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The house is coming from inside the call
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Science, Berlin, Germany You are reading the first sentence of this essay. In fact, outside of this abstract and

Correspondence a brief introduction, there are only first sentences in this essay, all collected from
Lachlan Summers, Max-Planck-Institut far anthropology monographs and articles. Anthropology is a promiscuous discipline, but
Wissenschaftsgeschichte, Boltzmannstral3e .

22, 14195, Berlin, Germany. there are only about half a dozen ways to begin an anthropology essay. | collect sen-
Email: Isummers@mpiwg-berlin.mpg.de. tences into their tropes, organize the sentences within those tropes, then arrange

those tropes among one another, so this text reads like an opening to an anthropol-
ogy essay, despite being composed entirely of openings to anthropology essays. I'd like
to say | got the idea from Christian Marclay’s film, The Clock, a memento mori whose
24-hour narrative is driven by excerpts of movies that feature timepieces, but it prob-
ably came from a YouTube montage of Nicholas Cage screaming “Fuck” 40 times in 40
seconds. The expectations of academic realism as a genre transform this essay from
archive to narrative: the text itself is theoretical, geographic, and historical nonsense,
but it consolidates as an essay through the academic readers’ (your) efforts to suture
discrepancies into cohesion. If this essay makes any sense, it's due to a magic trick real-
ism performs on us. This might be worth thinking about whenever we read something
that makes sense.

INTRODUCTION

Realism is a style, Shelly Errington taught me, which is why I'm uncertain about including the preliminary note you're currently reading. First, I'm
not adding anything new to discussions of style in anthropological writing. Clifford’s (1986) “partial truths,” and the idea that science and history
are forms of literature, cover some of my thinking here; as does Fabian’s (2014) suggestion that ethnographic writing denies an interlocutor’s
coevalness; as does Visweswaran’s (1994) argument that ethnographies by men are canonized as “theory” while those by women are considered
“subjective;” as does Trouillot’s (2003, 132) statement that we anthropologists “are not so much reading over their [interlocutors’] shoulders as we
are writing on their backs.” Second, while I'm attempting in this essay to make a similar point, I'm doing so in an intentionally oblique way, because
to argue it directly would rely on the academic realism I'm trying to spotlight.

In his book Ethnography #9, Klima (2019) describes how the syntax, style, and form of academic writing conspire to say that whatever is being
described—social structures, economies, spirits, culture—is really real. Coauthored with a ghost, Ethnography #9 is an astonishing book that writes
something true without relying on the academic style that denotes “the real.” And yet, the book'’s first chapter is a 44-page critique of the status
of “the real” in anthropological writing; only in the remaining 125 pages does “the visitor” appear. Fernando (2022, 578), in her discussion of the

analytic limits of materialist epistemologies and ontologies, underscores this predicament, acknowledging that “even as | have critiqued a secular
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investment in self-mastery, | have done so by performing a kind of argumentative mastery of my own.” A critique of “the real” is, at least in academic

writing, still the real; the house is coming from inside the call.

It is for this reason that this essay tries to perform academic realism without writing it. It does so by using syntax as a tool. At a sentence level,
paratactical syntax writes simple, declarative statements, in which independent clauses have no clear relationship—except, perhaps, for the expec-
tation of their sequentiality. For example (and here | am actually describing the really real): “Lachlan got on his bike and he listened to music and he
rode into a parked car.” If we feel as readers that we can understand the event this sentence describes, that’s because we're interpreting how its
clauses hold together. Hypotaxis, conversely, includes those details; being written via compound sentences in which syntactic units are elevated or
subordinated against one another, hypotaxis provides the possibility of writing cause-effect relations, spatiality, nonsequential temporalities, com-
parisons, and so on. “It was Lachlan’s music, which quickly absorbed him, that distracted him from the traffic, so after a few minutes, while singing,
he crashed into a parked car, even though he had ridden past it every morning on his way to work.”

Because this essay is composed entirely of unrelated sentences, it should read paratactically—which is to say, because | don’t add clauses or
connections that knit them together, all of these sentences should be irrelevant to one another.! However, by carefully organizing them, | could
make these discrete sentences sing together. As disparate sentences turn into thematic paragraphs, and isolated paragraphs into something like an
introduction, archive becomes narrative and text becomes essay, and the hypostatic force of academic realism makes itself known. To put it crudely:

this essay makes sense, and it shouldn’t.

March 19, 1987.2

Ona mild April day in 2015 with the wildflowers on the hills in full bloom, | stood by the side of the road and watched half a dozen men, armed

with crowbars and blowtorches, swarm a shipping container:®

“I| am going to start by stating the obvious: you are going to die.”*
“You cannot be serious!”

“The fact is defined, it appears, by our geological nature.”®

“Well, you know, they did it to me a few years ago..."”

“Beautiful, right!”®
“;Vdmonos?’ Let’s go!"10

A balding elderly man sits in front of a mirror applying dark kohl around the edges of his large eyes and across the arches of his brow.1!

“Now you are free,” he said with a smile.1

Death is a universal component of the human condition, and one might argue that people everywhere attempt to die well, to achieve “good deaths”
for themselves and their loved ones®—there are humans stalking the world of specters.'* In Switzerland, as in the vast majority of countries in the
world, euthanasia—the active ending of a person’s life by a medical professional—is not, and has never been, legal.’> Absolutely not.’é A complex
conjunction of technologies and events must intersect in the creation of “living cadavers,” as they were first named in the 1960s, and are now known
as brain-dead bodies.'” The corpse, in the American way, is the repository of fears about death including the medical, theological, and social failures
to prolong life.’® Over the last decade, a small, marginalized, and often discredited assembly of groups that has had as its goal the elimination of
biological death by technoscientific means has grown to gain major influence in Silicon Valley and become accepted as a bona fide part of the world
of biotechnology and scientific research more generally.’” We live in a world of style and fashion, and even death, in all its gravity, cannot escape
that.2% My central question is: How should ethnographies talk about death and bereavement?2!

On the cusp of her 29th birthday, Alma Gallegos was covered lying in the parking lot near the emergency room entrance at Espariola Hospital.?2

Sitting around a smoking fire of Arctic heather and driftwood, a young boy, Paul, told me the story of his best friend’s death:23

“All | have are stories.”?*
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They found Adelita’s body where they dump the manure by the Mexico-Oaxtepec highway, near the rural community of Milpa Alta, south of

Mexico City.2> She is sitting on a worn papyrus mat.2%

“Here you die easier,” said Dario, an artist hailing from the city of Tlacolula de Matamoros in the Mexican state of Oaxaca.?’
“Only a few people have ever died during the 200 years of this practice,” Salvador whispered.?®
“You know too much!”%?

The wake, held at nightfall, surges with mourners.*° Flies.3!

August 28th, 1998.32

The beauty of fieldwork is its unpredictability.>3 (I quit smoking thanks to Islamic activists.3#) As | try to reconstruct the trajectory that has led to
this book, my mind returns to the night | was stung by a scorpion by the side of the road on my way to Kamdesh.3> We came upon the roadblock
suddenly;3¢ this book began while waiting for a bus.3” Ten years ago, | had just finished writing a book about Chinese migrant families in Hong Kong
and was looking for a new project.3® After a 3-year absence, | was returning to Moonshadow Pond, a village in southeastern China, where | have
periodically undertaken field research for almost twenty years.3? At first, | didn’t think much about the sonogram images on the screens of Mexico

0 1

City’s public abortion clinics*®—sometimes an ethnographic project springs to life during the most mundane of social interactions:*

“Listen, I'm gonna tell you something ...”*?

As is the case with most of us who conduct ethnographic studies, | came to know a few of my informants quite well.*> Before becoming a bomb
technician, an interlocutor of mine served as a monk for seven years at a Theravada Buddhist temple in Vientiane, the capital of Laos.** The first
time | interviewed Andrena was in the main lobby of a large urban hospital.*> Two months after | began research for this book in the Zapotec town
of Yalalag, in Mexico’s Oaxaca State, a man named Roberto Limeta Mestas was killed.*® During the tenth month of my fieldwork in Mumbai, | had
scheduled an interview with an advocate and law professor who was very involved with minor property disputes in the Court of Small Causes.*” |
met one of my interlocutors, Célia, and her new baby for a postpartum and life history interview at their apartment complex in East Haven, Con-
necticut, before COVID-19 restrictions precluded in-person interviews.*® Kasar was the last person | stopped to visit as | hiked down from the
Sulawesi highlands in 2006.4? | sometimes find myself thinking about Julai, and | wonder where she is now.>°

Ethnography is made of relationships.>! “Rapport” and “friendship” are terms that occur repeatedly in fieldwork literature;*2 almost invariably,
ethnographers stress, if not celebrate, the centrality of rapport to their intellectual and interpersonal endeavors.>® Of all the fieldwork-related
conversations I've had with students, colleagues, and myself over the years, one of the most persistently vexing focuses on the question of how
to label a category®*—1'd like to think that the woman | will call Tié is my friend, even though there is no word in her language for the absent kind
of friendship | can offer.>> Conventionally, anthropology has maintained a sharp distinction between subject and object by defining the relation
between the fieldworker and his/her subject as an us/them relationship, allowing the anthropologist to retain his/her authoritative voice in the
ethnographic text.>® The reflexive turn that made anthropologists protagonists of their texts did not alter the role of informants: they remain objects

rather than creators of anthropological knowledge.?” Every ethnographer is in some sense marginal to the society being studied.>®

February 12, 2011.>?

Travel and travelers are two things | loathe—and yet here | am, all set to tell the story of my expeditions.t? Let’s begin with the proverbial arrival
story.®! Early this morning, | was in a bad mood and decided to break a law and start my car without a seatbelt.®? | arrived at Guatemala City’s Hotel

Conquistador at 6:45 a.m., just before the Guatemalan military’s annual medical conference was scheduled to start.®3

It was early in the morning
(coffee is not enough, alas®*), but Cindy and Beto had already been waiting on the street corner to “connect,” or score heroin, for what seemed like
hours.®® | arrive at the questura [the immigration office] at 7:45 a.m., much later than everyone else.® As | walk down the hallway, it is completely
silent;®” an uneasy feeling crept into my heart as | stare at WeChat on my cell phone.®® It’s a sunny, hot Los Angeles day.¢? It is already hot at 8:30
a.m., even in the higher elevations of what locals call Rim Country, at the southern edge of the Colorado Plateau.”® My eyelids kept twitching.”* We

hear shuffling steps, distant birds chirping, a rumbling hum of traffic from the freeway, murmurs, and whispers as people enter a large room.”2

“Are you sure it’s here?””3
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The fluorescent bulb flickered as it always did, emitting an unrelenting, low, and persistent buzzing that filled the space.”* Brooke handed me a

paper towel so | could wipe the sweat from my forehead.”> The noontime air was sweltering, the outdoor market packed, and Fadhil was not in the
best of moods.”¢ He could be sleeping.”” A summer afternoon in Msinga, wind.”® We reached the edge of town at sunset.”? Just before dusk, Qais
and his brother Taher returned home from working in their greenhouses.®% Dusk falls in hues of rust and mauve in a borderland hamlet in South
Lebanon, and the family, having completed the tasks of the day, gathers after the sunset prayer in the cool stone courtyard of their home.8 30 men
stood in a circle on a wooden terrace.82 At this hour, the fictional country is still, and twelve men glide through the dark into a cotton field.83 Two
young boys point up at the night sky, silhouetted against a lake reflecting the oranges, blues, and purples of a sky at sunset.8* If there had ever been
another time that was this dark, this hot, | could not remember it.8% Settling down to sleep under our hunting camp’s thatch lean-to in the foothills
of Sumaco Volcano, Juanicu warned me, “Sleep faceup! If a jaguar comes he’ll see you can look back at him and he won’t bother you.”8¢ | wake up to
his breathing.8”

Tuesday, June 17, 2014.88

Anthropology discovered globalization before it became fashionable.?? Each year, the International Monetary Fund releases a list of the “World’s
Best Economies”:?° People in the United States live in a Pasteurian world;?! Buenos Aires is a city of listeners;?2 Nicaragua is a place where people
like to talk, even about things one is not really supposed to talk about;’3 Peru is in the midst of a gastronomic boom;?* year after year, Sudan has
placed among the top three countries on Foreign Policy’s annual Failed State Index.?® (It is a place from which it is hard to return.?®)

Cultural anthropologists’ interests in global and multisited phenomena require new kinds of ethnographic methods.?” Recently, political anthro-
pologists and theorists have begun to address two interrelated problematic concerns:?® violence and fear are entangled with processes of social
change in contemporary cities, generating new forms of spatial segregation and social discrimination.? There aren’t too many places on this con-
gested island where a developer can build a single high-rise, let alone a cluster of them, tabula rasa.1%° What would a city look like if its infrastructures
were designed, built, certified, and managed by its residents?'%1 To plan a city into being is a formidable task of the imagination.’%? (Imagine a
city characterized by the radicalization en masse of students, workers, and professional associations.’?% Imagine yourself walking onto the plaza at
Palenque, a Maya archaeological site tucked into the northeastern corner of Chiapas.'%* Imagine yourself the object of the following surveillance
report, found in the file the Romanian Secret Police kept on me from 1973-1988.19° Imagine a large screen suspended in front of a manual slide
projector.1% Imagine yourself suddenly set down surrounded by all your gear [...].197 Imagine it.108)

On the Zege peninsula, it is forbidden to plough the land or to keep cattle or horses.’%? A stopping point along the vast stretch of shore between
the Atlantic coast city of Bluefields and the Costa Rican border, Monkey Point is the easternmost rocky outcropping of land.*19 Polje was a space
unto itself.111 An open space.’2 The walk from the university toxicology laboratory to the children’s hospital is not far; Wang Bo and | have plenty
of time to stop at a sidewalk fruit vendor’s stand to purchase a watermelon, a gift we will present to the staff at the hospital.!2 It is early April
and our group is leaving the Triqui village of San Miguel in the mountains of Oaxaca, Mexico, each of us wearing dark-colored, long-sleeved clothes
and carrying a small, dark-colored backpack with one change of clothes, a plastic bag with coyote fur and pine sap made by a Triqui healer for
protection and called a suerte (luck), along with many totopos (smoked, handmade tortillas) and dried beans to eat.!1* One takes the road that leads
west, leaving behind the stately buildings and palm-lined boulevards of Alexandria, passing rows of identical sand-colored buildings with balconies
crowded with children, men in undershirts, women shouting across to neighbors, and clotheslines covered with multicolored garments that dry
instantly in the bright Egyptian sun.2> Pulling into Gaakwen, one of Kenya’s busiest truck stops, a driver might reach a hand out of the window of
his truck’s cabin and make a gesture—a rotation of the wrist, like someone holding a bottle by the neck and swishing it around.1¢ (It was with these
words and gestures that Pastor Sérgio von Helder, on the October 12 religious holiday dedicated to the Virgin Mary, sparked a controversy that
would become known in Brazil as the Guerra Santa.'”) Having momentarily broken away from the group, | stood, waiting in silence, between rows
of climbing plants, fruit trees, beds of tubers, and shrubs.''® What first struck me was the lushness.2*? When one had almost reached the Hindu
shrine of Kedarnath, there used to be a point along the footpath following the Mandakini River where, in good weather, the top of the temple came
into view against the backdrop of a bright, wide Himalayan panorama.’2° As Ibrahim and | walked back to the small village of Banta on a narrow
footpath through fields tall with corn, a low growl silenced our chatter about the weather and the possibility of rain.!2! We suddenly realize that
the enormous padauk tree is about to fall down and crash into the surrounding rainforest.122

Over the last 30 years, social anthropology has helped us understand nature conservation as a practice that involves much more than biodiversity,
natural science research, and technical solutions.123 Motivated by concerns over environmental unsustainability in the Anthropocene, scholars
have called for a new, posthuman approach to sociality 24 —how could it have ever occurred to anyone that living things other than humans are not
social?12> A new genre of writing and mode of research has arrived on the anthropological stage: multispecies ethnography.12¢ Ethnographic studies
have often led anthropologists to conclude that the boundaries between the social world of people and the natural world of animals are more porous

127 anthropologists have long been aware that many northern hunting peoples conceive of animals as

in certain symbolic and experiential contexts;
other-than-human persons who give themselves to hunters.'28 The ocean is strange:12? put a stony coral under a microscope and a landscape opens

itself to you;%C a ship is a world unto itself, even if it is docked in port.13 Can we do plant ethnography?*32 The advent of posthumanism has revived
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attention across the social sciences and humanities to the lives of plants as agentive and relational lifeforms.133 Human nature is an interspecies

relationship.134

Loss seems to define our present era, particularly losses associated with climate and other forms of environmental change.!3> Most people have

136 137 Hurricane Katrina, 9/11, the Indian Ocean tsunami, another off the

a story to tell about climate change;*°° global connections are everywhere.
coast of Japan and the subsequent Fukushima nuclear disaster, earthquakes in China and Chile and Nepal, Superstorm Sandy, Ebola: such catas-
trophic events, varying in cause, scale, and duration, have contributed to a mounting sense that we now live in a world-historical era of uncertainty
and insecurity.238 Think about the timing:13? we take as our starting point a permanently polluted world.24? Life is not what it used to be.24! We

are, it has been widely observed, haunted by the future.'42

May 2015.143

“The government used to steal our money,” Ahmad says with a sad smile on his face.1** Mariela straps $50,000 to her body and those of her

brothers, who will accompany her from her bank to that of the seller'*> —states don’t do things; people do.14¢
“See!47 | found a job!”148
His speech was ecstatic'*? —Mateo preached amid chaos.*>°
151

“Did you know that a brokerage firm can lend you up to 50 times your real trading capacity
“That’s dope,” said Daniel.*>2
“Debt is faith.”>3

“You always have to be ready for God.”*>*

| did not set out to study religious culture but was confronted with its salience and importance in the course of fieldwork on rural “civil society”
and nongovernmental organizations.’>> Spirit possession is prevalent in many parts of the world'>¢—belief kills; belief heals.’>” The academy has
long had difficulty with stories in which gods, spirits, and other “supernatural” entities have agency since it remains largely tethered to the notion
that humans are the only agents who can act on and in the world.1>8 There has been a recent challenge to anthropologists that they have been
insufficiently cognizant of the moral aspects of social life.2>? Over the last 15 years, many anthropologists of religion have focused on the various
ways that the distance between the divine and the earthly is mediated.¢? To some, the Christian apocalypse has a dubiously permanent presence,
with the end of the world having been “just around the corner” in every day and generation.’®! What can we learn about Christianity from people
who are not Christians?162

Everyone knows that suffering exists.'3 Suffering is one of the existential grounds of human experience; it is a defining quality, a limiting expe-
rience in human conditions.1¢4 Academic work, at least in the social sciences, cannot be detached from the conditions of the real world in which
it takes place.2®® There is little doubt that the analysis of morality and ethics has become central to the work of many anthropologists.¢¢ For sev-
eral decades now anthropologists have been researching efforts to “do good” in poor and damaged regions of the world¢” —anthropologists have
long tried to make a difference beyond the academy.'® Anthropologists have been reluctant to become involved with human rights movements
largely because the concept of human rights is historically an artifact of Western cultural traditions raised to the status of global normativity.16?
One consequence of the recent expansion of anthropological interest in humanitarianism is the seeming obviousness and conceptual stability of
“humanitarianism” itself.2’? The study of culture, we commonly suppose, is a branch of anthropology, that is of the study of humanity.”* Who or

what is the “human” of human rights and the “humanity” of humanitarianism?172

It was 2016.173

The boundaries of anthropology have always been problematic... . Never, however, so problematic as they are today.”*

For much of this century cultural anthropology has been concerned with divergent rationalities, with explaining how and why various cultural oth-
ers thought, reasoned, and lived-in-the-world as they did.1”> Until fairly recently, anthropological theory has been united in its quest to discover
regularities in social life.17¢ In the 1960s and 1970s we argued about theory;!’” during the last decade, anthropology has taken a curious turn.1”8
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It might sound absurd for a social anthropologist to suggest he or she could imagine people having no society.!”? Imagination goes too far, too

fast180 —anthropologists have not been doing enough homework.181 The subject matter of anthropology is intrinsically messy:182 cancer is a pro-

184 sex changed in the second half of the 20th century; !> neoliberalism

187

cess of proliferation; 183 emergent dynamics can destroy the existing order;
seems to mean many different things depending on one’s vantage point.’8¢ As an object of ethnographic inquiry truth is elusive.’®’ Many social
scientists have made the observation that human nature is, perhaps, encountered in the raw in the midst of a riot88 —the disco ball is not made of a
single mirror, but numerous tiny mirrors.8?

To theorize is to try to make sense of the world.1?° Ethnography is about getting to know;1?* the field in anthropology is the milieu for knowledge
production.2?2 In the course of fieldwork, many anthropologists encounter revelatory events which serve to crystalize a series of partial under-
standings into a lens through which the lives of those they are studying come into sharper focus.'?® While the power of language in structuring

t194—there has been a renewed interest recently in

social worlds is a well-established theme in anthropology and other disciplines—words can hur
the power of particular words—not just as the building blocks of language but as semantic vehicles that can dictate discourse and shape knowledge
and its production.1?> How naturally we entify and give life to such.1?¢ An old and obscure word has recently acquired new currency in the lexi-
con of contemporary world politics, summoning the attention of anyone who follows the matter of empire.2?” The question of evidence is acute if
anthropology shall aspire to anything but reporting quaint stories from strange places:1?8
When does evidence seem necessary?'??

How does a discipline that studies “what is really concrete in the actual present moment” come to understand “abstract things”?2%°
What is communicated in communication?201
What does it mean to refuse a passport?202

How is a home made comfortable?203

How do people share a place??%*
Is culture a luxury?29>

What is land?206

Why Paris?207

Who are you?298

Why look at animals?29?

Is there a secular body?210

Can the subaltern listen??11

Have the people of Africa always starved??12

What do you do when your world starts to fall apart??13

Winter 2017.214

This article is about hasho in the Syrian Orthodox church of Antioch.21°> This book is about the force of writing and the feel of documents, about
lettered governance and written traces of colonial lives.2¢ This is an ethnographic study of sound as a cultural system, that is, a system of symbols,
among the Kaluli people of Papua New Guinea.?!” This book is not about Hurricane Katrina.218 This is a study in empirical philosophy.21? This
is a story about data and place, told from one especially unsettled nexus of technological, geopolitical, and environmental change.?2° This is an
ethnography of economy, labor, and affect in a time and place of neoliberalism.?2! This is not a book about UFOs.222 This article was accepted for
publication in American Ethnologist on February 16, 2022.223 This is a book about design.?2* This book is concerned with a basic human question:
How do families hold together when turbulent forces threaten to tear them apart??2°> Their stories seem impossible, nearly tragic.22¢ This is a
story.227 This is an experiment, not a judgment.228 This is a work of nonfiction.?2?
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