-class american life that can make the fundamentally 
unequal nature of service encounters the locus of heightened sensitivities all 
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around. studying a website where starbucks baristas could vent after an irritat-
ing day at work Manning found that these sensitivities are expressed in their 
rants about bad customers:

because of the way that starbucks overlays class anxieties .  .  . on an already 
fraught customer-server relationship, some customers treat the attempt at repair 
to be in itself a face-threatening act of “correction,” or will obstinately refuse to 
cooperate, or will continue to blunder forward in confusion, leading the conver-
sation to a place where the issue is no longer a technical crisis, but a normative 
one. at such points the most explicit statements of presuppositions about the 
hierarchical nature of the service relationship will be found, attempts will be 
made by customers to achieve by stipulation the respect it is felt are due all 
customers at the expense of the respect which is generally not felt to be due to 
the server. The recrudescence of the aristocratic memory that haunts all service 
interactions is the focus here. The basic claim that is being made is that servers 
in service interactions also are owed the courtesy that is normatively accorded 
customers in general. . . . Each of these transcripts of about customers is haunted 
by the normative, but absent, image of ordinary talk between equals. (Manning 
2008: 123–24)

Viewed as a problem in ethical life, these encounters reveal an endemic con-
tradiction between a norm of equality that has deep historical roots in a larger 
american public sphere, and equally powerful norms surrounding anonymous 
market interactions in consumer society. What could be described in the impos-
ing terms of political culture or moral philosophy here come to a head in ways 
so trivial as to seem merely irritating or bewildering to the participants—why 
was that barista so rude? Why are customers such jerks? but it is their very 
ubiquity and opacity that can give interactions like these their power. They seem 
merely to reflect reality, the natural qualities of people, in an ethical light. They 
play out not as conflicts about the technical apparatus of conversation or about 
normative life in the abstract but as judgments about people’s character.

Ethics ObJEctiFiED

The distinction between first-person and third-person stances invokes two 
approaches to ethics: on the one hand, as the embedded in the habitual and 
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un-self-conscious flow of life, on the other hand, as a matter of more or less 
general norms, principles, or rules that demand people be self-aware. but ethical 
life is not a matter of one or the other. it involves movement between these per-
spectives, as well as the second-person stance, address to another person from 
the first-person position. (in conversation, of course, first- and second-person 
are mutually implicated since people switch back and forth between them.) The 
third-person person stance can appear within, and can refer to, life as seen from 
the first-person perspective of someone who is in the midst of the action. The 
most obvious form this takes is the naming of features of ordinary interaction 
within a lexicon of ethical categories made available by a particular language.

to start, consider the idea of dignity in English (and related European lan-
guages). One of the most famous invocations of dignity in Western thought is 
Kant’s distinction between ends and means:

in the kingdom of ends everything has either a price or a dignity. What has a 
price can be replaced with something else as its equivalent; what .  .  . is raised 
above all price and therefore admits of no equivalent has a dignity. .  .  . That 
which constitutes the condition under which something can be an end in itself 
has not merely a relative value, that is, a price, but an inner value, that is dignity. 
(Kant 1996: 84)

This expresses an idea that runs through the Western tradition of ethical thought, 
that human ethical life must be treated as something that, by its very essence, is 
a distinct kind of entity from the objects of naturalistic explanation. The latter 
can be exhaustively treated in terms of mechanical causality or instrumental 
rationality, but not the former. We can see distant echoes of the Kantian idea 
even in the demotic and seemingly amoral world of crack dealers in El barrio:

Primo’s best and cheapest insurance against physical assault was to surround him-
self with a network of people who genuinely respected and liked him. [but when 
i mentioned this,] Primo considered somewhat insulting my functionalist inter-
pretation of why he treated his friends and acquaintances so generously. (bourgois 
2003: 107)

Even someone as cynical as a drug dealer, in finding the suggestion that he uses 
his friends offensive, is nodding to the premise that at least some humans are 
not supposed to be treated only as instrumental means to other ends.
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The moral philosopher stephen Darwall (2006) argues that the importance 
of dignity as a moral concept is not just in the first-person sense that “i possess 
dignity.” rather, what is crucial is the second-person standpoint: i can demand 
that another person treat me with respect for my dignity. The idea of dignity 
in his view is fundamentally interactive. it follows that the ethics of dignity 
depends on a semiotics of behavior. One person’s dignity must be perceptible to 
another; it cannot remain an inner quality alone.

Ethnographies, unsurprisingly, are full of descriptions of the resources and 
strategies that allow people to retain their dignity, even in the face of apparent 
failures. For example, bourgois notes that new York crack dealers who have lost 
their low-level office jobs are likely to see this as resulting from their principled 
refusal to abandon their dignity. They treat economic failure as a form of self-
assertion in the name of deeper values:

Obedience to the norms of high-rise, office-corridor culture is in direct contra-
diction to street culture’s definitions of personal dignity—especially for males 
who are socialized not to accept public subordination. . . . They were usually fired 
from these jobs, but they treated their return to the world of street dealing as a 
triumph of free will and resistance on their part. (bourgois 2003: 115)

as one of these men reflected, after being fired, “i got my respect back. . . . The 
money i make [dealing drugs] is for my personal madness; for my personal 
drug-addiction and self-destruction. it’s something only i could control. no one 
could tell me what to do with it” (bourgois 2003: 118).

This man’s sense of dignity is based on the aggressive display of masculinity. 
but we can also see the ethics of dignity at work in a quite different world, that 
of militantly gay men:

in those circles where queerness has been most cultivated, the ground rule is that 
one doesn’t pretend to be above the indignity of sex. and although this usually 
isn’t announced as an ethical vision, that’s what it perversely is. in queer circles, 
you are likely to be teased and abused until you grasp the idea. . . . This kind of 
culture . . . has its own norms, its own way of keeping people in line. i call its way 
of life an ethic not only because it is understood as a better kind of self-relation, 
but because it is the premise of the special kind of sociability that holds queer 
culture together (Warner 1999: 35)
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notice that the assault on dignity Michael Warner describes here depends on 
shaming practices—it still takes place within the domain of self-esteem and its 
dependence on the respect of others, a domain where we also find dignity.

it may be that even crack dealers and radical queers still take their bear-
ings from the background assumptions of modern Euro-american societies. 
so let’s turn to the concept of dewa as i understood it while living on sumba 
in the 1980s and 1990s. several decades earlier, the missionary-ethnographer 
louis Onvlee summarized the concept in ways that still rang true in my time. 
ndewa (as he spells it) is “that in a man through which he is as he is, . . . his 
character and to an important degree, also his appointed fate, and that which 
differentiates one person from others” ([1957] 1973: 211–12). if fate is what 
distinguishes random events from a biography that has a direction, as Meyer 
Fortes (1959) suggested long ago, then it may, for example, be heading toward 
success or failure. We might add that the evaluation of this biography implies 
some underlying sense of human flourishing. Otherwise, what would count as 
success or failure? Dewa links that narrative to individual distinctiveness, but 
not one that is created by the individual alone.

i heard the word dewa used most often when people talked about their in-
teractions with others. in particular, it explains why one does or does not have 
influence over them. This influence is crucial in a society where the norms of 
ceremonial gift exchange in marriages, funerals, and other rituals is both hard to 
enforce directly, yet central to the forging of social relations (Keane 1997). The 
exchanges that make social relations tend to have a competitive tone to them. 
Even though marriage negotiations should end with a solid alliance between 
families, they are often portrayed as a contest. The successful suitor might say his 
dewa defeated that of his bride’s father. When gift exchanges do not go well, it 
may be due to the disappointed recipient have a “hindered dewa,” which rejects 
others people’s generosity. if other people are generous to you, that shows the 
power of your own dewa. This is why you should never turn down even a trivial 
gift, such as a chew of betel nut or a cigarette; to reject good fortune could block 
future generosity. This is also one reason petty traders often fail. The ethics of 
interaction overwhelm the dictates of profit seeking. as one former kiosk owner 
remarked, “if you give people credit, they’ll just feel honored, and won’t feel any 
need to repay the debt” (Keane 1997: 203). in this way, the idea of dewa both 
acknowledges how dependent people are on one another and yet also ends up 
assimilating other people’s actions to one’s own character.
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The dewa is manifested not just in the outcomes of interaction but also in 
one’s own bearing. The condition of one’s dewa is embodied, and therefore, is 
perceptible: it is semiotically available to others. at the same time, it palpably 
registers the effects of those others on oneself. The result of being offended by 
someone else is a “small dewa,” which shows that someone doesn’t know his or 
her “own value.” here’s how one man described it to me:

When we gather, such a person walks timidly, doesn’t speak up, like if he comes 
to our house, he doesn’t directly climb up on the veranda where we sit and stick 
out his hand, but creeps along to the far end and sits there . . . if he makes a con-
veyance oration, his enunciation isn’t right. Or his clothing isn’t suitable. (Keane 
1997: 206)

a small dewa can lead to absent-mindedness, fainting spells, or shamelessness, 
in short, a loss of self-possession. but, like dignity, dewa is not just a matter of 
individual character. a weak or hindered dewa may come from being embar-
rassed, startled, or insulted. sometimes a hindered dewa results from a mismatch 
between husband and wife. Dewa is most typically the result of interaction gone 
wrong, which in turn threatens to induce further bad interactions in the future. 
in these ways, the concept of dewa thematizes the role that other people play in 
one’s own sense of self.

This concept, however, is not simply just one way of describing a univer-
sal feature of interaction, a local translation of a word we might also find in 
vernacular English, or the technical vocabularies of philosophy or psychology. 
Once crystallized as an object of reflection, something that sumbanese con-
sciously know about the world and can connect to other things they know about 
their world, it also guides them as they purposefully undertake ethical actions, 
projected forward in time. here is an example. a man i call ubu Kabàlu had 
been humiliated by a government cattle inspector. in order to “make the spirit 
return,” ubu Kabàlu sponsored a big feast for all his relations and allies. Feasts 
normally involve not just hospitality on the part of the host, but gifts from the 
visitors, such as horses, pigs, valuable textiles, and gold or metal ornaments. so 
by compelling others to flamboyantly display their respect for him—perhaps 
something like Darwall’s second-person demand for dignity—ubu Kabàlu was 
able to restore his dewa from the perilous condition into which it had fallen. 
Otherwise his weakened dewa might well have damaged his social interactions 
into the future. Even though the guests involved in the feast were not connected 
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to the man responsible for the original insult, their recognition had effects on 
the wounded dewa. For instance, now ubu Kabàlu can hold himself tall, and 
expect his dewa to exert greater power over his exchange partners. The idea of 
dewa takes an aspect of interaction as affordance that it transforms by the act 
of naming into a knowable object. as such, it enters a constellation of other 
concepts like the agency of spirits, which gives a distinctive shape to sumbanese 
ethical self-awareness and action.

One of the distinctive features of the concept of dewa is the way it allocates 
intentionality. More strongly than dignity, dewa posits that ethical effects do 
not need intentional actors. One the one hand, it portrays the giver’s generosity 
as due to the power of the recipient’s dewa. On the other hand, it also shows 
that one person’s failings register the effects of others on his or her dewa. The 
kinds of situations that tend to evoke talk about dewa are ethically fraught—the 
making or breaking of social relations, and the self-esteem or imputations of 
character that go with them. but they can also involve merely the loss of com-
posure, given the right circumstances. This is what happened when one elderly 
lady stumbled while climbing onto her host’s veranda during a funeral. This 
seemingly trivial misstep was taken by everyone to threaten the stability of her 
dewa, prompting her host to leap up and present her with a fine textile to restore 
her self-possession.

consider another lexicalized ethical category. in the 1970s, the chewong 
of highland Malaysia were hunter-gatherers living in very small, ideologically 
egalitarian communities. sumbanese ideas about dewa reflect lives in which gift 
exchange mediates hierarchical relations between people who see their lives as 
guided by ancestral rules. by contrast, chewong (writing in the ethnographic 
present established by signe howell’s monograph) are highly mobile and their 
social relations have a strongly voluntaristic quality. individuals have a great 
deal of choice about whom they associate with, and easily leave one settlement 
for another. Their ethical language crystallizes some distinctive stances toward 
the purposes and desires of those around them. For example, the concept of 
punén refers to a condition that leads to attacks by dangerous animals like tigers, 
snakes, or poisonous millipedes, or their spirits. The condition is triggered by the 
victim’s suppressed desire. One type,

prescribes the sharing of food and other objects, and prohibits the nursing of 
ungratified desires. . . . if someone is not immediately invited to partake of a meal 
which he observes, or if someone is not given her share of any foodstuff seen to 
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be brought back from the jungle, that person is placed in a state of punén because 
it is assumed one would always wish to be given a share and hence experience an 
unfulfilled desire. (howell 1989: 184)

like the sumbanese concept of dewa, punén thematizes the reflexive and inter-
subjective nature of social interaction. it is based on a fundamental presupposi-
tion, that my possessions prompt desire in others.

The chewong take all possible precautions against provoking punén. all food 
caught in the forest is brought back and publicly revealed immediately. it is then 
shared out equally among all the households. . . . if guests arrive while the hosts 
are in the middle of a meal, they are immediately asked to partake. if they refuse, 
saying they have just eaten, they are touched with a finger dipped in the food, 
while the person touching says “punén.” (howell 1989: 185)

notice how the consequences of my refusal to share rebound not on me but on 
the other person. The ethics of interaction therefore focuses on protecting oth-
ers against the consequences of their own desires. it is the responsibility of the 
owner of the food or object to ward off the danger that desires for it pose to the 
other person—something that is provoked in the moment of social encounter. 
it is striking that, when not actually sharing the thing in question, the prophy-
lactic is itself ethically reflexive, metapragmatically naming the condition that 
is to be avoided.

chewong seem to inhabit intimate worlds in which, it would seem, there is 
a great deal of consensus about what people are like, and what they can expect 
of one another. They seem to have no hesitation about imputing desires and 
intentions to others on very slim evidence. Theirs is essentially a dispositional 
approach to interaction. The presupposed dispositions become a default against 
which action or inaction can be evaluated. like any ethnography, this account 
of the chewong has its limits. in traditional ethnographic style it describes a 
collective, autonomous, and relatively timeless ethos. but, granting those limits, 
English dignity, El barrio’s respect, sumbanese dewa, and chewong punén each 
objectifies a particular viewpoint on people’s ethical vulnerability to one another.

The concepts crystallized in words like English dignity, sumbanese dewa, 
the barrio’s respect, and chewong punén pose, of course, significant problems 
of translation. Each is embedded within the vocabulary, grammar, and pragmat-
ics of a particular language, and linked to a host of other ideas and practices. 
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We should not assume they denote distinct entities that exist independently 
of the larger conceptual and linguistic contexts in which they function. They 
are not simply different names for the same things. rather, it seems that they 
direct attention to the affordances of interaction, giving specificity to aspects of 
experience whose ethical dimensions are otherwise indeterminate. in doing so, 
they also link them to other experiences and ideas that are also salient within 
a given community: for instance, whereas dignity might may take some of its 
conceptual shape from its ties to ideas about the value of individual autonomy, 
dewa points toward people’s mutual dependence. The basic cognitive, emotional, 
or interactive phenomena are not simply things waiting for someone to name 
them. but neither are dignity, dewa, and the rest simply cultural inventions cre-
ated from scratch. They result from histories of objectification that respond to 
the affordances people have found in human minds, emotions, conditions of 
social existence, and patterns of interaction.

Ethics histOriciZED

People’s ethical projects take up the affordances available to them. People do 
not just construct or cultivate themselves; they can also make discoveries about 
themselves. if we grant that humans do share certain basic capacities that are 
manifested in particular ethical worlds (see bloom 2004; tomasello 1999), then, 
what exactly does it mean to say ethics has a history? Part of the answer lies in 
the dynamics of social interaction.

let’s start with the idea of a moral emotion. The philosopher allan Gibbard 
(1990) proposes that a feeling like anger is only a moral emotion if it is about 
something that it makes sense to feel angry about. anger about losing a game, 
thus, is not a moral emotion. That quality of being “about” something is not 
inherent in some neurophysiological state that might be called “anger.” Anger 
viewed as a moral emotion is thus part of a particular vocabulary of ethical 
concepts, like dignity, respect, dewa, or punén. This vocabulary in turn is one way 
of objectifying something about social interaction and its effects on people. it is 
one way of making explicit what philosophers call “action under a description” 
and sociologists call “the definition of the situation.” Each term like dignity or 
dewa takes its meaning from its place within a larger constellation of ethical 
and psychological concepts, practices, and institutions. These are the contexts 
within which something does or does not make sense to have a particular moral 
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emotion about. identifying one’s feelings as having a particular moral object 
such as righteous indignation or feelings of betrayal will have effects on the 
resulting emotional experience that cannot be discovered directly in the neuro-
physiological sources of those feelings.

Granted that self-distancing and the third-person stance are basic human ca-
pacities, what brings them into play in any given instance? What might prompt 
one to “step back” and question oneself ? What makes that easier or harder to do? 
We have already seen part of the answer: certain moments of social interaction 
fail to flow smoothly, leading to a loss of the sense of shared reality, or for some 
other reason require people to give one another reasons, justifications, excuses, 
accusations, or some other explicit account of what is going on, or what kind of 
persons they are. (Of course one may also step back in response to something 
more positive, such as a taking up a religious or philosophical practice, or politi-
cal commitment—as in many of the situations described in Fassin [2012 and 
this volume].) but where do these accounts come from? sometimes people are 
brought to awareness of some contradiction between competing values within 
a single social world. sometimes the change arises because coexisting values 
come to be juxtaposed in new ways, making their incongruities apparent. Or the 
pressure may be exerted by social conflict, for instance, when members of a less 
powerful group begin to demand rights from a more powerful one (anderson 
2013). as we will see, objectifications and the reflexivity they facilitate can play 
a key role in catalyzing the changes that give ethical life a history.

conscious reflection and explicit talk are not accurate representations of 
people’s motives, goals, or the emotional or cognitive processes these involve. 
but that does not mean we should dismiss them as simply misleading or false, 
for they mediate social interactions. Their public availability can afford new de-
velopments. For example, explicit ideas are more readily subject to criticism and 
revision or rejection than more tacit assumptions, precisely because they are 
more visible. Explicit concepts are more directly subject to people’s awareness—
a general feature of human cognition, not a particular claim about certain social 
arrangements or cultural constructions.

changes in ethical life depend on social conditions that will sustain them. 
This is why it can be hard to distinguish between ethics and politics: in the slo-
gan of mid-twentieth-century american feminism, “the personal is political.” i 
do not intend to reduce politics to ethics. but there are dimensions of political 
life that cannot be understood without some grasp of the moral and ethical 
impulses behind them. as we have seen, this is especially clear in the case of 
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activists whose political commitments cannot be directly explained in terms of 
their own self-interests, such as bourgeois intellectuals who fight for the pro-
letariat (Karl Marx, Friedrich Engels), men who defend women’s rights ( John 
stuart Mill), or literati who aspire to emancipate peasants (ho chi Minh).

at this point, i want to look at a brief moment in the american feminist 
movement when the ethical effects of awareness played a central role, the inven-
tion and promulgation of the technique of “consciousness-raising.” conscious-
ness-raising was a purposeful attempt to render tacit features of everyday habitual 
life explicit in order to make them into knowable objects, and therefore things 
that could be grasped, criticized, and transformed. it gave rise to new terms 
like “sexism,” “sexual harassment,” “date rape,” “marital rape,” and “eating disorder.” 
consciousness-raising is interesting for several reasons: it took very seriously the 
effects of problematizing the habits of everyday life, it succeeded in changing the 
descriptions and evaluations of actions and persons that were available for many 
americans, and as a radical political project it ultimately foundered, in part, on 
an unresolved tension between subjective experience and objective social analysis.

consciousness-raising was introduced to a Women’s liberation convention 
in 1969. like many radical feminists of this period, the young women who 
developed the technique had come through the civil rights Movement and 
the new left but had become disenchanted by their marginality within male-
dominated organizations. The technique drew on the “rap sessions” developed 
in the civil rights Movement, published accounts of “speak bitterness, recall 
pains” meetings in communist china, and new left theories, notably those of 
herbert Marcuse, whose emancipatory arguments stressed the primacy of con-
sciousness in social change within a Marxist framework (rosenthal 1984: 312).

What these diverse sources had in common was an emphasis on the socially 
transformative role of individual awareness and the effectiveness of relatively 
abstract categories of analysis in making sense of concrete personal experiences. 
but the process started in the reverse direction, from the personal to the social. 
The premise was that since individuals lacked the concepts that would reveal 
their similarities to one another, they thought their difficulties were due to per-
sonal inadequacies. Once individuals compared experiences, they would discov-
er common patterns. Generalizing from this, they would then be able to create 
more abstract categories, like patriarchy or sexism, which would enable them to 
connect individual sources of unhappiness to social conditions of oppression. 
These abstract categories would allow them to see particular experiences as in-
stances of general types.
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because this technique was based on the idea that new categories of analysis 
would emerge from previously unexamined experience, it tended to encour-
age participants to draw on the first-person perspective. but the process would 
not stop at the first-person, since what should emerge from the comparison of 
personal experiences is a common thread, as women find “that in fact they have 
all been telling the same story with minor variations” (O’connor 1969). The 
categories for this afforded a third-person stance. The emancipatory promise 
of consciousness-raising lay, in part, in this ability to shift from first- to third-
person stances. The consciousness-raising group was

a place where the members see their experiences mirrored in each other, where 
they are able to check and reaffirm their perceptions. One woman alone who 
complains of her oppression can be told she is distorting reality. . . . but when 
a group of women perceive again and again the same patterns of oppression 
derived from concrete stories of their day-to-day lives, it is impossible to sweep 
away their words as distortions. The first stage ends with a collective recognition 
. . . of some unnamable force that has acted upon them all to make them feel 
inadequate. (O’connor 1969)

The process of recognition should lead to the naming of that hitherto “unnam-
able force.”

having acquired the category of “oppressed group” in contexts where the 
expression referred to african-americans or to the proletariat, participants 
found it could apply as well to women. The result was the development of new 
group identities that the participants could apply to themselves. Much like the 
looping effects described by ian hacking (1995) for psychiatric disorders, once 
these categories began to circulate, people could find new ways to recognize 
themselves in them. They became new ways of being a person and of entering 
into social relations with others.

consciousness-raising sessions drew on the ordinary structures of conver-
sational interaction. They depended on the ways in which self and other af-
firm and recognize one another, developing a shared sense of reality over the 
course of their interaction. The ethical dimension of consciousness-raising is 
similarly apparent in Kathie sarachild’s (1978) remark that the discussions 
touched on “areas of the deepest humiliation for all women,” for whatever else 
humiliation is, it is a feature of the ethics of interaction that reveals the effects 
of the perspective of others on one’s own sense of self. Much of the power of 
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consciousness-raising lay in the attention it drew to the apparently trivial details 
of ordinary lives. talk turned to the dieting, wearing of uncomfortable clothes, 
and playing dumb that women undertook for husbands and bosses: “We hadn’t 
realized that just . . . naming the problem and problems would be a radical action 
in itself ” (sarachild 1978, emphasis mine). it was a process of making the ha-
bitual and taken-for-granted available for inspection and critique by rendering 
them both explicit and generalizable.

although the purpose was to stimulate political action, the process began 
with an ethical transformation through the re-description of everyday life. as 
the moral philosopher alison Jaggar (1989: 159) put it, “simply describing our-
selves as angry, for instance, presupposes that we view ourselves as having been 
wronged, victimized by the violation of some social norm.” but the norm did 
not simply exist prior to this discovery process—the very process of naming the 
wrong that helped foster the emergence of the norm that the wrong violated.

Finding a common thread in these stories helped participants shift the locus 
of responsibility away from themselves: “The most important [goal] is getting 
rid of self blame. can you imagine what would happen if women, blacks, and 
workers .  .  . would stop blaming ourselves for our sad situations?” (hanisch 
2006: 4). in consciousness-raising we see a kind of exculpation, drawing on 
ideas about socio-political causality. its success depended in part on women tak-
ing up a third-person stance on their own lives, seeing the particular incidents 
of “my life” in terms of general categories of what happens to “women as such.”

The feminist philosopher naomi scheman analyzes one effect of feminist 
consciousness-raising groups, the discovery by individual participants that they 
had been “angry” for years, taking the feeling to be illegitimate and pathological 
or without realizing one felt angry at all:

to discover what we are feeling (our emotions) is not necessarily or usually to 
discover some new feelings . . . ; rather, it is to discover what all of that means, 
how it fits in with who we are and what we are up to. it is to put a name to a mass 
of rather disparate stuff, to situate the otherwise rather inchoate ‘inner’ in a social 
world, to join (introspectible) feeling and behavior in a significant way, to note a 
meaningful pattern. (scheman 1980: 174)

These feelings preexist the act of naming and identifying them as a certain emo-
tion. What changes, rather, are their cohesiveness and their social standing. in 
order to function as a moral emotion, the state of we might call “anger” must be 
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understandable as anger about something. in scheman’s story, the members of 
the group urge one participant to see her anger as justifiable. she learns to re-
describe the situation so the emotion becomes a legitimate response. by recon-
figuring the ethical world, new conceptual objects are introduced, in the form 
of new types of person (e.g., male chauvinist pigs, liberated women) and new act 
descriptions (e.g., sexual harassment). in the process of deciding her feelings are 
justified, they become part of her self-understanding.

but scheman points out that the crucial changes are not simply transpiring 
within the interior life of an individual. First, of course, they emerge through so-
cial interaction itself, in the consciousness-raising group. beyond that, in re-de-
scribing the situation, what is being changed is “the picture we are likely to have 
of what the good life for a woman consists in” (scheman 1980: 178). The anger 
becomes legitimate because the woman’s current way of living turns out not to 
be the only one available. new possibilities, new ways of being a woman—what 
virtue ethics would call new kinds of human flourishing—have emerged.

More than that, the group produces forms of self-awareness that depend on 
other people: “a frequently remarked feature of such groups is that each wom-
an’s ability to recognize and change her situation depends on the others doing 
the same” (scheman 1980: 180). it would seem this was for two reasons. a par-
ticipant recognizes that others have had the same experiences; they transcend 
any particular subjectivity. she also sees that the others recognize her as some-
one whose feelings are justified. These forms of objectified self-understanding 
affect interactions down the road. Once others know that she is a feminist, they 
have certain expectations for how she will feel and behave. Those expectations 
will shape other people’s responses to her, which in turn will loop back to influ-
ence her own possible actions and interactions.

scheman is not denying that feelings have a real psychological or physi-
ological basis. The question, rather, is what do they amount to: “What makes 
the whole affair a case of someone’s being angry is how it is as a whole similar, 
in ways we particularly care about, to other cases” (1980: 183). it is being able 
to take the third-person stance (my feelings are an instance of a general cat-
egory) and reasserting the first-person stance (those feelings are mine) in a new 
context. it is not just knowing how the game is played but finding one has a 
stake in the outcome, a return, in a sense, to the embedded position of the first-
person perspective. The criterion for including a particular instance of feelings 
under the rubric of “anger,” in this view, is not its resemblance to other feelings 
in the abstract (provoked, say, by an incident of road rage, a botched plumbing 
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job, a lost game of tennis, the face of an armed enemy in battle) so much as 
it is its resemblance to other situations of sexism, a recognition that depends 
on objectified ethical categories. in other words, what makes “women’s anger” 
identifiable as such is the fact that “we [feminists] particularly care about” each 
of them. The identification of anger with the social category of women depends 
on a political analysis but the way feminists care about it depends as well on 
an ethical vision of the good life. The politics is inseparable from the idea that 
a way of flourishing has been denied. it is on the basis of that sense that one’s 
flourishing has been denied or thwarted that the feminist can link one distinct 
situation to another, and treating both as instances of a single category: “anger.”

The various experiences of women that came to be identified under the ru-
bric of “anger” emerged through processes of social interaction that problema-
tized aspects of daily life that had been largely unexamined—lynn O’connor’s 
“unnamable force.” The outcome was a new self-description tied to an ethical 
stance. it became possible to say, “i am angry (because that’s not the way a good 
life should be lived).” like many religious and political movements, conscious-
ness-raising sought ethical revolution through the dynamics of reflexivity, by 
demanding a shift from habit to awareness, with the hope that awareness would 
in turn change habits across society.

Ethical rEFlExiVitY anD its histOrical ObJEcts

in the passage quoted early in this essay, Foucault assumes that to be ethical de-
pends on some freedom of action. it follows that to discover the ethical empiri-
cally is to reveal some fundamental distinction between causal determinations 
of behavior (whether those be, say, biological, psychological, or socio-economic 
in origin) and people’s capacities to act. Foucault proposes that the freedom in 
question derives from the fundamental human capacity for reflection. reflec-
tion, in turn, depends on self-distancing so that you yourself can be the object 
of your own inspections. if ethics depends on the freedom that is made pos-
sible by reflection, then the fundamental cognitive capacity for self-distancing 
that all humans possess, and its development through self-other dynamics is an 
ethical affordance. if self-distancing turns the flow of action into an object of 
thought, then this cognitive process of objectification, the third-person stance 
it can produce, and the semiotic means that facilitate and sustain it, are devices 
for ethical life. but only in some modalities: for ethical life is confined neither 
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to those emotions, intuitive responses, and habits that elude consciousness nor 
to reflexive self-awareness.

Ethical practices do not necessarily add up to a coherent and consistent 
whole. What Williams calls a morality system depends on the coordination of 
what might otherwise be disparate ethical ideas and practices. That coordina-
tion is not something to be taken for granted. Yet because morality systems are 
typically easy to see—they announce themselves through their rituals, disci-
plines, rules, texts, authorities, slogans, laws, punishments, justifications—they 
loom large in the historical and ethnographic scholarship. Their visibility makes 
it easy to forget that nothing guarantees that any given social world will pro-
duce a coordinated and explicit morality system, or if it does, that the resulting 
morality system will actually govern people’s ethical lives in their entirety. at 
the same time, if we react against this bias toward morality systems and insist 
that ethics is only ever a matter of the un-self-conscious habitual practices of 
everyday life, it becomes hard to account for the empirical existence of morality 
systems when we do encounter them. Moreover, it becomes hard to understand 
certain kinds of actions, people’s purposeful efforts to change ethics. For moral-
ity systems loom large not just because they are easy to see but also because 
they play such a large role in history. Morality systems are often shaped by 
self-conscious people, like political revolutionaries, philosophical radicals, and 
religious reformers, who stand apart from the taken-for-granted flow of life in 
order to act upon it.

What morality systems often share is a propulsive movement, as large num-
bers of people take action in order to transform their ethical worlds, for example 
as pious reformers or ethical revolutionaries. They are expressions of historical 
agency. Given the evidence that much of ethical life is instinctual, habitual, frag-
mentary, contradictory, and does not require anyone’s full awareness, how do we 
make sense of the morality systems that push hard against all these characteris-
tics? What even makes it possible to step outside the flow of life and look at it 
from a distance, to give it words, to make it coherent, to criticize and reform it? 
as i discuss elsewhere (Keane 2016, chapter 6), in piety and other moral reform 
movements (not necessarily religious in character), that demand for consistency 
is often explained by the inculcation of a God’s-eye-view, a strong version of the 
third-person stance from which the faithful is expected to see the totality of his 
or her life and impose order on it.

according to Williams, morality systems have a juridical character, and 
imply the existence of a God-like judge that transcends the plane of human 
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activity. Ethics, by contrast, involves the growth or cultivation of persons, guided 
by models or concepts of human flourishing that vary according to the social 
and historical context. if the quintessential morality system is a monastic order, 
the paradigmatic ethics is athenian virtue. Yet some ethical projects of self-
cultivation, such as those of tibetan monks (lempert 2012) or Jain world-
renouncers (laidlaw 1995) do take morality systems as their model for human 
flourishing. such morality systems are often marked by a high degree of objec-
tification, producing descriptions of acts (for example, lists of sins) and types 
of persons (for example, saints) that are readily cognizable. They are like the 
descriptions that emerge when one must give an account of oneself. in this case, 
that account may be owed to gods, priests, saints, teachers, revolutionary com-
rades, and so forth. Morality systems support awareness with a host of semiotic 
technologies, such as texts, pedagogic techniques, rituals, and institutions to 
sustain them like law courts, temples, and schools. These produce what we can 
call historical objects. They are objects because they have an explicit character that 
people can focus on cognitively, much as one might learn a set of rules—subject 
to what Gilbert ryle (1946) called “knowing-that,” albeit one aimed at produc-
ing a “knowing-how.” They are historical both because they show persistence 
and stability and because they are subject to transformations. rules work in part 
because they seem to be the same even when they appear in different contexts 
they allow generalization. One reason they are subject to transformation is be-
cause, being explicit objects of awareness they are easier to criticize and defend 
than the more subtle patterns of un-self-conscious habitual life. This openness 
to criticism and defense makes ethics available for the purposeful endeavors 
such as religious revivals, social movements, and political revolutions.

historical objects are words or practices that make certain aspects of ethical 
life cognizable because they have semiotic forms that, being durable, can be rec-
ognized again and again. Words like “sexism,” practices like veiling, and bodily 
habits like bowing have a degree of solidity in people’s experience and can easily 
draw attention. like descriptions of kinds of person (honest, sneaky) and kinds 
of actions (generous, cowardly), whose reappearance in new settings can lend to 
the flow of events a sense of coherence, they are part of the raw material out of 
which everyday ethical awareness is made. an important part of ethical history 
is the way in which aspects of ethical life emerge out of the taken-for-granted 
background and become historical objects.

semiotic mediation means that even inner thought, if it is to have any social 
consequences, is never just cognitive but is inseparable from a host of material 
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practices. having books or a system of schools or a monastic system or military 
orders or yoga poses will inevitably produce different results for ethical life than 
not having them. however, those consequences are not defined in advance. The 
existence of historical objects and the technologies and institutions that sustain 
them does not determine any particular ethical outcome: they afford reflections 
that may (or may not) catalyze change. notice the feedback loop that enters 
into these processes. When people produce historical objects, they are likely 
to be responding to the affordances they discover in psychological propensi-
ties, patterns of social interaction, or existing ideas and institutions. Once those 
objects become part of the background for particular communities, they in turn 
offer affordances: ritual practices meant to influence gods may become psycho-
therapy for atheists, martial arts meant to train fighters might become medita-
tion regimes for literati, universities intended to train clerics for church and 
court become homes to laboratory scientists and nationalist historians. The idea 
of affordance acknowledges both naturalistic realism (there is a cognitive and 
affective “there” there) and historical creativity (athenian or confucian virtue 
and american feminism could each have turned out differently).

First-, sEcOnD-, anD thirD-PErsOn stancEs

historical objects invite people to take a third-person stance toward their ethical 
lives. This is easy to see in the case of institutionalized, textually borne morality 
systems, like those of the scriptural religions. but the possibility of taking that 
perspective is a fundamental cognitive capacity. Words like dignity, respect, dewa, 
or punén convey their meanings into an indefinite number of possible contexts, 
regardless of who “i” or “you” may be. cognitive and semiotic resources like these 
seem to be preconditions for the general, potentially context-free, norms so char-
acteristic of morality systems. but they do not operate wholly independently of 
the first- and second-person stances. These are the terms by which people are 
compelled to account for themselves to one another—for example, with excuses, 
accusations, justifications, praise, or blame. in the process of doing so, they can 
draw on the third-person stance, the point of view that speaks in the generic terms 
of a given ethical vocabulary. but they do so as someone who takes up, for the 
moment, the first-person stance in order to address another, as the second-person.

although feminist consciousness-raising took advantage of the second-
person address of face-to-face interaction, the outcome was categories whose 
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sociological character entails the third-person stance. Words like sexism invite 
individuals to see their first-person, subjective experience from the distant per-
spective of a sociological category. This, in fact, is part of why the sessions were 
supposed to be therapeutic, as well as political—the individual realized that 
what had seemed to be idiosyncratic, subjective experience was not peculiarly 
her own, in isolation, but one instance of a general type. rather than being al-
ienating, this typification was meant to absolve her from taking her unhappiness 
to be either individual psychopathology or a failure of personal responsibility. 
in the process, a new element entered the social history of the ethical life of the 
communities where this kind of feminism flourished.

interaction itself chronically brings into play the third-person stance. it 
draws on capacities and propensities, such as norm-seeking, conformity, and 
self-distancing, that are fundamental to child development anywhere. The sec-
ond-person is someone who addresses me, and whom i address. This is the 
interactive space within which people find themselves giving accounts: justify-
ing, excusing, accusing, explaining, denying, praising, blaming, and all the other 
activities in which ethical categories and stances are made explicit. These cat-
egories contribute to, and in turn draw upon, a public reservoir of concepts. a 
hunter recalls a grandmother’s reminder to thank the prey for giving itself up 
to the stalker. a neurologist persuades a jury that the evil act of a killer can be 
explained by the mechanical effects of a brain tumor rather than the ethical 
choices of a free agent. all of these acts draw on the third-person stance, not 
the view from a person who addresses me, but of the observer outside the ac-
tion. They make use of ideas that, in principle, anyone who shares my vocabulary 
ought to grasp, even if only to oppose me. This is the public world in which 
justifications and arguments make a difference.

Justifications and arguments make a difference because they are addressed 
to other people who can be expected to recognize their implications. One way 
people make history is by discovering in their arguments aspects that they 
had not noticed before, or considered relevant, and drawing from them new 
conclusions. as lynn hunt (2007) points out, once the French granted civil 
rights to Protestants after the revolution, it became more self-evident why it 
would make sense to extend them to Jews as well. Or take the idea of fairness, 
which in some form seems to emerge in early childhood and is one candidate 
for inclusion on many moral psychologists’ lists of universal ethical values (see 
shweder, Mahapatra, and Miller 1990). according to the caroline humphrey, 
eighteenth-century Mongols took for granted a social world that was crosscut 
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by deeply felt principles of distinction and hierarchy. Differentiated by clan 
membership and ranked birth order, no one was equal to anyone else. People of 
various statuses differed not merely legally but in their very essence; they were 
considered to be fundamentally incommensurable. Yet Mongols were preoccu-
pied by notions of fairness. What fairness usually meant, however, was treatment 
in accord to one’s given status—to be fair meant granting people their dues in 
accord with their respective ranks and clans, which were quite distinct from one 
another. but, humphrey tells us, this hierarchical concept of fairness could be 
applied more broadly. Thus in 1788, a minor official named Janggi ashig com-
plained to his superiors who had enslaved some serfs and confiscated others’ 
livestock, invoking the language of fairness. humphrey comments that his peti-
tion “goes beyond the fairness that would concede that others should have their 
due” (2012: 315). in effect, Janggi ashig took up an existing language of fairness 
and norms and discovered new possibilities in it. Moreover, he depended on this 
reworking of the available ethical vocabulary to be recognizable to the superiors 
he is addressing. to account for this requires both second- and third-person 
perspectives. he faced his superior as someone to be addressed in the second-
person, and who in turn might address him. (here it matters that Janggi ashig’s 
rank endowed him with a voice, something a serf would presumably lack.) but 
he counted on something else; the shared vocabulary of fairness and norms will 
be recognizable to his addressee even if they took new forms and would do so 
because these were categories that anyone who shared their public world should 
understand, taking the third-person stance of someone outside the interaction.

Ethical stancEs, Distant anD cOMMittED

The first- and second-person stances are embedded in interaction and are mu-
tually entailing; the third-person stance offers a generalizing view from outside 
and beyond the action. The tension among these perspectives is exemplified by 
the challenge posed by William Godwin when he asks whether one should save 
bishop Fenelon or the chambermaid from a burning house. in the same pas-
sage, considering that the chambermaid might be one’s own mother or wife and 
yet one should still save the bishop, Godwin (1793: 83) remarks, “What magic is 
there in the pronoun ‘my,’ to overturn the decisions of everlasting truth?” What 
could be a more powerful expression of the third-person stance than this, which 
completely eliminates the first-person perspective grounded in one’s immediate 
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psychological dispositions, personal commitments, and the second-person ad-
dress to specific others on the grounds of particular relations and commitments, 
in favor of a matter of rational principle?

The tension among these perspectives is built into everyday life. but by put-
ting the location of the actor into question, it is also one element of the problem 
of ethical relativism. Godwin was seeking a kind of moral reasoning that would 
lead anyone at all to the same conclusion. When Williams criticizes him, he 
implies that the dilemmas of positionality cannot be eliminated. Whatever the 
builders of normative theories conclude, empirical researchers cannot simply 
exclude by fiat ethical worlds in which abortion is murder, members of different 
clans have distinct essences, or individual humans are subordinate to divinities. 
They cannot expect that the facts will ultimately assure us that all people will 
define the good in ways we recognize, or that they will eventually converge on 
values that we can accept. Does this, then, condemn us to some kind of a-moral 
relativism? i think not, because no one is only a natural or social scientist, and 
no one inhabits solely the third-person stance. indeed, the third-person stance 
cannot provide a complete understanding of ethical life, since to take it up by the 
same token excludes the perspective of the first-person. certainly we can hope 
that empirical knowledge will widen and multiply the viewpoints and sympa-
thies available to us. but we should not expect that this will lead us to some posi-
tion so utterly transcendent that it will secure our ethical intuitions once and for 
all—granting us a supreme authority that no one else could challenge. if such an 
external and unassailable position were even possible, i suspect one would find 
oneself like a tibetan monk or sumbanese aristocrat watching americans play 
baseball—curious, perhaps, even knowledgeable, but unlikely to care how the 
game turns out. but even this would be just part of the story, since the tibetan 
and sumbanese would have their own games to care about. They too can move 
between first- and third-person stances. indeed, that capacity to move back and 
forth between those perspectives (whether or not that capacity is realized in any 
instance) seems to be a crucial feature of ethical life. as suggested earlier, some-
times people find themselves in the midst of the action, sometimes they stand 
apart from it. There is no reason to expect either position to be the final one: 
the potential for movement between them is an endemic feature of human life.

What empirical research might point out is this: neither the first- and 
second-person (which are mutually entailing) nor the third-person on its own 
fully contains everything we have learned about ethical life. supposing we were 
to say ethics must favor the former, and anyone would rescue their mother or 
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wife—even if she is just the chambermaid—at the expense of the bishop. We 
begin to have trouble accounting for Karl Marx devoting himself to the pro-
letariat, John stuart Mill to women’s rights, Janggi ashig defending peasants, 
a sinhalese woman protecting a tamil stranger, or, for that matter, the young 
child protesting that someone has taken the cookie belonging not to herself 
but to someone else. The self-distancing capacity to step outside of one’s first-
person position—something that depends on cognitive developments in early 
childhood—is an affordance frequently taken up in the social history of ethical 
life. Yet ethnographers are quite familiar with the limits of the third-person 
stance and the morality systems that promote it. so too are others: psychologi-
cal research, for instance, reveals that high moral principles are easily under-
mined in practice. The view from social interaction shows how such principles 
are crosscut by the constant, inescapable dynamics of respect, recognition, and 
facework. if the empirical study of ethical life tells us anything, it should be 
that these tensions are chronic and not likely to be resolved for good one way 
or the other. People are endowed with psychological capacities and propensities 
of which they are mostly unaware and over which they have little or no control. 
They are embedded in social relationships that are crucial to their sense of self-
worth. but they are also purposeful agents who respond to the ideas and argu-
ments their social histories have produced and are prone to contributing new 
ones. indeed, it may well be that these very tensions and the impossibility of 
resolving them once and for all help drive them to make new ethical discoveries 
and inventions.

When people act or live in ways taken to be ethical, those notions concern 
values or ideas about rightness and wrongness. When other people, in turn, 
respond to those acts or ways of living, they are guided partly by how they do 
or do not make sense of those ideas. but making sense of ideas is not the end 
of the story. Ethical life is not just a matter of knowing the rules of the game, 
something any idle bystander might accomplish as well. it is being commit-
ted enough to that game to care how it turns out. a full account of ethical life 
should help us grasp that too.
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lecture four

Troubled waters
At the confluence of ethics and politics

Didier Fassin

 What is the real relationship between ethics and politics?
 — Max Weber, “The profession and vocation of politics,” 1919

For more than two thousand years, philosophers have tried to isolate the sub-
stance of ethics and morality, whether in terms of foundations or principles. For 
more than a century, social scientists have in turn also tried to do so, whether 
they called their object of investigation moral codes or ethical subjectivities. 
This endeavor has indeed taken numerous forms, both theoretical and em-
pirical, from Aristotle’s virtue ethics to Immanuel Kant’s ethics of duty, from 
Adam Smith’s moral sentiments to Max Weber’s religious ethics, from Edward 
Westermarck’s study of the origin of moral ideas to Émile Durkheim’s analysis 
of the determination of moral facts, from the improbable trolley mental experi-
ment to medieval monks’ mystical experiences. Evolutionary biologists, cogni-
tive psychologists, and neuroimaging specialists have even attempted to identify 
the grammar of universal moral traits that could define human beings and lo-
cate a hardwired ethics within their brain.

Latecomers in the field despite early attempts to characterize the moral 
grounds of the particular social worlds they studied, anthropologists have eagerly 
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explored it over the past two or three decades—and substantially renewed our 
understanding of it. As is well known, their inquiry has followed two major 
paths (Fassin 2014a). The first focuses on the social constraints of morality, the 
norms imposed by society, the values shared by its members, and the contribu-
tion of the moral order to the social order. The second insists, conversely, on the 
individual dimensions of ethics, the freedom each person has to deliberate and 
to decide, and the inner experience through which ethical subjects are formed. 
Thus outlined, the geography of the field, which reproduces the classical opposi-
tion between Kantian and Aristotelian philosophies, is certainly reductive, and 
multiple overlaps between the two approaches increasingly complicate the land-
scape I just depicted, the alternative between constraints and freedom being, for 
some, difficult to sustain empirically as well as theoretically. Yet, the distinction 
that it allows by contrasting the language of morality and the language of ethics, 
already proposed by Bernard Williams, remains a helpful convention, although 
it could also be argued that what anthropologists used to call “moral” is now 
phrased as “ethical” without strong justifications regarding the difference, but 
merely because of the appeal of the word. As for me, I associate both terms with 
only minor semantic inflections.

Beyond their diverse and sometimes conflicting views, these delineations 
of domains alternately named the ethnography of moralities (Howell 1996) or 
the anthropology of ethics (Faubion 2011) logically have in common to single 
out what constitutes morality or ethics. It is this postulate that I would like to 
challenge. not that I deem illegitimate the efforts deployed by philosophers and 
social scientists to extirpate their moral or ethical gems so as to be able to ex-
amine them, but I want to try instead to study them with their gangue and even 
in their vein in order to provide a distinct account and comprehension of their 
social meaning. Morality and ethics are, indeed, always embedded in histori-
cal contexts, cultural universes, and social practices. They are often intimately 
linked with economic and political dimensions. Except when they are inscribed 
in religious or ideological doctrines in which they may be clearly formulated, 
their identification by anthropologists or sociologists results from a reconstitu-
tion through the study of discourses and practices. Such a differentiation be-
tween what is moral or ethical and what is not can be assimilated to a form of 
purification through which moral codes and ethical subjectivities, for instance, 
are extracted from the course of human activities. This is a legitimate scientific 
operation that has made us aware of entire areas and particular issues in social 
life that were until then largely ignored or disregarded. However, by doing so, 
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social scientists, in particular anthropologists, have tended to reproduce what 
philosophers generally do when they isolate moral principles or ethical dilem-
mas. While this abstract operation might be justified by theoretical reasons as 
well as from a prescriptive perspective in the case of philosophy, its application 
to the social sciences leaves unexplored certain moral and ethical dimensions of 
human action that are empirically and normatively impure. Such an impurity is 
never as obvious as in the encounter between ethics and politics.

In one of his late interviews, Michel Foucault ([1984] 2001: 1414) thus 
summarized his intellectual enterprise: “In a certain way, one could surely say 
that I try to analyze the relations between science, politics and ethics. But I do 
not believe it would be a quite accurate representation of what I want to do. 
rather I seek to contemplate how processes possibly interfere with each other 
in the constitution of a scientific domain, a political structure, a moral practice.” 
This project, the genealogy of which can be traced back to nietzsche, becomes 
increasingly present in Foucault’s last two series of lectures at the Collège de 
France entitled “The government of the self and others.” In line with this re-
flection, it is the interface between ethics and politics as apprehended through 
the lenses of social science that I want to study. I do not imply that all ethics is 
political or that politics only has to do with ethics but I believe that the inter-
twining of the two is a defining issue of the contemporary world that has been 
understudied.

It is hardly a new concern, though. Almost a century ago, in his famous lec-
ture “The profession and vocation of politics,” Max Weber ([1919] 1994: 357) 
asked, “Is it in fact true that any ethic in the world could establish substantially 
identical commandments applicable to all relationships, whether erotic, busi-
ness, family or official, to one’s relationships with one’s wife, greengrocer, son, 
competitor, with a friend or an accused man? Can the fact that politics operates 
with a quite specific means, namely power, backed up by the use of violence 
really be a matter of such indifference as far as the ethical demands placed on 
politics are concerned?” The domain where ethics and politics intersect and in-
teract is indeed profoundly influenced by power relations and power games at 
play. This is not to say that power would be absent from other human activities, 
including parental, conjugal, or sexual, but it is undoubtedly a dominant trait in 
the political realm, where it is potentially associated with the legitimate use of 
violence.

In this essay, I will explore the encounter between ethics and politics 
through a series of case studies, a method that has been used before (Gutman 
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and Thompson 2006) but to which I intend to give a more general theoretical 
content. I will do so by moving from international relations to national issues to 
local scenes and by drawing mostly from previous studies I conducted in various 
contexts.

Two methodological difficulties, partially related, arise from the case studies 
presented and, more generally, from the exploration of the interface between 
ethics and politics. The first one pertains to the individual aspect of ethics con-
trasted with the collective dimension of politics. The second one concerns the 
microsocial level of ethics as opposed to the macrosocial scale of politics. Cer-
tainly, these dichotomies exaggerate the characterization of the two fields but 
the tensions between them do exist in the interpretation of the cases, whether 
one explores “ordinary life,” through love stories across hostile religious groups 
in India (Das 2010) or linguistic variations in the evocation by a father of the 
murder of his son in Mexico (Keane 2010), or public life, as I will do in this 
essay—and it will become clear through the case studies that the boundaries 
between these two forms of life, ordinary and public, tend to be empirically 
blurred. How can one study ethical conflicts in the relations between states or 
nations? How can one approach ethical issues in the civic realm? How can one 
analyze ethical contradictions within institutions? These are some of the ques-
tions I will address.

I will first examine the domain of humanitarian interventions, which is per-
haps the most obvious global site of ethical debates, to discuss the three main 
philosophical theories: ethics of duty, virtue ethics, and consequentialism. I will 
then analyze the question of civil rights and the moral dilemmas that they may 
elicit, to distinguish between two ethics: conviction and responsibility. I will final-
ly consider the issue of misconducts within professions and institutions, and their 
moral justifications by the agents, to illustrate the importance to analyze the full 
range of values and affects notwithstanding their positive or negative orientation.

Developing and discussing these case studies, I intend to pursue the critical 
and fruitful dialogue with philosophy that I engaged in several essays, arguing 
for a respectful and loyal betrayal rather than a mere application of concepts 
(Fassin 2014b). More specifically, I will appeal to interpretations generally pre-
sented as distinct and even incompatible or contradictory to show that when 
they are considered in actual situations the lines between them tend to become 
blurred. Such an inquiry on the borders between disciplines and the boundaries 
between fields means venturing to perilous grounds where epistemologies are 
not stabilized but where, I hope, the reader will follow me.
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ETHICAL quESTIonInG: on THE LIBYAn CASE

The intervention of French and British forces in Libya, which started with the 
support of the united States and seven other countries on March 19, 2011, has 
been considered the first real test for the responsibility to Protect principle 
adopted by the united nations in 2005 (Fassin 2013a). This principle, often ab-
breviated as r2P, is the response to the massacre of Srebrenica and the genocide 
in rwanda, for which the organization had been left paralyzed as it passively 
watched the massive killings occur. Deemed a major advance in the ethics of 
international relations, it implies that in cases of genocide, ethnic cleansing, war 
crimes, and crimes against humanity, the member states of the united nations 
have a responsibility to protect the victims using “all necessary measures,” from 
diplomatic pressures to military operations. For its promoters, it radically differs 
from previous tentative efforts to impose a “right to intervene” or even a “duty to 
intervene,” which would have definitely shaken the principle of state sovereign-
ty inherited from the Westphalian agreement almost four centuries ago: when 
invoked under the responsibility to Protect, military intervention is only a last 
resort after all other options have failed and as populations are in grave danger. 
For its critics, however, it is a mere continuation of “muscular humanitarianism,” 
in Anne orford’s terms (1999): to declare that all other options have failed and 
that populations are in grave danger is for her a matter of judgment dependent 
on strategic interests. Indeed, in the end, the r2P principle legitimates armed 
action whenever powerful nations decide so.

It was in Libya that the new doctrine served for the first time to engage 
in warfare. The Security Council adopted resolution 1973 on March 17, with 
ten countries voting in favor of the text, while China, russia, India, Brazil, and 
Germany abstained. The attack started two days later as the ceasefire announced 
by the Libyan government was not deemed credible. The announced objective 
was to impose a no-fly zone over a large part of the country. In Misrata and 
Benghazi particularly, populations were said to be imperiled by the progression 
of Muammar Gaddafi’s army and its airstrikes. The head of the national Tran-
sitional Council announced a catastrophe, predicting half a million deaths if the 
troops entered the cities held by the rebels. The French president and the British 
prime minister convinced the leaders of the other countries (members of the 
Security Council) to back up or at least not oppose the armed operation. nine 
days after the beginning of the international intervention, nicolas Sarkozy and 
David Cameron jointly rejoiced in a public statement, “hundreds of thousands 
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of people had been saved from a humanitarian disaster.” Despite the vagueness 
of the meaning of the sentence—were lives actually saved or was a potential 
disaster avoided?—no better justification could be invoked when resorting to 
force in the application of the responsibility to Protect: menaced by their own 
government, the populations faced a grave danger unless immediate action was 
taken. The operation was, indeed, not depicted as military but as humanitarian.

The case was, prima facie, relatively simple. Inspired by the Arab Spring that 
had resulted in the overthrow of two authoritarian presidents by civilian protest-
ers in Tunisia and Egypt, a social movement developed in January 2011 against 
the corrupted dictator Muammar Gaddafi, who had been in power for more 
than four decades. As the demonstrations turned into confrontations with the 
police and as the security forces fired live ammunition against the demonstra-
tors, the unrest rapidly evolved into a civil war. The rebels, who included civil-
ians, defected police and military, and presumably Islamist groups, took control 
of large portions of the country but the governmental forces soon regained part 
of the territory lost and marched on the seceding cities. Public relations on both 
sides tried to depict their respective enemy as involved in killings and torture. 
The official army was accused of hiring foreign mercenaries and systematically 
raping women.

In parallel, intense diplomatic activity was taking place under the aegis of 
France and Britain (in the European union) to adopt a common position, as 
well as at Security Council (of the united nations) in order to avoid the veto 
of russia and China. Influenced by the French public intellectual Bernard-
Henri Lévy who, having gone to Benghazi as a journalist and having met with 
the leaders of the rebellion, pleaded for a rapid intervention, nicolas Sarkozy, 
without even informing his minister of foreign affairs, hurriedly recognized the 
national Transitional Council as the legitimate government of Libya and, with 
the active support of David Cameron, personally intervened with the fourteen 
other heads of state of the Security Council to convince them that a military 
operation was the only option. Two days later, resolution 1973 was passed, and 
the bombings of the allied forces over Libya started. After seven months of 
ensuing naval attacks and airstrikes, of which the number of casualties remains 
unknown four years later, the end of the operation was announced as Gaddafi’s 
death was confirmed.

Considered to be the main author of the responsibility to Protect prin-
ciple, former Australian minister of foreign affairs Gareth Evans had written 
in the Sydney Morning Herald on March 24, 2011: “The international military 
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intervention in Libya is not about bombing for democracy or Muammar 
Gaddafi’s head—let alone keeping oil prices down or profits up. Legally, moral-
ly, politically and militarily it has only one justification: protecting the country’s 
people from the kind of murderous harm that Gaddafi inflicted on unarmed 
protesters four weeks ago, has continued to apply to those who oppose him in 
the areas he controls, and has promised to inflict on anyone against him should 
his forces recapture Benghazi and other rebel ground.” Yet, speaking much less 
confidently at a conference in Melbourne on July 20, 2012, Evans deplored 
the loss of consensus behind the principle he had promoted, the result being 
the absence of international response to the massacres perpetrated at that time 
in Syria by the army of Hafez al-Assad, a situation comparable in many ways 
with that encountered earlier in Libya, although the “Gaddafi regime’s vio-
lence was much less than Assad’s,” according to the former Australian minister. 
“Consensus has simply evaporated in a welter of recrimination about how the 
nATo-led implementation of the Council’s Libya mandate ‘to protect civilians 
and civilian populated areas under threat of attack’ was actually carried out. We 
have to frankly recognize that there has been some infection of the whole r2P 
concept by the perception, accurate or otherwise, that the civilian protection 
mandate granted by the Council was manifestly exceeded by that military op-
eration”. So, how to explain Evans’ disenchantment? Why did the international 
consensus evaporate? What went wrong with the application of the principle 
for which he had pleaded?

Before answering these questions—which have to do with the failure of 
the intervention to live up to the international community’s expectations—a 
preliminary interrogation should be formulated regarding the very grounds of 
the operation: Was it justified, as the promoters of the responsibility to Protect 
principle assumed and as the vote at the Security Council seemed to indicate? 
The presentation of the situation by the media, many politicians, various non-
governmental organizations and, of course, the leaders of the rebels left little 
doubt about it: a massacre was on the verge of being perpetrated by one of the 
most brutal dictators of the continent, and only immediate preventive action 
could avoid it. However, some condemned this bellicose precipitation. Theorist 
of “just wars,” Michael Walzer (2011) wrote in The New Republic, as early as 
March 20, 2011, that the bombing was unjustified because its goals were un-
clear, the support of the Arab nations was missing, and the conditions of the 
application of the responsibility to protect were not met since no indication ex-
isted that massive killings of civilians would occur. But it is outside the Western 
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world, in Africa and the Middle East in particular, that the military operation, 
viewed as prompted by economic interests and imperialist motivations, received 
the widest opposition from intellectuals as well as the general public.

Strikingly, probably more than in Britain, where the contested interven-
tion in Iraq had left traces among the population, there was broad consensus in 
France behind the president’s bellicose stand, as opinion polls revealed. At the 
national Assembly, almost all representatives, from Conservatives to Socialists, 
maintained their support for the right-wing government’s military engagement 
during the whole campaign, the only exception being the Communists. But 
no less conspicuously, the largest French humanitarian organization, Doctors 
Without Borders, a nobel Peace Prize laureate, was among the few criticizing 
the military intervention as “legal but illegitimate” since, according to them, 
it trivialized the use of force to settle internal conflicts. Analyzing the events 
at the end of the operations, the former president of the organization rony 
Brauman went as far as to declare in Le Monde on november 25, 2011, that the 
supposed column of tanks progressing toward Benghazi and the announced 
destruction of the port of Misrata by airstrikes had been mere “propaganda” of 
the national Transitional Council, as were the presumed massacres of civilians, 
which were never authenticated. Actually, even the allegations of rape serving 
as a weapon of war (the Viagra boxes provided as proof were too well preserved 
considering they were said to have been found in charred tanks), of the use of 
foreign mercenaries (the Sub-Saharan Africans presented as such were actually 
undocumented migrants), and of the bombing of civilian protesters by helicop-
ters, all accusations that had significantly contributed to the surge of indigna-
tion worldwide and the justification of the military operation, were contested 
by an independent report by Amnesty International in June 2011: no evidence 
of these claims was found. Although it is impossible to determine precisely 
what was the situation when resolution 1973 was voted and what would have 
been the outcome of the attack against the rebels had the intervention not been 
undertaken, the decision to overthrow the regime—and not simply to protect 
the population—seemed to have been made several weeks before the counterof-
fensive by the French president who had declared that “Gaddafi must go.”

Indeed, even those strongly in favor of the military intervention were trou-
bled by its development into a “mission creep,” in James Pattison’s words (2011), 
with its main objective the deposition of the Libyan dictator instead of the 
announced imposition of a no-fly zone. To understand both the decision to 
intervene and what appeared to have been from the start the real objective of 
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the operation, domestic considerations have to be taken into account (Chorin 
2012). For years, Gaddafi had been demonized in the West: his support of lib-
eration movements blacklisted by the united States had been used as justifica-
tion for airstrikes on Tripoli and Benghazi in 1986, killing the Libyan leader’s 
daughter; his suspected implication in terrorist attacks against two airplanes in 
1988 and 1989 that caused the death of more than four hundred people, many 
of them British and French, led to international economic sanctions. But in the 
2000s, things changed. The regime collaborated with the government of the 
united States in its war against Islamist terrorism, agreed to compensate the 
families of the victims of its attacks, and officially renounced its nuclear pro-
gram, thus after 2004 obtaining a progressive normalization of its relations with 
Western countries, in particular the European nations eager to access Libya’s oil 
reserves, benefit from promising markets (including weapon sales in the case of 
Britain), and work out migration control at the southern borders of Europe, a 
major concern for the Italian government.

Immediately after his election as president in 2007, Sarkozy engaged in ne-
gotiations with Libya for the liberation of five Bulgarian nurses and a physician 
of Palestinian origin accused of having caused HIV infections among children, 
missioned his wife and his general secretary for secret discussions in Tripoli, and 
after the deportation of the health workers, expressed his gratitude to Gaddafi 
(Zoubir 2012). As part of a series of official invitations to European capitals, 
the Libyan dictator was received in Paris with great pomp for what a New York 
Times reporter called on December 11, 2007 “a reward,” quoting the French 
president’s special advisor for foreign affairs as saying that Gaddafi had “a right 
to redemption.” However, Sarkozy had to endure the humiliation of his guest’s 
whims and provocations, such as the installment of his sumptuous tent near the 
Elysée Palace, the official presidential residence. As this visit by the newly re-
habilitated autocrat had caused embarrassment and protests in France, includ-
ing within the government, and as later media revelations about developments 
in the friendship between the two heads of state and their close collaborators 
had generated further abashment, the uncontrollable dictator had fallen into 
disfavor.

In this context, the prospect of a Libyan Spring was regarded as an oppor-
tunity for the increasingly unpopular French president to redress his political 
mistakes, particularly after he had been criticized for his management of the 
previous Arab Spring and had to ask his former minister of foreign affairs to 
resign due to her too-close relationship with the Tunisian autocrat. According 
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to an analysis published by Forbes on March 29, 2011, although factually dis-
tinct, domestic considerations were not so different in substance for the British 
government as Tony Blair’s disturbing secret negotiations with Gaddafi in 2007 
and 2008 had been made public, as the liberation of the principal perpetrator 
of the Lockerbie attack for humanitarian reasons in 2009 had caused emotions 
among the family of the victims, and as the prospective investments of British 
Petroleum in Libya were considered to be at stake. In sum, the noble humani-
tarian argument put forward by the French and British leaders as a justification 
for the attack was not without ulterior motives, which the reorientation of the 
mission uncovered. The rejection of several hundred refugees fleeing the conflict 
and the airstrikes, who were stopped and turned back at the southern border of 
France, later revealed the limits of the president’s compassion for the suffering 
of Libyans.

But still more problematic than this drift, the evolution of the situation on 
the ground raised growing concerns about the consequences of the intervention 
both in the short and long term, as discussed by Alan Kuperman (2013). With 
nATo’s operation considered to have increased the duration of the war, the 
death toll is estimated by some experts to have been seven to ten times greater, 
with war crimes as well as crimes against humanity perpetrated on both sides, 
including the killing of Sub-Saharan African migrants accused of being mer-
cenaries of the regime. Perhaps even more preoccupying, four years after the 
official end of the conflict, the country remains divided into four areas under 
the control of antagonistic organizations, including the Islamic State of Iraq 
and the Levant, and Libya has become a geostrategic site for rivalries between 
Muslim governments in the Middle East, with Egypt and Emirates launching 
air raids against Islamist groups supported by Turkey and qatar. Furthermore, 
the spillover of the conflict into the region, in particular Algeria and Mali, has 
been facilitated by the dissemination of military and militias as well as the scat-
tering of weapons from looted arsenals, leading to the strengthening of rebel 
and jihadist groups in the Sahel and to further military interventions of France 
in the region. ultimately, the responsibility to Protect principle has been par-
tially discredited, and the fragile consensus formed around it has been broken: 
governments that had been reluctant to join the military operation in Libya but 
had accepted not to veto it felt they had been deceived and later systematically 
opposed similar resolutions, notably in Syria.

How to interpret the Libyan case in light of the relationship between ethics 
and politics? Humanitarianism has a long genealogy and a short history: the 



185TrouBLED WATErS

former can be traced back to the eighteenth century and beyond as a political 
theology characterized by the alleviation of suffering and the saving of lives 
in the name of a common humanity; the latter rapidly expands at the end of 
the twentieth century at the interface between nongovernmental organizations, 
multilateral agencies, and states as a global policy of compassion and rescue 
(Fassin 2012). The responsibility to Protect is both the continuation and the 
culmination of the humanitarian project from the perspective of international 
relations, since it substitutes the superior ethical obligation to defend popula-
tions whose survival is threatened and whose suffering becomes intolerable for 
the historic principle of national sovereignty, or rather renders the latter subsidi-
ary to the former in extreme situations. Indeed, the responsibility to Protect 
stipulates, first, that states maintain the primary responsibility for the protection 
of their population, second, that the international community has a responsibil-
ity to assist them in fulfilling this objective, and third, that it must consequently 
use all appropriate means to achieve this goal, including the use of force through 
the united nations. According to the new doctrine, sovereignty can therefore 
be respected as long as the protection of the population is not imperiled by the 
very sovereign.

The responsibility to Protect clearly belongs to the Kantian tradition of 
the ethics of duty. It imposes a moral obligation on each state to protect its 
own population and, in case of default by one, on the united nations to act by 
substitution. For Kant ([1785] 2005: 61–63), an action can be good but have 
no moral worth if it is done by interest or by inclination or in consideration of 
its consequences. only “an action done from duty derives its moral worth, not 
from the purpose which is to be attained by it, but from the maxim by which it 
is determined, and therefore, does not depend on the realization of the object 
of the action, but merely on the principle of volition by which the action has 
taken place, without regard for any object of desire.” Thus, “duty is the necessity 
of acting from respect for the law.” But what is that law, which has no regard for 
the effects it produces? The answer is, notoriously, the categorical imperative: “I 
am never to act otherwise than so that I could also will that my maxim should 
become a universal law.” The responsibility to Protect can thus be viewed as the 
reverence to the universal law that commands to avoid the suffering and pre-
serve the lives of people threatened by genocide, ethnic cleansing, war crimes, 
and crimes against humanity. Both the formulation of the principle and its ap-
plication pertain to duty. However, as the Libyan case shows, two elements in-
terfere with the strict ethics of duty as pure reverence for the law.
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The first one is what Kant describes as “inclination,” of which he gives as 
an example the fact of helping others for the pleasure felt at the sight of their 
happiness. In the context of humanitarianism, compassion in front of the dis-
tress endured by others is a crucial motive for action and has tactically been 
used by governments to justify military operations on humanitarian grounds. 
The Libyan rebels knew it as they produced narratives, testimonies, and images 
that elicited such response. And the public in the West, including politicians, 
could not avoid being moved as well as attracted by the spectacle of human 
affliction. Sincerely or not, such exposition contributed to the legitimation of 
the intervention in Libya. More generally, in the humanitarian realm, moral 
sentiments are intricately associated with the moral principles deriving from 
the universal law: affects and values are closely linked and the desire to act 
is inseparable from the will to act. But such an observation is not limited to 
humanitarianism, as Émile Durkheim ([1906] 2010: 36) emphasized in his 
effort to develop a sociology of moral facts: “Moral rules are invested with 
special authority by virtue of which they are obeyed simply because they com-
mand. obligation is, then, one of the primary characteristics of the moral rule. 
In opposition to Kant, however, we shall show that the notion of duty does 
not exhaust the concept of morality. For us to become the agent of an act it 
must interest our sensibility to a certain extent and appear to us as, in some 
way, desirable.” In Durkheim’s view, if the philosopher can prescriptively de-
cide how one ought to act morally, the social scientist should rather establish 
descriptively how one does act morally, under the empire of both principles 
and emotions.

The second addition to the ethics of duty corresponds to “self-interest,” as 
Kant has it, providing as an illustration the merchant who does not overcharge 
an inexperienced customer because such a breach of trust would have nega-
tive effects on his business due to the competitive local market. In the Libyan 
case, the self-interest of the heads of state or government and their countries 
certainly played a role in the decision to intervene. As they assessed the situa-
tion, the French president and the British prime minister have included the ex-
pected benefits of the operation on their respective domestic situation, in terms 
of personal authority and popularity as well as geopolitical and economic im-
plications for their countries and their companies. These links between morality 
and self-interest have long been discussed in the social sciences, and Bernard 
Mandeville’s fable of the bees ([1714] 1970) and its paradoxes provoked a scan-
dal in his time. They are also part of Pierre Bourdieu’s theory of symbolic capital 
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([1994] 1998: 85): “Is a disinterested act possible?” he asks, and his answer is 
that “every field, in producing itself, produces a form of interest which, from the 
point of view of another field, may seem like disinterestedness” and that, recip-
rocally, it is always possible to uncover “interest in disinterestedness.” no need 
to be cynical, however, to integrate self-interest in the selective implementation 
of the responsibility to protect. Again, whereas the philosopher defines a moral 
act in normative terms, the social scientist contemplates its social logics, includ-
ing the role of self-interest.

Thus far, only the Kantian ethics of duty has been discussed, even if it has 
been challenged or enriched from the perspective of the social sciences by incli-
nation and self-interest, that is, appealing to moral sentiments and recognition 
of realist motivations. Yet, humanitarianism should certainly not be reduced to 
this paradigm. on the one hand, one cannot discard Aristotelian virtue eth-
ics, among fieldworkers as well as decision-makers, within nongovernmental 
organizations as well as state apparatuses, in Libya as elsewhere. Most agents 
do not only act according to what is their duty but also in part according to 
their intuition and reflection about what is good, as described by Peter redfield 
(2013). The principle of the responsibility to protect threatened populations is 
not exclusive of the sense of feeling responsible with respect to the protection 
of people who are in danger. The emotional inclination and the rational self-
interest do not debar virtuous reflexivity regarding the best action to conduct. 
one would not grasp the ethical meaning of humanitarianism in its entirety if 
it were to be restricted to the accomplishment of an obligation, simply tempered 
by affects and nourished by calculation. Something of an ethics of care is simul-
taneously at work, at least among some of those involved or simply concerned. 
But on the other hand, one has also to take into account consequentialist eth-
ics, which evaluates the morality of the act in consideration of its foreseeable 
effects. These effects, as David Kennedy argues (2004), are often quite remote 
from what one would guess. In light of what is known about the process of the 
decision to intervene in Libya, it is clear, however, that the sense of urgency to 
launch the military operation, for whatever reason or motivation, prevailed over 
the thorough analysis of what would happen next locally, regionally, and inter-
nationally. And in light of what is known about the outcome of the operation 
in terms of casualties and violations of human rights as well as insecurity and 
instability in the country and the region, it is obvious that the negative conse-
quences of the intervention, although partially predictable from precedents in 
Afghanistan or Iraq, were largely overlooked.
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obligation, character, and anticipation, to which can be added sentiment 
and interest, thus constitute the complex intertwining of ethical threads in-
volved in humanitarianism or, more specifically here, military intervention in 
the name of the responsibility to Protect. rather than a clear delineation of 
ethics of duty, virtue ethics, and consequentialism, it is the articulation of the 
three and the relative weight given to each of them that ultimately defines the 
intersection of ethics and politics. Anthropologists and sociologists who study 
international relations do not have to choose between the paradigms: based 
on their empirical research and theoretical interpretation, they must instead 
attempt to grasp the links, tensions, and contradictions between the logics of 
duty, virtue, and consequences, which are also affected by emotional impulses, 
influenced by expected advantages, and ultimately embedded in political stakes. 
Humanitarian intervention in general and its military avatar in particular are 
much more than the mere benevolent protection of populations in the name 
of which they are conducted. But other ways of accounting for the intersection 
between ethics and politics are possible as revealed by the controversies raised 
in the aftermath of a dramatic event that took place in Paris.

ETHICAL ALTErnATIVE: on THE CHArLIE ATTACK

The shooting at Charlie Hebdo on January 7, followed two days later by the attack 
on a kosher supermarket, tragically inaugurated 2015 in France. But perhaps 
more than the acts themselves, it is the collective response they elicited in the 
population that has received international attention: four million people peace-
fully marched all over the country under banners reading Je suis Charlie, I am 
Charlie, on January 11, 2015. All political parties had called for the demonstra-
tions, in which only the national Front had been declared unwelcome, with the 
battle cry: “Against barbarity, let us defend the values of the republic!” of these 
values, two were more specifically at stake: liberté and laïcité, since the shooting 
of people associated with the publication violated free speech and the fact that 
they would have been targeted because of the antireligious content of their work 
infringed secular principles (Fassin 2015). Indeed, the Kouachi brothers, who 
had killed twelve persons in the offices of the satirical magazine and nearby, 
including five famous cartoonists, wanted to avenge the offense of having repre-
sented the Prophet Muhammad, and especially of having done so in a debasing 
manner (for example, naked in the prayer prostration position uttering Brigitte 
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Bardot’s famous line in Jean-Luc Godard’s film Contempt: “And my butt, do you 
like my butt?”) and in an insulting way toward Muslims (for instance, in tears 
despairingly complaining: “It’s hard being loved by jerks!”). But these provo-
cations were not isolated. They occurred within a broader context of rampant 
Islamophobia openly expressed in France (Hajjat and Mohammed 2013) and 
across Europe (Gottschalk and Greenberg 2007) by the far right, part of the 
right, and beyond. In this context, the two brothers, who had lived through dif-
ficult childhood and youth, ended up being prey of the proselytism of Islamist 
preachers and deciding to perpetrate their deadly attack.

The January 11 march and more generally the Je suis Charlie movement, 
obviously focusing on the assault in the offices of the satirical magazine, tended 
to overshadow the other killing, that of Jews in a kosher store. Although anti-
Semitism was firmly denounced by the government as well as Muslim leaders 
and painfully experienced by the Jewish communities, the mobilization never 
explicitly differentiated the murder of individuals for what they do and the mur-
der of individuals for what they are. In a sense, the crimes against the republic 
somewhat eclipsed the crimes against humanity. This was probably due to the 
popularity of the cartoonists, to the absence of precedent of such aggression, and 
to the sense that values essential to the French nation had been transgressed. 
In France, liberty and secularism are generally presented as two sacred pillars 
of the nation, the legacy of the 1789 Declaration of the rights of Man and the 
Citizen and the 1905 Law on the Separation of Church and State, respectively. 
The second of these principles, in particular, had been in the past two decades 
the object of a voluntarist politics of the French government and parliament 
targeting what was viewed as a threat posed by Muslims to secular democracy. 
As shown by Joan Scott (2007), the passing of the law banning the wearing of 
“signs or clothing which conspicuously manifest students’ religious affiliations” 
in public elementary, middle, and high schools in 2004, and the impassioned 
controversy that surrounded it, revealed that the “politics of the veil”—since the 
legislation aimed in fact at prohibiting headscarves—meant much more than 
a defense of secularism. More generally the radicalization of the promoters of 
laïcité has profoundly modified the spirit of its initial advocates and, according 
to Jean Baubérot (2014), has “distorted” its very principle.

In fact, after the Charlie attack, the defense of liberty and secularism by 
state officials and civil society, however sincere it was for many, overlooked the 
numerous breaches already existing in the application of these principles. In-
deed, on the side of free speech, denigration of the national flag or anthem, 
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denial or irreverence regarding a genocide, or calls for the trade boycott of a 
foreign country have become increasingly prosecuted under the French law, and 
on the side of secular practices, the state generously subsidizes private educa-
tion systems for Christians and Jews, the teaching of religion is mandatory in 
public schools in Alsace Moselle, and the French presidents are granted by the 
pope the title of sole honorary canon of Saint John Lateran inherited from the 
ancien régime when France was deemed “the elder daughter of the Church.” 
Thus, not all discourses are protected by the freedom of speech and not all reli-
gious groups were imposed the same secular rule, but few commentators noted 
the double standards used by the state in the application of these foundational 
principles. Ironically, the mere fact of evoking publicly the unequal treatment 
of Islam raised suspicion and could even be severely punished—and has been 
when students have done so in the classroom, paradoxically after they had been 
invited to express their opinion by their professor. on January 14, the minister 
of education herself declared at the national Assembly, “these questions about 
double standards are intolerable to us, especially at school, which is charged 
with transmitting values.” notwithstanding such contradictions, the creeds of 
both free speech and secular society benefitted from a broad national consensus 
in France.

Former member of the Charlie Hebdo editorial team and well-known for her 
repeated criticisms of Islam, Caroline Fourest (2015) was on the forefront of 
the mobilization for free speech and radical secularism, going so far as to write a 
two-hundred-page “vindication for blasphemy.” one week after the attack, she 
was invited to speak on British television. During her Sky news interview, to 
the surprise of the journalist Dharshini David, she suddenly brandished a copy 
of the satirical magazine showing Muhammad. The broadcast was interrupted 
and the anchor apologized to the audience, regretting that some viewers “might 
have been offended” and reminding that her that the channel had made the 
“decision not to show this cover.” In the previous days, the French essayist had 
made similar attempts on the uS cable news networks Cnn and MSnBC, but 
since the interviews had been prerecorded, the image had been blurred before 
it was broadcast. referring to the episode on Sky news, Caroline Fourest com-
plained on the French media about the “treason of British journalists” and the 
“unprecedented violence and absolute hypocrisy” of the censorship of which she 
had been the victim.

This anecdote is revealing of a broader phenomenon. While in France 
the medias have chosen to exhibit the cover of the magazine ostensibly and 
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insistently, in the united Kingdom and the united States they have generally 
decided not to do so. Many French commentators deemed the latter attitude 
complaisance, if not pusillanimity. Conversely, on the other side of the Channel 
and the Atlantic, the former stand was often regarded as uselessly insulting 
and stigmatizing. In fact, the ideological landscape was less homogeneous than 
it seemed, and each society was itself divided along these lines, as revealed by 
the protests of two hundred writers when in new York PEn American Center 
granted an award for “freedom of expression courage” to Charlie Hebdo in May 
2015. Similar impassioned debates have taken place worldwide. Mutually ex-
clusive, the two positions—to publish or not to publish—have often discredited 
each other, the radicals calling their adversaries indulgent of Muslims and the 
liberals considering their opponents to be intolerant of Islam. How can one 
provide some “moral clarity” (Shatz 2015) in this debate? rather than opposing 
courage and cowardice, as was common in France in the aftermath of the kill-
ings, or liberality and bigotry, as was heard in Britain and the united States, I 
suggest viewing the two positions as alternative ethics.

For Weber ([1919] 1994: 359–60), at the heart of the relationship between 
ethics and politics lies a conflict between “two fundamentally different, irrec-
oncilably opposed maxims.” The first one is the “ethic of conviction,” which is 
absolutist. It is sometimes also translated as the ethic of ultimate ends. The indi-
vidual who acts in function of this ethic will do so by following the principles of 
his religion or ideology whatever the cost may be. The second one is the “ethic 
of responsibility,” which is relativist. It pays special attention to the means used. 
The individual who acts according to this ethic will do so by anticipating the 
potential effects of the decision made. “If evil consequences flow from an action 
done out of pure conviction, this type of person holds the world, not the doer, 
responsible, or the stupidity of others, or the will of God who made them thus. 
A man who subscribes to the ethic of responsibility, by contrast, will make al-
lowances for precisely these everyday shortcomings.” In a context of war, for in-
stance, a “person of very firm socialist convictions” may have to choose between 
a few more years of conflict leading to a revolution or an immediate peace with 
a political status quo.

But although his inclination is clearly toward the second option, Weber 
([1919] 1994: 361–67) does not caricaturize the opposition: “It is not that the 
ethic of conviction is identical with irresponsibility, nor that the ethic of re-
sponsibility means the absence of principled conviction—there is no question of 
that.” Actually, the alternative is not easy to solve: “no ethic in the world can get 



192 DIDIEr FASSIn

round the fact that the achievement of ‘good’ ends is in many cases tied to the 
necessity of employing morally suspect or at least morally dangerous means, and 
that one must reckon with the possibility or even likelihood of evil side-effects. 
nor can any ethic in the world determine when and to what extent the ethi-
cally good end ‘sanctifies’ the ethically dangerous means and side-effects.” The 
implication is that there is no easy solution to this sort of dilemma: “Whether 
one ought to act on the basis of an ethics of conviction or one of responsibility, 
and when one should do the one or the other, these are not things about which 
one can give instructions to anybody.” In the end, “the ethics of conviction and 
the ethics of responsibility are not absolute opposites.” rather, “they are com-
plementary to one another.” This optimistic conclusion might not be entirely 
satisfying, though: there remains something practically unresolvable in this con-
frontation because the options are intellectually incompatible.

The response to the Charlie Hebdo attack provides ample evidence of it: 
one has to decide whether or not to publish the caricatures of Muhammad. 
A choice has to be made. More generally, one cannot argue simultaneously for 
the absolute application of principles in the name of one’s conviction and the 
preferential attention to the consequences of such application in the name of 
one’s responsibility. But in this particular case, there is no perfect symmetry 
between the two ethics for two reasons: one is theoretical, the other empiri-
cal. From a theoretical perspective, the ethics of conviction emphasizes prin-
ciples of democracy, here freedom and laïcité, which supposedly represent its 
French version named republicanism, while the ethics of responsibility values 
the foundations of politics, that is, in Hannah Arendt’s terms (2005: 93), “the 
fact of human plurality” or “the coexistence and association of different men.” 
The latter can be regarded as less specific and more universal than the former. 
one could say that it is less historically bounded and has more anthropologi-
cal depth. From an empirical perspective, the ethics of conviction is claimed by 
dominant groups and selectively applied to dominated ones, since Muslims oc-
cupy the lower segment of society and endure various forms of discrimination, 
as discussed by John Bowen (2015), whereas the ethics of responsibility tends 
to be inclusive of both groups by acknowledging the historical, cultural, and 
social context in which principles are formulated. The apparent neutrality of the 
call for abstract ideals of the former often conceals the actual inequality of their 
concrete application, to which the latter is more sensitive. one could argue that 
this asymmetry in power relations has ethical implications. Let us examine the 
two positions in more detail.
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on the one hand, those defending the ethics of conviction invoke free 
speech and radical secularism, meaning in this case the right to blaspheme, 
which has become commonplace in France and even, in practice, a duty to blas-
pheme since even before the Charlie attacks refusing to show the caricature of 
the Prophet was presented as an ethical renouncement. Yet, the actual applica-
tion of these principles seems to contradict them. First, although it has universal 
claims, such a posture is weakened by its relative inconsistency: the authorities 
that speak out for freedom of expression and defense of laïcité prosecute activists 
who manifest anti-Zionist opinions (the French state systematically brings to 
justice those who advocate for the boycott, disinvestment, and sanction cam-
paign) and generously fund Catholic schools (which welcome one thousand 
times more students and receive five thousand times more public funds than 
Muslim schools, despite the fact that Muslims are only five times less numerous 
than Catholics). Second, although it is allegedly applied to all faiths equally, 
blasphemy focuses on one of them, whereas others are spared such profanity (if 
one defines it as irreverence with respect to what is regarded as sacred in a given 
social group, ridiculing the Prophet could be deemed equivalent to mocking the 
Holocaust, but the promoters of blasphemy accept the former while condemn-
ing the latter). In the end, the double standard and the symbolic domination 
that it reveals undermine the democratic promise.

on the other hand, those defending the ethics of responsibility invoke the 
recognition of the sensibility of others, who feel insulted and discriminated by 
the representation and derision of the Prophet and the risk of generating social 
disorders, even on a global scale with the possibility of lives lost, and in both 
aspects, facts proved them true, since many Muslims all over the world were 
indignant, leading to violent protests and harsh repression. The issues raised by 
their contradictors against this position are twofold. First, they fear the devel-
opment of censorship and self-censorship: this concern is legitimate but should 
be deemed so for all expressions of satire, criticism, and dissidence, whatever 
their target. Second, they worry about the place granted to religious beliefs by a 
secular state: this preoccupation is, again, comprehensible but reflects the hard-
ening of secularism in the past decades in France even more than the shift in 
the public presence of religions. For those who argue in favor of the ethics of 
responsibility, these two risks, which should certainly not be overlooked, are 
however counterbalanced by the expected benefits: respect for the dignity of all 
citizens whatever their faith and integration of the various communities into 
the national collectivity.
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But the analysis of the confrontation between the ethics of conviction and 
the ethics of responsibility, in the case under study, should not be limited to 
the exchange of arguments on both sides as if it were a pure intellectual dis-
pute. Both historical and political contexts matter. Indeed, the publication of 
the caricatures occurred at a time when Islam was increasingly represented with 
negative traits in France and more broadly throughout the Western world and 
when Muslims were confronted with hostile and provocative attitudes in the 
European and north American countries where they lived. It was also a time 
in the history of the Middle East and more broadly the Muslim world when 
the radicalization of jihadist groups generated violent conflicts and when the 
sensitization of larger segments of the population facilitated extreme tensions. 
The cartoonists were conscious of their dangerous game. The preachers played 
with the frustrations of Muslims. All knew the setting of their actions. It is pre-
cisely the consideration of this historical and political background that inclines 
Weber toward the ethics of responsibility: for him, to be responsible is to take 
into account the context, from which one can derive foreseeable consequences 
and decide in favor of the least damageable option.

But precisely because the context is so crucial for the interpretation of these 
ethical choices and because politics is so intimately linked to ethics in the public 
sphere, the signification and implication of each ethic vary depending on the 
circumstances. Whereas the expression of conviction (in the defense of free-
dom and secularism after the attacks) was consensual and therefore with little 
risk for those who professed it in France, it sometimes represents the ultimate 
and dauntless option for those who speak truth to power (by contrast with the 
cartoonists who mocked an already stigmatized social group). one can think of 
the Mauritanian engineer Mohamed Cheikh ould Mohamed, a member of a 
lower caste of Black African origin, accused of apostasy and sentenced to death 
for an article denouncing the religious roots of social inequality in his country, 
or of the Chinese writer Liu Xiaobo, a human rights activist, accused of subver-
sion and sentenced to eleven years in prison for his participation in a manifesto 
calling for the democratization of his society. Symmetrically, while the invo-
cation of responsibility (against the call for absolute principles) was a way of 
resisting a largely accepted stance in the French context, it can turn into lenient 
acceptation of the status quo at whatever cost (by contrast with the uncomfort-
able position of those who did not associate with the collective momentum). 
one could evoke European leaders not willing to establish common policies to 
rescue endangered immigrants in the Mediterranean Sea or to grant asylum to 
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refugees from African and Middle Eastern countries at war, with the arguments 
of the need to control borders, prevent xenophobia, limit the expansion of the 
far right, and maintain the sustainability of welfare programs.

Thus, the meaning of the opposition between ethics of conviction and eth-
ics of responsibility depends on the field of forces in which it is embedded. 
Expressing one’s conviction to defend rights against powerful agents is different 
from doing so against dominated groups. Arguing in favor of responsibility is 
not the same when one represents the former or protects the latter. This does 
not imply that criticizing powerful agents is in itself good, or right, and that 
criticism is necessarily bad, or wrong, when it concerns dominated groups. I 
am simply arguing that the implications are different as is the signification. 
The leaks regarding the practices of spying on both domestic and foreign com-
munications by the national Security Agency are a case in point. Whatever one 
thinks of his deeds, Edward Snowden acted in the name of an ethics of convic-
tion, to shield citizens’ privacy and liberty. He did it at the peril of his reputation 
and even life. one can refer to the “courage of truth,” as Foucault ([2008] 2011) 
analyzes it, using Socrates as an example. And however one judges its response, 
the obama administration justified it in the terms of an ethics of responsibility, 
arguing that maintaining the secret system and charging the whistleblower for 
espionage were necessary to ensure the protection of the national security. The 
cost was major infringements of civil and human rights for both the public and 
the accused, including, for the latter, violations of his right to a fair trial (since 
the case was to be presented behind closed doors) and to asylum (since pres-
sures were exerted on other governments to avoid its granting). one can read 
this attitude as a compromise privileging security over liberty and sovereignty 
over rights, and one will then have to decide, in light of history, whether or not 
it is what Avishai Margalit (2010) calls a “rotten compromise,” giving the 1938 
Munich agreement as a powerful illustration of the price paid in such case.

In other words, Weber’s heuristic differentiation between the ethics of con-
viction and the ethics of responsibility needs to be assessed in each specific his-
torical and political context, considering more specifically the power relations 
and power games in which they are inserted. They involve more than idealism, 
on the side of conviction, and pragmatism, on the side of responsibility. From 
the perspective of the social sciences, their interpretation cannot be made in 
the absolute. one has to take into account the structure of domination that is 
involved and the context in which it makes sense. Actually, Weber’s proclaimed 
preference for the ethics of responsibility over the ethics of conviction should 
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itself be understood in the historical and political moment of his famous 1919 
lecture to the Free Students union in Munich—that is, in the immediate after-
math of the Spartacist uprising, which, as a public figure, he had strongly op-
posed: the revolution ended up in the bloodbath of the government’s repression.

Hence, avoiding a value judgment on the two ethics would be probably more 
faithful to the German sociologist’s epistemological principles. It might be pref-
erable to affirm instead the importance of the analytic distinction between them 
rather than of a normative hierarchy among them. The ethics of conviction and 
the ethics of responsibility have different cultural meanings and social implica-
tions, and may therefore be evaluated differently depending on the historical 
setting and the political stakes. This assertion is not only true of Weber’s two 
ethics; it applies to all ethical forms. It does not entail moral relativism but 
simply the recognition of the necessity for the social scientists to differentiate 
ethics (rather than rejecting as unethical any stance that does not correspond 
to one’s ethical position) and to contextualize their interpretation (rather than 
analyzing them in absolute terms). Such precautions become especially crucial 
when one analyzes what is generally viewed as deviant practices from an ethical 
perspective.

ETHICAL TEnSIonS: on PoLICE MISConDuCT

Although everyone would agree that it is not a novel phenomenon but rather 
an old reality only recently acknowledged, problems related to serious malprac-
tice in law enforcement have become prominent over the past decades (Fassin 
[2013] 2015). In Britain the murder of Stephen Lawrence in 1993, in France 
the death of Zyed Benna and Bouna Traore in 2005, and in the united States 
the killing of Michael Brown and Eric Garner in 2014—only to mention a few 
events that generated collective awareness and urban unrest in the respective 
countries where these tragedies took place—have led to uncover more broadly 
the banality of racial discrimination, physical abuse, and illegal practices among 
police forces as well as the conspicuous impunity from which perpetrators ben-
efited. Beyond the individual misdeeds, however, the institution and even the 
state itself have begun to be held responsible for such actions upsetting com-
mon moral sense. But how to connect the interaction between officers and their 
public and the functioning of law enforcement organizations and governmen-
tal bodies, and more generally how to link together the microsocial and the 
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macrosocial is a classic but difficult puzzle in the social sciences (Cicourel 1981). 
Here, the case is made even more complex since one has to consider how moral-
ity and ethics enter the picture, and more specifically, how the agents account 
for their misbehavior or, conversely, correct it, and how the state contributes to 
such deviance or, contrarily, regulates it.

An illustration can shed some light on these issues. I take it from the eth-
nographic research I conducted between 2005 and 2007 in one of the largest 
French police districts situated in the outskirts of Paris (Fassin [2011] 2013). 
The 200,000-inhabitant conurbation has unemployment, poverty, and crime 
rates significantly higher than the rest of the region. The proportion of im-
migrants is substantially higher than the national average, and minorities are 
overrepresented in the many housing projects. During a fifteen-month period 
I have done fieldwork, accompanying in their daily activities uniformed offic-
ers in charge of public security as well as plainclothes agents belonging to the 
anticrime squads. These special units have been created in the 2000s as part of 
law-and-order policies developed by successive conservative governments. They 
are normally dedicated to catching criminals in the act but for lack of such cases 
they tend not to be very different from regular units, except that their members 
have the deserved reputation of toughness. Most of my observations were car-
ried out accompanying the police during their day and night patrols across the 
conurbation, generally in cars, sometimes by foot. In order to exemplify ordinary 
misconduct rather than spectacular misdeeds involving brutality or even cruelty, 
which I also witnessed, I purposely choose a trivial and banal scene.

one evening, during the 2005 riots, the police were informed that a primary 
school in a housing project was on fire, probably due to arson. The anticrime 
squad crew with which I was on patrol immediately headed toward the site 
where firefighters were already at work to extinguish the blaze under the curious 
gaze of the residents. A few minutes later, in the parking lot where we stood ob-
serving the scene, a small explosion was heard. It was a Molotov cocktail, the or-
igin of which was difficult to determine. Scrutinizing the surroundings plunged 
into darkness, the officers noticed on the other side of the sports field that bor-
dered the apartment blocks a small group of adolescents hardly distinguishable, 
some of them wearing light-colored hooded sweaters. They imagined that the 
culprit was among them and started to chase the shadowy figures, which fled 
and disappeared. The subsequent search in the neighborhood was not success-
ful. After a while, we resumed the patrol. Three hours passed without any other 
significant occurrence but as we were driving around several blocks from the 
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site where the incident had taken place, the officers spotted three adolescents 
who were quietly chatting in front of an apartment block. They looked of north 
African origin. The car stopped, the agents harshly asked the youngsters for 
their documents and forcibly conducted a body search. one of the three, who 
did not have his papers with him, explained that he lived with his parents two 
floors above and proposed to run upstairs, possibly with an officer, and get his 
identity card. The police refused and took him in to the station. The adolescent 
was wearing a white hooded sweatshirt. Although it was quite common cloth-
ing among the youth, this made him a suspect (or rather an easy prey), the arrest 
of which could be formally justified.

During the transit to the precinct, he was pestered and threatened. If he did 
not confess his crime, he was told, he would be detained. The adolescent said he 
did not understand what he was supposed to be guilty of. At the police station, 
one of the agents checked the national register of reported offenses and found 
a name similar to his associated with a previous misdemeanor. For a long while 
he aggressively interrogated the adolescent about his identity and made jokes 
about his Arab name, Abdelkrim, the last syllable of which is pronounced in 
French as the word “crime.” obviously, the officer knew that the probability of 
this random arrest corresponding to the actual culprit was very low and that, 
were it to be the case, the chance of obtaining a confession was even lower. But 
he probably had other reasons for keeping the boy at the precinct. Indeed, when 
the adolescent was finally released, it was the middle of the night, and there was 
no more public transportation. He had to walk almost three miles back home.

Such practices are not rare. Two official studies of the judicial treatment of 
minors (Delon and Muchielli 2007) and young adults (Mazars 2006) arrested 
during the urban unrest show that three-fourths of the former and one-third of 
the latter were discharged for lack of evidence. With regard to the adolescents, 
the authors note that most of those accused of resisting arrest were already 
known to the police, implying that the indictment might have been a form of 
targeted retribution. In an interview they conducted with a judge, the latter 
described these apprehensions followed by several hours of detention and har-
assment as common. This form of arbitrary punishment inflicted on a more or 
less random basis, depending on whether someone already identified as a trou-
blemaker was at hand, was essentially directed at those whom anticrime squads’ 
agents disparagingly designated as “bastards,” a term that was difficult not to 
interpret in racial terms since it alluded to what most members of the special 
unit deemed illegitimate national status, most of them being French born in 
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France but of African ancestry. Although, for the majority, the youths did not 
end up being sentenced or even arraigned, the mere fact of having them tor-
mented, humiliated, frightened, or simply annoyed sufficed to the police’s sense 
that the alleged offenders had received a just retribution. Indeed, albeit unethi-
cal by common standards, these acts, which infringe both legal and deontologi-
cal norms of their profession, nevertheless receive moral justifications on the 
part of the officers, who rationalize them with two complementary arguments.

First, the police generally consider their public to be either culprits or ac-
complices. The expression “their public” is meant to describe the residents of 
low-income neighborhoods, belonging for the most part to ethnic minorities 
(that is, blacks, Arabs and sometimes roma people). They correspond to those 
designated by John Alan Lee (1981) as “police property,” in other words, cat-
egories of population that society regards as falling a priori within the jurisdic-
tion of law enforcement organizations and that the authorities therefore leave 
to the officers’ discretionary power. This conflation of entire territories (public 
housing) or groups (project youths) and their mental association with criminal 
activities (often mere misdemeanors) have been described in various national 
contexts of law enforcement, but they are aggravated in the French case by the 
fact that 80 percent of police forces come from rural areas and small towns and 
their first posting is always in the most exposed and less valued districts—that 
is, the disadvantaged neighborhoods located in or around large cities (Pruvost, 
Coulangeon, and roharik 2004). nourished by the discourse of their professors 
at the academy and of their colleagues in their precinct who often depict the 
banlieues as a “jungle” and their inhabitants as “savages,” the sense of alienation 
experienced by young officers contributes to their lack of discernment: unable 
to establish differences among the residents of the housing projects, they see 
them all as probable delinquents and potential enemies. When an offense is 
perpetrated, people fall into two categories: those who committed it or helped 
commit it and those whose silence render them complicit. For the police, to 
arrest an adolescent knowing that there is a very thin chance that he would be 
the culprit and that, were it to be the case, there would be no way to prove it, is 
therefore morally justified: he pays not only for his social group but also for the 
times when he has not been caught while guilty.

Second, such retribution is even more legitimate in their view since they 
are persuaded that magistrates are too lenient. We arrest criminals and indict 
them, they say, and the next day, the judge releases them without sentence. Such 
a belief reinforces their conviction that they should themselves dispense justice 
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in the street or at the precinct—and not infrequently on their way to the station 
as well. The complaint about the magistrates’ indulgence, which allegedly anni-
hilates the officers’ valuable efforts to fight crime, is specific to neither a country 
nor a time, and Egon Bittner (1980: 26), among others, discussed the phenome-
non for the united States several decades ago. Yet, in France, as in most Western 
nations, data shows the exact opposite. As a consequence of harsher legislation, 
stricter enforcement and more expeditious judiciary procedures, more accused 
are sentenced more often and more heavily than has been the case in recent dec-
ades (Timbart 2011). But for the officers—who notice the presence in public 
places of individuals they have arrested but ignore the fate of those who have 
been incarcerated—judges are never severe enough, and each time the police 
have a chance to punish either physically or psychologically suspected offenders 
while they are within their reach they take it.

Thus, because they think they are dealing with a criminal population and 
because they presume that magistrates show too much clemency, law enforce-
ment officers feel entitled to discipline their public and chastise their suspects, 
whatever evidence—or lack thereof—they may have against them. retribution, 
whether it takes the form of the random punishment of a bystander as exempli-
fied here or of a punitive expedition targeting a whole apartment block as de-
scribed elsewhere (Fassin 2013b), is therefore regarded by the police as morally 
defensible. These people got what they deserve, they confidently affirm.

A caveat might be necessary, here. When I happened to present this analysis 
to scholarly audiences, I had remarkably contradictory reactions: while some 
would manifest their indignation toward the officers and the way they justified 
their practices, others would state their discomfort with respect to what they 
thought was my approval of these justifications, and others still would express 
their irritation at what they deemed my partiality against the police. none of 
these reactions adequately reflect my endeavor to account for abuses in law en-
forcement. To analyze moral justifications is not to express a moral judgment 
in the form of either condemnation or excuse. It is an effort to render intelligi-
ble—including in the agents’ own moral terms—acts that appear to be purely 
unethical. Yet, my auditors’ reactions usefully unveiled a predicament to which 
social scientists are often confronted: the ethical tension between the first and 
third person—in this case, between the acknowledgment of the moral justifica-
tions of the police and the recognition of the moral deviance of their acts.

How to reconcile or simply juxtapose the former and the latter without 
resorting to Jean-Paul Sartre’s simplistic explanation by the “bad faith” or 



201TrouBLED WATErS

succumbing to Jean-Luc Godard’s provocative definition of objectivity as “five 
minutes for Hitler and five minutes for the Jews”? If we take seriously the fact 
that agents generally find moral arguments to explain to themselves and to oth-
ers what is generally regarded as immoral acts, and if we think it is the social 
scientists’ task to account for such ethical contradiction, how can one proceed 
to avoid the dual pitfall of mere condemnation and indulgent excuses? To ad-
dress this quandary, I suggest to proceed through three analytical steps: first, by 
expanding horizontally the range of what falls under the moral and the ethi-
cal; second, by integrating vertically individual actions into their institutional 
and political background; third, by identifying differences among agents with 
respect to misconduct.

The first moment consists in including in the analysis of ethical issues moral 
dimensions that have nothing to do with the right, the good, and more gener-
ally the “positive” side of morality and ethics. This is a major conceptual shift 
since for the most part both philosophers and social scientists precisely define 
morality and ethics in terms of the right thing to do and the good life to live. 
noticeably, however, the Scottish moralists had opened the path and, for in-
stance, in his famous study of moral sentiments, Adam Smith ([1759] 1976) 
was not only interested in “sympathy,” “gratitude,” and “amiable and respectable 
virtues,” but also in “hatred,” “resentment,” and “selfish passions.” neither the 
anthropology of morality nor the anthropology of ethics have paid attention 
to what is generally deemed negative dimensions and therefore disqualified. 
The problem is epitomized by the fact that the only available alternative to Joel 
robbins’ “anthropology of the good” (2013) is David Parkin’s “anthropology of 
evil” (1985), as if the ordinary forms of “positive” ethics could only be contrasted 
with extraordinary forms of “negative” morality, not leaving a space for the study 
of trivial negative expressions. In fact, almost all contemporary anthropology of 
morality and ethics is turned toward the good.

I would therefore plead for a demoralized anthropology, an anthropology 
not only focused on the bright side of morality and ethics but considering also 
their dark or, perhaps better said, dim side. In an insightful and profound analy-
sis of his own moral emotions as he returns to Germany a few years after having 
been deported to Auschwitz, Jean Améry ([1966] 1980) explained the ethical 
roots of his “ressentiment,” using the French word in reference to nietzsche’s 
famous interpretation of the genealogy of morals. Adapting his reflection to 
account for the expression of rancor and animosity I encountered in my field-
work on AIDS in South Africa and policing in France, I have proposed (Fassin 
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2013c) to distinguish ressentiment as related to a historical condition (that of 
the blacks who lived through the apartheid), and resentment as related to a so-
ciological position (that of the police tasked to do the dirty work of society). 
resentment is nourished, in the latter case, by the sociological proximity of the 
officers with their public (they are part of the lower class). The moral distinction 
they construct to differentiate themselves from the local population (they see 
their activity as the defense of the social order against the dangers represented 
by poor neighborhoods and their residents) often serves to cover up or render 
acceptable plain racism (most of them are whites and operate in areas where the 
majority of the inhabitants belong to minorities of color). But this resentment 
is not only self-reproduced; it is also fueled by discourses heard and policies 
implemented.

The second stage implies, indeed, to decenter the analysis so as to integrate 
individual acts into the broader moral context of the institution, the state, and 
society as a whole. The ethical grounds on which agents justify their conduct 
are influenced by the moral climate of the time. Political discourses and public 
policies, in particular, can legitimate or even encourage deviant practices among 
the police (Mouhanna 2011). Since the 1990s, successive right-wing govern-
ments have marginalized and stigmatized immigrants and their children, whom 
a minister of the interior labeled as “scum”; harsher legislation has criminal-
ized practices typically encountered in housing projects, such as loitering in the 
lobby of apartment blocks; police forces have been given extended prerogatives 
in terms of stop-and-frisks and have received special units like the anticrime 
squads, in order to exert stricter control over disadvantaged neighborhoods; last 
but not least, in the name of performance culture, high quotas of arrests have 
been established, which could only be reached by looking for easy prey such as 
marijuana users or even by provoking young men to prompt their reactions then 
qualified as insulting and resisting the police (these arrests are generally done 
via racial profiling in housing projects). Such convergent verbal, legal, organi-
zational, and managerial targeting of certain populations and certain territories 
has largely contributed to facilitate or encourage violent, abusive, and discrimi-
natory practices in law enforcement and to entitle officers already inclined to 
such practices, even more since the expectation of impunity authorizes the trivi-
alization of deviance.

To account for this moral climate underlying the politics and policies of law 
enforcement, I have borrowed but reformulated E. P. Thompson’s (1971) classi-
cal concept of moral economy and defined it as the production, circulation, and 
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appropriation of values and affects with regard to a given social problem (Fassin 
2009). This definition takes into consideration both the dynamic of change in 
the moral space and the agents’ capacity to adopt, contest, or manipulate ethical 
objects. In the present case, what can be called the moral economy of insecurity, 
as it has developed in past decades with its fabrication of anxiety, anger, and 
intolerance, its creation of scapegoats, rejection of otherness, exaltation of na-
tionalism, demand for order, expectation of intransigence, and consent to loss 
of rights, has definitely provided favorable conditions for the development of 
police misconduct and the generation of a collective ethical anesthesia. Yet, it 
is clear that even in such noxious context for democracy, not all officers act in 
the same way.

The third approach consequently enlightens the ethical variations exist-
ing within the professional group and its institutional setting. Even when 
the internal (moral justifications) and external (moral economy) conditions 
are propitious to deviance, certain individuals commit misdeeds while oth-
ers do not. There are various ways to interpret such differences. In a classic 
study, William Ker Muir (1977: 3–4) distinguished two “virtues,” which he 
called “tragic sense” and “moral equanimity,” the former having to do with 
the capacity to “grasp the nature of human suffering,” the latter referring to 
the “contradiction of achieving just ends with coercive means.” Such criteria 
may however evoke the social scientist’s idealistic vision more than the reality 
of police work. In the units I observed, differentiation among officers could 
be identified along two axes. one axis corresponds to the moral community 
imagined by the officers, that is, those with whom they considered themselves 
sharing a common humanity. This moral community could be inclusive, in the 
sense that it comprised, prima facie, everyone without distinction of color, 
culture, religion, or class, or be exclusive, in the sense that certain groups or 
categories were a priori rejected, generally on racial or ethnic grounds. The 
attitude toward the youths from minorities reflected rather accurately this 
distinction: civility and correctness in the first case, hostility and contempt 
in the second one. The other axis indicates the moral obligation the officers 
felt with regard to the code of conduct of their profession, particularly for the 
use of force and the respect for the law. This moral obligation could be strong, 
with what is often described as professionalism, or weak, with aggressive and 
unlawful practices.

Empirical observation revealed a more frequent combination of exclusive 
moral community and weak moral obligation (racist and violent officers) than 
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of inclusive moral community and strong moral obligation (courteous law-abid-
ing officers). Interestingly, the second scenario characterized the few agents who 
had grown up in urban areas comparable to the ones where they were assigned; 
by contrast their colleagues raised in small towns and rural areas embodied the 
first attitude. More rarely, discordant combinations were found: aggressive and 
unlawful behaviors indiscriminately directed at everyone or, symmetrically, rac-
ist beliefs not translated into discriminatory acts. These various configurations, 
which would of course need to be empirically refined to show how they con-
cretely operate and also how the same individuals can move from one to an-
other, may be interpreted in light of what Foucault ([1984] 1985) describes as 
moral subjectivities, through which the agents do not content themselves with 
the implementation of rules or reproduction of norms but develop their own 
capacity to assess people and situations and act accordingly. In the case of law 
enforcement, if the conformity to a work model that has often been described 
by criminologists in terms of police culture is the attitude most frequently en-
countered, those who are able to escape the habits of their organization, the 
prejudices of their profession, and the pressure of their peers are of particu-
lar interest to analyze how, often in a discreet and almost unnoticeable way, 
“subjects of virtue,” as James Laidlaw (2014) calls them in a different context, 
are—quietly—constituted.

Anthropological attention to moral deviance—practices that offend com-
mon conscience—thus enriches our understanding of ethics by widening the 
scope of what counts as moral and ethical issues, while leading to uncertain ter-
rains where it is difficult to be simultaneously acknowledging the agents’ moral 
justifications and recognizing objective ethical problems. rather than trying in 
vain to solve such predicament, one can take a completely different approach by 
broadening and differentiating the perspective. on the one hand, moral econo-
mies underlie the conditions of possibility of such deviance, as the changing 
and often conflictive values and affects prevent or facilitate it, combat it, or 
legitimate it. on the other hand, moral subjectivities reopen the space of the 
possible for the individuals, who keep a certain leeway with regard to collective 
norms and rules and can therefore exercise a sort of ethical discretion. Whether 
they use this language or not, most analysts focus either on the macrolevel of 
moral economies or on the microlevel of moral subjectivities, as an eternal re-
turn of the metaphysical alternative between determinism and freedom. Dia-
lectical thinking may allow for the analysis of the tensions between collective 
constraints and individual autonomy.
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ConCLuSIon

Following the path long explored by philosophers, anthropologists have re-
cently attempted to identify the matter of morality and ethics in human action. 
Although I regard their endeavor as valuable, the approach I have adopted is 
diametrically opposed: I have considered that such moral or ethical matter can-
not be isolated and that methodological reductionism might impoverish our 
understanding of the moral and ethical issues that are at stake. rather than 
considering morality and ethics as a given that anthropologists would uncover, 
I have thus analyzed moral problems and ethical questions. To the potentially 
objectifying language of morality and ethics, I resolutely prefer that of moral 
and ethical issues, which indicates that moral problems and ethical questions 
emerge from human action and take shape through dilemmas, debates, deci-
sions, conflicts, the interpretation of which remains subject to discussion and 
negotiation. What is morally or ethically at stake? This is the interrogation I try 
to address.

The logical consequence of this critical approach is that the moral and ethi-
cal realms are not pure—and can only be purified artificially. Emotions, benefits, 
strategies, ulterior motives, power games, social relations interact with values, 
principles, and virtues. nowhere is this complex interaction more visible than 
where ethics and politics intersect. To analyze the field thus defined, it is, how-
ever, necessary to forestall a possible misunderstanding. The language of ethics 
has been increasingly imported into the political realm over the past decades 
either to denounce “unethical practices,” such as corruption, embezzlement, 
influence peddling, violent repression, or to promote “ethical practices,” nota-
bly through legal guaranties and regulatory agencies. Although legitimate and 
sometimes useful, such a moralizing enterprise is clearly normative as well as 
largely rhetorical. By contrast, I defend a method that is descriptive and analyti-
cal. I do not—or try not to—condemn unethical deeds and foster ethical pro-
cedures. I have no intention—at least as part of this academic intervention—to 
make politicians and political activity better. My more modest objective is to 
clarify some of the moral and ethical stakes that arise from the practice of poli-
tics or within political arenas.

This leads me to treat moral and ethical issues mostly at a collective rather 
than at an individual level, as is generally the case. I do not ignore, of course, that 
politics is produced through the action of men and women who are individuals 
and who, as such, can behave in a way that will be viewed as moral or ethical by 
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themselves and by others, including the social scientists who comment on their 
action. But the epistemic choice I make is to grasp moral and ethical issues in 
fields such as international relations, spaces such as the public sphere, or insti-
tutions such as the police. This choice is not arbitrary. It derives from the very 
object under scrutiny: politics. What distinguishes it from other dimensions of 
human activity is the centrality of power, and power cannot be described and 
analyzed only between individuals. How does power intersect with ethics, and 
how does ethics interfere with power? This is the question that I have attempted 
to answer.

Interpreted on this basis, the three cases I have studied here—on military 
intervention, radical secularism, and police misconduct—lead, beyond their sin-
gularity, to a series of general observations. First, the ethical foundations of 
political action result from a complex combination of the various conflictive 
ethics proposed by philosophers. Indeed, duty, virtue, and utility are theoreti-
cally incompatible but empirically reconcilable albeit in tension. Besides, they 
are inextricably intertwined with affects and interests, tactical decisions, and 
social forces. In other words, these ethical foundations are heterogeneous both 
internally and externally. Second, the ethical signification of political stances 
is contingent on the historical setting, cultural background, and social context. 
The same act of truth-telling has a different meaning and impact depending 
on whether it is directed at the powerful or the powerless. Thus, conviction and 
responsibility do not occupy a fixed place in the ethical realm. However, such 
relativism should not be viewed as moral, suggesting that all values are relative, 
but as sociological, asserting that values and the emotions associated with them 
are not abstract concepts but situated entities that must be grasped in their rela-
tion to social positions. Third, the ethical evaluation of political practices has to 
account for the banality of misconduct and the discrepancy between the nor-
mativity of the first and third persons, in other words the aporia of the agents’ 
moral justifications and the observer’s moral interpretation. A major implica-
tion is the shift away from the common version of the anthropology of morality 
and ethics to account for the full range of moral sentiments and values, from 
compassion to resentment, from justice to cruelty, instead of limiting the inquiry 
to the bright side of morality and ethics. Such an endeavor thus expands the 
spectrum of relevant moral problems and ethical questions and allows for the 
interpretation of otherwise incomprehensible discourses or acts merely deemed 
immoral or unethical.
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In the introduction of the collective volume he edited on ordinary ethics, 
Michael Lambek (2010: 1) raises an important paradox: while “ethnographers 
commonly find that the people they encounter are trying to do what they con-
sider right or good, are being evaluated according to criteria of what is right 
and good, or are in some debate about what constitute the human good,” in 
contrast “anthropological theory tends to overlook all this in favor of analyses 
that emphasize structure, power, and interest.” To correct this inconsistency, he 
intends “to demonstrate the centrality of ethical practice, judgment, reasoning, 
responsibility, cultivation, and questioning in social life.” While I recognize the 
meaningfulness of this effort, I want to reconnect the two sides. What I have 
tried here is to envisage the possibility to hold together the sense of the human 
good and the leverage of the social forces, the recognition of others and the 
forms of domination, moral judgment and power relations, values and inter-
ests—and ultimately to restore an intellectual space of tensions, contradictions, 
and sometimes aporia: the troubled waters where ethics and politics meet.
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