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INTRODUCTION

Thinking through things

Annria Henare, Martin Ilolbraad and Sari Wastell

What would an artefaet-oriented anthropology look like ir it were not about

material eulture? And eould sueh a projeet develop, not as a new sub-genre

within the discipline, but as a means of reeonfiguring anthropology's

analytie methods more generally? These are questions that preoceupy the

eontributors to this volurne, all of whom share common coneerns about the

place of objeets and materiality in their analytieal strategies. Living in plaees

where powder is power, where eostumes allow aeeess to other planes of exis-

tenee. and where legal documents may not primarily coneern reason or

argument. ethnographers are obliged to question the assumptions underpin-

ning their own surprise at sueh things. Rather than dismiss informants'

aceounts as imaginatike Interpretations. elaborate metaphorical aceounts

or a 'reality' that is already given anthropologists might instead seize on

these engagements as opportunities from whieh novel theorelical under-

standings can emerge. "I"he goa1 of -this volume is to gather a range of

approaehes that show howl-sueh moments or ethnographie 'revelation. in

which unantieipated, previously ineonceivable things become apparent

may be taken seriously in anthropologieaLdiscourse. In partieular, how and

to what degree might the artelhets that so often"6"äeasion these moments be

engaged with on their own terms? Too orten, perhaps, the anthropologist's

immediate reaetion is to explain away their own surprise with recourse to

more familiar conceptions not least the presupposition that these artefacts

are analytieally separable from the significanee informants seem to "attach.

to them. What would happen, we ask, if this wonderment were held in a

state or suspension so as to resist the urge to explain it away? The idea is to

develop a language for writing and speaking about ethnographic experienee

that ansettles distinetions central to the very origins of the diseipline, the

tools whieh underpin the work of anthropological explanation.

At least since H. R. Rivers deelared in 1914 that -the whole movement

of interesr in anthropology is 'away from the physieal and material towards


the psyehologieal and sociaf. anthropologists, even While working to tmder-




mine sueh distinetions, have tended ultimately to reiterate them. Oppositions
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'things', as and when they arise. to offer theoretical possibilities (and it will
presently be explained why the term `things' is considered apposite in this
context).

Things as meanings

It remains a commonplace within anthropology and related disciplines that
meanings can only be thought of as abstractions - ideas that somehow circu-
late in the ether, over a material substrate prirnordially devoid of
significance. 'Understood as a realm of discourse, meaning and value', Tim
Ingold has observed, 'culture is conceived to hover over the material world
but not to permeate it'  (2000:  340). On this model, meanings attach to
things. impose themselves on things, may even bc inscribed or embodied in
certain things, but are always presumed to be — in the first instance distinct
from the things thernselves. Marilyn Strathern (1990) has attributed this view
to the epistemological preoccupations of a modernist anthropology that
takes as its task the elucidation  of  social and cultural 'contexts" systems or
frameworks used to make sense of social life (see also Pinney and Thomas
2001). In this scheme, she notes, the primary task of anthropologists is to
slot things into the social and historical systems (such as Society. or
'culturej wherein their significance is produced. One efTect of this procedure
is that the system itself becomes the object of study, its artefacts reduced to
mere illustration:

For if one sets up social context as the frame of reference in relation
to which meanings are to be elucidated, [.. then explicating that
frame of reference obviates or renders the illustrations superfluous:
they are become exemplars or reflections of meanings which are
produced elsewhere. It was in this sense that social anthropology
could proceed independently of the study of material culture.

(Strathern 1990: 38)1

This volume is designed to test the limits of such enduring analytical assump-
tions. Rather than accepting that meanings are fundamentally separate from
their material manifestations (signifier v. signified, word v. referent, etc.), the
aim is to explore the consequences of an apparently counter-intuitive possi-
bility: that  things mighi be ireated as  sui generis  Inewlings.  Such a
formulation will appear paradoxical only to those who see the anthropolo-
gist's task as one of putting things into context (which of course turns
precisely on the distinctions we seek to o‘ercome). So the starting-point
instead is to treat meaning and thing as an identity and if the Aristotelian
notion of essence was meant to allow things to carry their definitive proper-
ties on their sleeve, then the essentialism entertained here is indeed radical.
For in the image put forward, meanings are not 'carried' by things but just
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between the concrete and the abstract, the physical and the mental, the
material and the social have thus endured, becoming hegemonie in the strict
sense. in that etTorts to overcome them have often contributed to their repro-
duction (cf. Argyrou 2002: 2-6). Even scholars dedicated to re-integrating
materiality and culture in response to the Riversian (and earlier Cartesian)
segregation continue to struggle with theoretical languages that presume an
o priori  distinction between persons and things, matter and meaning. repre-
sentation and reality Like the modish notion of 'hybridity., the impetus
toward reconnection turns on the presumption of an initial separation.

Such presumptions are, of course, what many working in the field of
material culture studies have attempted to overcome by employing theoret-
ical strategies as diverse as phenomenology. cognitive psychology and
Marxist analyses of fetishism (see e.g. Ingold 2000: Köchler 2005. Spyer
1998). By positing the relationship between human subjects and the objects
they create as mutually constitutive, for example, scholars like Daniel Miller
hat e sought to retrain anthropology's analytic gaie away from an exclusive
focus on the social, toward the materiality of social life (Miller 1987: 2005a1.
rhe hicus of this book, by contrast, cuts a rather different tranche through
thc philosophical territory approached by such analyses. Being concerned
Icss with the ways in which subjects and objects emerge. or-Yeiih questiortsrof
materiality, it turns attention rather to the relationship between concepts and
things in a way that questions whether these ought necessarily be considered
as distinct in the first place. The distinction between concepts and things
tt hich broadly compasses other familiar dichotomies such as sense versus

reference signified versus signifier, etc.) may be unhelpful, obscuring theo-
rctical possibilities that might arise were the pre-emption of such contrasts
bs the artefaets we study taken seriously. By confinning the authority of
l'ormulations peculiar to Euro-American philosophical traditions, reeourse
to Mmiliar analytical concepts can inhibit effective engagement between
rcsearchers and the phenomena they study

'Fhe purpose of this introduction is to elucidate what the editors see as
implicit in the contributions to this volume. While the contributors were not
.isked to write to a specific remit. we see in their papers a variety of attempts
to sidestep habitual analytic distinctions. Instead of advancing yet more
c.implex and ostensibly sophisticated theoretical models (piling up the
.nsumptions as it were), each explores the peculiar mileage atforded by the
cilmographic method itself. What they otter collectively is the promise of a
new way of approaching the often-segregated tasks of fieldwork and anal-
\ sis. in short, the germ of a new mclhodology. With purposeful natvele, the

this method is to take 'things' encountered in the field as they present
thcmselves. rather than immediately assuming that they signify represent, or
stand for something else. Adopting an approach that might be called
cdlv essentialisr (seetelöw). the papers that have been assembled here can
he seen .is exploring a more open, heuristic approach to analysis that allows
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patently committed, to denying the reader. Things, it is suggested, ought

not to be delineated in advanee ol the ethnographie eneminters from whieh

they emerg. To pre-empt an ethnographically dermed understanding of

what constitutes a thing would be to simply offer an alternative  thcory  of

things.

'Thing-us-heuristic' v. `thing-as-anulitic'

The advantage of tthings' as a term is that, unlike tobjeets',  -artefacts' and
'materiality*, they earry minimal theoretical baggage. The term is, as Levi-
Strauss' point about truc and machin  as lloating signifiers' would suggest,

distinguished by its peculiar vaeuity (Levi-Strauss 1987: 55, and see

Ilolbraad, this volume) though we would of eourse retort that even calling

the term 'thing' a tsignifier^, floating or otherwise, freights it with partieular

theoretieal weight. The denuded usage of 'things' put forward in this volume
is thus intended to signal a shift in the term's status deseribed here as a
transformation of 'thing-as-analytie' to 'thing-as-heuristie'. Rather than
going into the field armed with a set of pre-determined theoretieal eriteria

against whieh to measure the 'things' one already antieipates might be

encountered. it is proposed that the 'things' that present themselves be
allowed to serve as a heuristie with whieh a partieular field of phenomena

can be identified, whieh  onlv illen engender theory. So, the dilTerenee

between an analytic and a heuristie use of the term `things is that while the

former implies a classilicatory repertoire intended for rermement and expan-

sion, the latter serves to carve out things (as an appropriately empty

synonym for 'objeets' or 'artefacts') as the field from whieh sueh repertoires

might emerge. Analytics parse, heuristics merely loeate.2

Take llolbratufs contribution as an example. The thing through which he

sets out to think is  aché,  a partieular kind of powder Cuban diviners use

during their sånees. This powder, the diviners say constitutes their divina-

tory power. Now, if one were to take this powder as a in the  analclic

sense, the ethnographer would have to devise a conneetion between two

distinet entities (powder and power), only one of whieh appears as

thing-like. aecording to their pre-eoneeived notion of ihings'. The

task then beeomes one of interpretation explaining to those who have not

eneountered sueh a 'thing' before how it can be eonsidered powerful (given

that the 'things' we know do not exereise power in and of themselves) and

how power itself may be eonsidered a (powdery) thing - a strategy which not

only presumes the reader's familiarity with the coneepts being deployed. but

insists upon their authority as an accurate aeeount or reality 'They'  believe

the powder is power. 'we' klutn• that this belief derives from a peeuliar

eultural logic in which powerful powder makes sense. What remains undevel-

oped (or even preeluded) in this scheme are the theoretical possibilities

alforded by powerful powder itself
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11/41/4 them. Sueh a starting-point neutralises the question of

 liff“ InIffe ,tt the outset, beeause meanings be they native (relativism) or

duff.1 11i1111:11 unisersalism) - no longer need to be exeasated, illuminated,
ofled and interpreted. What is proposed. in effeet, is an anthropology

hat holds issues of interpretation at bay. The point is not that anthropolo-
Hts might be wrong (or indeed unique) in their predileetion for strueturing

the \kodd fieeording to proverbial 'binary oppositions'. but simply that sueh
notions are not universally shared (even within 'the West'), and therelbre
may not be partieularly usetul as a lens through whieh to view other peoples'
ii es and ideas. Indeed, the strategy of refusing to apportion meanings and
things separately of taking them as one provides a way out of sueh
fhmiliar anthropologieal dilemmas. For it foeuses attention away from the
business of adjudicating between eompeting iheories' that may be more or
less appropriate to ethnographie material, toward that of artieulating a
method by whieh the material may itself enuneiate meanings.

What things?

The projeet, then, is primarily  melhodological.  It eneourages anthropologists
to attend to fthings" as they emerge in diverse ethnographie settings, and to
begin sueh investigations with what, for the ethnographer, may appear as a
logieal reversal: rather than providing data to whieh theory is applied,
reyealing the strengths and flaws of an existing theoretieal model. the things
eneountered in fieldwork are allowed to dietate the terms of their own anal-
ysis ineluding new premises altogether for theory. ln this sense, of eourse.
the projeet is not new. The promise of methodologies that 'think through
things' has long been implieit in the ethnographie method itself, with its
imperative to go out and 'see for oneself' and to partieipate in. as well as
observe, other peoples' lives. Ethnographie fieldwork eompels its praeti-
tioners to engage with people and their things in a yariety of ways. not
simply by talking to them or reading about them in their own or others'
texts. Anthropologists prepare and share food with their inlbrmants. help to
build houses and partieipate in produeing all manner of artefaets. from
blowpipes to photographie reeords to legal elaims. So the injunetion to let
these interaetions speak for themselves is not an innovation. What the
approach adyaneed here attempts to add to these routine aetivities is a
collapse of the experienee/analysis divide, sueh that the experienee of things
in the neld is already an eneounter.  simp/hlier,  with meanings.

But first. why fthings'at all, and why an fartefaet-oriented. anthropology?
At first glanee it might appear that this terminology upholds the very oppo-
sitions we are ealling into question (soeiality v. materiality, eulture v. nature,
meanings v. things), The preseription to think through things would appear
to require a clarilleation as to what may eount as a thing in the first plaee.
Sueh a clarilkation. however. is one which we are not just reluetant. but
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of possibility for the attempts to segregate persons and things which charac-

terise modernism (why would purification be neeessary if there was no
contamination in the first place?). So Latour has exposed the lie of our
modernist leanings, and in so doing has offered a new ontology, which he
would elaim universally, irrespective of time or place. Our presumed onto-

logical bearings have proved inadequate in his terms, but he has given us new
ones to think through.

Where the approach of this volume difTers from Latoufs work is in the

status accorded to the new and more 'democratie' world that emerges from
his heuristic usage of things. While our goals may appear comparatively
modest in eontrast with his re-writing of the Euro-American ontological
'constitution based on what he has called a 'parliament of things" (2004b),

our methodological bent holds out a very different promise. For at the end
of the day. Latour offers a new meta-theory whereby the inelusion of non-
human/human hybrids portrays everything as a network of entities that

breaehe the objeet/subjeet divide. We want to propose a methodology where
the 'things' themselves may dictate a  plurality  of ontologies. Where he
presents us with a unifying, revisionist theory of things, we advocate a
methodology that might generate a multiplieity of theories. It may be the

ease that not everything works like a network of hybrids.
So the disfinction between 'things-as-analyties' versus lhings-as-heuris-

tics' points toward the absolute produetivity of non-definition towards a
new impulse within anthropology to move beyond the development of eler

more nuanced filters through which to pass phenomena, through to engage-
ments with things as conduits for coneept production. Neither definition nor
negative definition will suffice. To speak of absolute productivity in this

sense is to suggest an openness of method that treating things as meanings
dietates, eontrasted here with the strategic foreelosures or elevating this prin -

ciple to the level of a theoretical dicturn.

A quiet reNolution: from epistemological angst to the ontological

turn

Some of the potential of 'thinking through things has of course already been

realised in the work of a number of authors responsible for what could be
seen as something of a quiet i-evolution in anthropology. This shift has been
relatively unselfeonscious until recently, performed in the shadows of far more
flamboyant theoretieal gyrations which took place in the 1980s and 1990s

under the banner of 'rellexivity'. Discrete enough to remain nameless, promul-
gated too loosely across otherwise divergent works to deserve the name of a
movement, the tenets of the anthropology we have in mind can nevertheless be

gleaned from the works of a number of influential anthropologists, including
not only Bruno Latour, but also Alfred Gell. Marilyn Strathern, Eduardo
Viveiros de Castro and Roy Wagner. We sav 'gleaned' because. despite the
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Where one recognises the thing-ness' of powder in  heuristk  terms, on the
other hand, the connection with power is already immanent in the powder
(the thing is both powder and power and is accepted as such). The task for
the ethnographer, then, is not to explain how eertain people might counter-
intuitively conneet powder with power, contrary to his own presumption that
only one of them (powder) ean properly be considered a thing. After all, his
informants attest that this powder does not just happen to be powerful, but
ix power. This begs the question of how an adequate account of this thinW can
be achieved. Instead of seeing this as a problem of interpretation, that is, of
expanding familiar categories to illuminate unfamiliar instances, we suggest
that it might rather be treated as one of assembling a satisfactory deseription
if it seems odd that powder should be power, the problem is 'ours' and not

But crucially, such a task involves a further move. Having aceepted
powder as power. and allowed others to approach its unfamiliar contours
through skilful deseription, the ethnographer is then obliged to deal with the
theoretical implications of this heuristie engagement. One possibility, under-
taken here, is to use the ethnographic analysis of powder as an occasion to
advance a theory that refuses the dichotomy between materiality and power in
the first place. The scheme of classification appropriate to the analysis of
powder is thus no longer a pre-condition of the analytical strategy, but its
produet.

So in summary. behind the hope that an ethnography of things may lead
to a revision of our analytical assumptions about what counts as a thing'
lies the possibility that those assumptions may be inappropriate, and that
other people's understandings on this score (including not just their ideas
about things but also their assumptions) might be different from what we
take to be our own when writing anthropologically. The heuristic approach
advoeated here seeks to animate these possibilities.

A heuristie use of the term 'thing' has also been adopted by Bruno Latour,
ho, after Heidegger, has worked to transform the semantic emphasis of

•things' from Inatters of faer to what he deseribes as 'matters of coneern'
(2004a). Drawing on older etymologies in which 'thing denoted a gathering
place, a space for discussion and negoliation, Latour has rehabilitated this
sense of the term as a way out of the twin culs-de-sac of constructivism and
objeetivity. Ilis argument that we have never been modern turns on his exca-
vation of a dual separation, whereby modernism is only able to purify (i.e.
separate) objects from subjects, non-humans from humans, by denying the
proliferation of what he calls 'hybrids' or 'quasi-objects' things that are simul-
taneously imtural and culturak subject and objeet, ideal and material. The
point is that one cannot 'purify or separate non-human from h uman
without simultaneously creating more hybrids. These hybrids are constituted
in the living fabric of a world that is not just mentally constituted or physically
given, but both of those things and more. Their resistance to being teased out
into ontologically 'aeeeptable' categories aetually provides the very conditions
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The Cartesian rupture with medieval scholasties produeed a radical
simplifteation of our ontology by positing only two prineiples or
substanees: unextended thought and extended maner. Stieh simplifi-
cation is still with us. Modernity started with it: with the massive
conversion oj ontologieal into epistemological questions that is,
questions of representation . a conversion prompted by the faet
that every mode of heing not assimilable to obdurate 'matter' had to
be swallowed by 'thoughf. The simplifieation ol ontology accord-
ingly led to an enormous complication of epistemology. After
ohjeets or things were paeified. retreating to an exterior. silent and
unilörm world of -Nature*, subjeets began to proliferate and to
chatter endlessly: transeendental Egos, legislative Understandings,
philQsophies of language. theories of mind, social representations,
logie of the signifier, webs of signifieation. diseursive praetiees, poli-
ties of knowledge you name it

The assumption, then, has always been that anthropology is an  episteme
indeed, the  episteme  of others'  epixtemes.  which we call eultures Wagner
1981; Strathern 1990). The inveteraey of this assumption, argued Viveiros de
Castro, is owed to the faet that it is a direet corollary of 'our* ontology the
ontology of modern Euro-Americans, that is. It is beeause, in our Cartesian-
Kantian bind, we asstnne that the manifold of the universe eannot but
eonsist at most of mind or matter (representation or reality, eulture or
nature, meaning or thing) that we also eannot but assume that both anthro-
pology and its object are epistemic in charaeter. If we are all living in the
same world one hest deserihed and apprehended by seienee then the task
left to seientists is to elueidate the Jarious systernie formulations of
knowledge (epistemologies) that offer different iceounts of that one world.
Ens just follows from the way the dualism of mind and matter apportions
questions of difference and similarity. Matter is deemed 'indifferenr (our
term)4 in the most literal sense: it qualifies as matter just to the extent that it
instantiates universal laws. Things of the world may appear different. but the
point is that they are different in similar universal ways; nature in this
sense is 'one'. Culture, on the other hand, is 'many*. After all, while matter
(nature) just is what it is indifferently, mind (eulture) can represent it in
different ways. So, to the extent that anthropology takes difference as its
objeet. leaving the study of the indifferences of nature to natural seientists. it
eannot but be a study of the different ways the world (the one world of
Nature) is represented by different people and partieularly by ditkrent
groug‘  of people (Durkheim 1982: 40).

The eireularity of this position is part of its remarkable power. For, like a
Popperian 'elosed system' (Popper 1995), it assimilates all dissent as eonfir-
mation as grist to its mill. Were one merely to eontemplate the possibility

9
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impact that each of these authors is having individually their collective message

ilbout a new way of thinking anthropologically is yet to be woven into a posi-

tive programme for future research (though for an explicit manifesto see

Viveiros  de  Castro 2003, and for a more enigmatic one see Wagner 2001). Our

project draws immediate inspiration trom the ways in which this body or work

has quictly. almost surreptitiously, radicalised the very aims of ant hropolog-

ical endeavour.

What these authors have in common is that their work points in varying

degree toward the analytie advantages of shining focus from questions of

knowledge and epistemology toward those of ontology What is exciting

about such an approach is that, instead of just adapting or elaborating theo-

retical perspectives often pillaged from other disciplines to reconfigure the

parameters of our' knowledge to suit informants' representations of it
opens the way for genuinely novel coneepts to be produced out of the ethno-

graphic encounter.3 The question then becomes not just how human

phenomena may be illuminated (through structuralism!, no, semiotics!, no.

phenomenology!, no, Marx showed the way!, etc.) but rather how the

phenomena in question may themselves offer illumination. How, in other

words, the ways in which people go about their lives may unselde familiar

;issumptions, not least those that underhe anthropologists' particular reper-

tories of theory

It is precisely the difference between these two strategic alternatives that is

captured by the distinction between epistemological and ontological orienta-

tions in anthropological analysis. Since these terms 'epistemology' and

'ontology" are much used and abused in present day discourse, however, it

is important to be quite explicit about what work we want them to do Ihr

our argument on 'things'. Perhaps the clearest staternent of the distinction

was given by Eduardo Viveiros de Castro in the last of four lectures deliv-

cred to the Department of Social Anthropology at Cambridge in 1998, when

contributors to this, volume were students (Viveiros de Castro 1998a). In

closing the argument of the lectures, which concerned the radical alterity of

Amerindian cosmology. Viveiros de Castro ofTered a diagnosis as to why,

despite t heir professional investment in the task, anthropologists find such

cases of alterity difficult to handle:

[A]nt hropology seems to believe that its paramount task is to explain

how it comes to know (to represent) its object an object also defined

as knowledge (or representation). Is it possible to know it? Is it decent

to know it? Do we really know it, or do we only see ourselves in a

mirror?

(Viveiros de Castro 1998a: 92)

Anthropologists. epistemological angst, for Viveiros de Castro, is a symptom
of a deeper tendeney in the history of modernist thought:

ti
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do these differences about difference really make any difference? They do.

beeause the apparent syrnmetry is only grammatical. This becomes elear as

soon as one adds a third pair of terms to the equations in question, the

traditional corollary of representation versus world. namely the contrast

between appearance and reality In its traditional rendition (representation =

appearance, world = reality), it is just this extra implication that makes the

power of dualism so pernieious to anthropologieal thinking. For if eultures

render different appearances of reality, it follows that one of them is special

and better than all the others. namely the one that best reflecls reality And

since science the search for representations that reflect reality as transpar-

ently and faithfully as possible happens to be a modern Western project,

that special culture is, well, ours (cf. Latour 2002).

This implieation, of course. lies at the heart of the resilient positivist

agenda of a 'social scienee.. Differences between people's representations can

be explained (or even, more evangelically settled) by appeal to our most

privileged representations, whose chief difference from others is that they are

true true. that is, 'to the world'. But a very similar notion underlies the

habitual anthropological retort to positivism, namely cultural relativism (ef.

Sperber 1985: 38-41; eti Latour 1993: 103 14). True, relativists will deny that

certain representations have a superior claim to reality. If the world can only

be apprehended through representations, they will argue, then 'reality or

iruth' are just properties with \ A hich nr, representationally. invest it. Nature

is a mirror. goes the argument, and our sense of its reality is constructed in

our own image, just like others construct it in theirs.

Nevertheless, relativists are paradoxically just as inelined as positivists to

accord special status to their own representations. Having barred themselves

from appealing to `truth'. they appeal instead to what philosophers of social

science called 'adequacy' (e.g. Taylor 1971: 4 5). According to this view.

since all we have is alternative worldriews, the fantasy of explanation must

be replaced by the necessity of interpretation rendering others' representa-

tions in the idiom of our own. While such an image of anthropological work

is elearly more pluralistie than positivism (inasmuch as interpretation is a

game everyone can play even scientists), upon close inspection it turns out

to be no less universalistic. This is because, as positivists like to tease (e.g.

Sperber 1985: 41-9), for the notion of interpretation to get off the ground at

all (i.e. for it to avoid the logical pitfall of the cultural agnosticism we call

'ethnocentrism"), relativists must assume that their representations, though

partial, are nevertheless adequate in prineVe to the task of translating the

nuances of others'. I low. ogically speaking, can relativists assert without

contradiction that our representations are both partial with respect to others"

and rich enough to translate them'? The answer, anathema to them no doubt,

is logically unavoidable. Cross-cultural translation must be mediated by

some point of compadvon - an element that can be posited, if not as supra-

cultural, then at least as a point of- cultural convergence. Enter 'the world',



INTRODUCTION

of a different ontology, one would be foreed to eapitulate immediately by


reeognising that sueh a possibility, by iis very virtue of being. 'differenr.

cannot but be an alternative  representation.  Such is the power of the dualist
ontology of ditferenee: it exposes all possible adversaries all putatively
alternative ontologies as merely different  epistemalogical  positions (arte-
faets of knowledge). Thus it compasses them within its own terms. much like
old-styled Marxists used to do in debate with the bourgeoisie (•your eritique
of Marx's idea of false eonseiousness is just an example of it!'). ln keeping
with its monotheistie origins (Viveiros de Castro 1998a: 91). ours is an
ontology of  one  ontologv If 'ontology' simply means the st udy of the nature
of reality,  then to speak  of  multiple ontologies seems an oxymoron at best,
or a sign of social pathology and sehizophrenia at worst. In any event, the

proponents of 'multiple ontologies' ean be dismissed as simply promoting a
fraetured and deliberately ineoherent rendering of the 'real world' that (we
all know, so the argument goes) is 'out there' a utopian and polyvoeal epis-

temology emitting from a confused mind whieh mistakes multiple
representations of the world for multiple worlds. What an impasse.

Indeed, the risk of seeking to conceptualise anthropologieal eoneerns in
ontologieal terms is preeisely that of falling prey to the monomania of 'one

ontology'. One of the reasons for which appeals to ontology are often
treated with suspicion is surely the ease with which this term ean deseend
into synonymy with 'eulture'.5 Rhetorical gestures towards a vague idea that

culture has something to do with 'being are a dualist bugbear. They simply
confirm the supposition that differenees as to 'being' or otherwise are a
matter of eultural perspeetive perspeetive, that is, on (definite artiele) 'the
world'.6

`Worldviews'n Iworlds'

The way out of anthropology's epistemologieal bind turns on a denial of the
key axiom of dualist ontology, namely that differenee has to be to similarity
what representation is to the world. For if one refuses to attribute differenee
to eulture and similarity to nature. the cireular coereion of dualism is
lendered limp. ln the seheme advaneed here, therefore, the presumption of
natural unity and eultural differenee epitomised in the  antampos  is no
longer tenable (ef. Argyrou 2002). I f we are to take others seriously, instead
of reducing their artieulations to mere 'eultural perspeetives' or 'beliefs' (i.e.
tworldviews'). we can eonecive them as enuneiations of different tworlds' or
•natures', without having to concede that this is just shorthand for 'worldviews'.

Now, this shitt in orientation may have an air of seholastie preciousness
about it. Aren't the two options, of rendering difference as a property of
representation or of the world. jUSI symmetrical? And isn't the ehoice
between epistemology and ontology merely a matter of vocabulary a
matter of whether one prders to speak of "worldviews' or 'tv orlds"? Ultimately.
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similarity what representation is to the world'. For as long as our ordinary
intuitions as to what 'the world'  is  remain untutored, the notion of 'different
worlds' will remain eontradictory (surely such worlds can only be imagined
i.e. represented beeause part of the very definition of the world is that it is
single). Thus, for the notion of -dilferent worlds' to make any sense at all it

must be understood without recourse to its putative opposite. that is, different
representations. Indeed, the diffieulty of this notion as well as its logical
eoherence lies precisely in the fact that it denies the opposition of represen-

tation v. world altogether, rather than merely inverting its implicationsi
It is for this reason, for example, that the daim that when Cuban diviners

say that powder is power they are speaking of a  different poirder  (and a
different power also) is not a 'constructivise daim (ef. Latour 1999: 21-3).

To put it in Foucauldian terms, the point is not that diseursive elaims (e.g.
-powder is power) order reality in difTerent ways according to different
'regimes of truth' - but rather that they create new objeets (e.g. powerful

powder) in the very act of enuneiating new eoncepts (e.g. powerful powder).
Though Foucault would say that diseourse creates its objects. he still works
from the presumption that there is some real-world fodder out there. For
example, while a body may not be male or female until a diseourse of gender
invokes this as an operative distinction, there is still a body to which the

diseourse relers.8 By contrast, what is advanced here is, if you like, an
entirely different kind of constructivism a  radical  construetivism not
dissimilar to that envisaged by Deleuze (Deleuze and Guattari 1994: 7,35—

Diseourse can have effects not beeause it -over-determines reality', but
because no ontologieal distinction between •discourse' and 'reahty' pertains
in the first place. In other words, concepts can bring about things because

concepts and things just are one and the same (one and the same 'thing', we
could say - using the term heuristieally).

So, in summary, the syllogism is this. We start with the ordinary (repre-
sentationistlepistemological) assumption that eoncepts are the site of

differenee. Then we argue that in order for difference to be taken seriously
(as 'alterity), the assumption that coneepts are ontologically distinct from
the things to which they are ordinarily said to 'refer' must be discarded.
From this it follows that alterity can quite properly be thought of as a prop-
erty of things things. that is, whieh  are concepts  as much as they appear
to us as 'materiar or 'physicall entities. Hence the first answer to the
ineredulous question of  uhere  'different worlds' might be, is  here,  in front of

us. in the things themselves (thingslike powder or - as we'll see in the contri-
butions to this book photographs, legal doeuments, shamanie costumes,
eigarettes, and so on). So this is a method of 'back to the things themselves',
as the phenomenologists had it, but only with the eaveat that this is  not
because the life-world' of our 'experience' of things has priority over a
-theoretical kutitude' (Husserl 1970), but precisely beeause our experience of
things. if you will,  can be conceptual  (see also Holbraad, this volume).
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as itehy as a phantom limb following metaphysical amputation. 'They see
things dilTerently than we do, relativists say. thereby carting the 'things' of
'the world back into the picture. against their own better judgement. to
guarantee the possibility of adequate cross-cultural translations. It is just for
this reason that that perfcct Cartesian eapsule of a word Vorld-view. -
does not strike our otherwise avid anti-Cartesians as oxymoronie. And it is
for this reason also that they can be as presumptuous about the merits of
their own analyties their interpretative 'tools' - as positivists are about
their 'truths'. Though each of us may talk partially, we all talk about the
world, and therefore we ean talk about others' versions too.

An ontological turn in anthropological anaksis refutes these presump-
tions wholesale. The mysterious-sounding notion of 'many worlds" is so
dissimilar to the familiar idea of a plurality of worldviews precisely because
it turns on the humble though on this view logically obvious admission
that our concepts  (not  our kepresentations) must. by definition, be inade-
quate to translate  dif krent  ones. This, it is suggested, is the only way to take
difference  alterity  seriously as the starting point for anthropological
analysis. One must aeeept that when someone tells us, say. that powder is
power, the anthropological problem cannot be that of accounting for why he
might think that about powder (explaining, interpreting, placing his state-
ment into context). but 1-ather that if that really is the case, then we just do
not know what powder he is talking about. This is an ontological problem
through and through. For its answer is patently not to be found by searching
'in the world' maybe in Cuba? for some special powerful powder. The
world in whieh powder is power is not an uncharted (and preposterous!)
region of our own (cf. Viveiros de Castro 2005: Ardener 1989). It is a
different world, in which what we take to be powder is actually power. or.
more to the point. a third element which will remain inelTably paradoxical
for as long as we insist on glossing it with our own default coneepts neither
'powder' nor 'power' but, somehow, both, or better still, the same thing.

Two steps to ontological Iweakthrough

So since these 'dillbrent worlds' are not to be found in some forgotten corner
of our own. then where  are  they? The answer to this (1uestion. which goes to
the heart of the method of 'thinking through things', involves two parts
two steps to omological breakthrough, as it were. In order to understand the
first step, consider what the epistemologically informed reaction to the question
would look like. Since different worlds are not parts of  the  world, then they
must somehow be a function of our representations - what else? Now, obvi-
ously such a reply is no more than a throwback to epistemological orthodoxy
(one world, many worldviews). But what it serves to illustrate in its seeming
inevitability, is that the logical consequences of the notion of 'different
worlds' go deeper than just inverting the l'amiliar formula of 'difference is to
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beeause thought here just Lv being. Coneeption is a mode of disclosure (of --
metaphorieal 'vision') that creates its own objeets, just beeause it is one
and the same with them, so to 'see' these objects is to ereate them. Think of'
it. You, the reader, 'see' the point we are striving to 'make' here by making it
for yourself, perhaps lifting your eyes from the text oceasionally, to 'think
the point through' (mueh as we have had to do while writing it). So too
anthropologists may 'see ditTerent worlds' by ereating them. Creating thing-
coneepts like 'powerful powdef, not so much in our mind's eye, as in our
eye's mind.

So. if the first step to 'ontologieal breakthrough is to realise that
`different worlds' are to be found in 'things', the second one is to aeeept that
seeing them requires aets of eoneeptual ereation — aets which cannot of
eourse be redueed to  ,nental  operations (to do so would be merely to revert
to the dualism of mental representation versus material reality). On this
view, anthropological analysis has little to do with trying to determine how
other people think about the world. It has to do with how we must think in
order to eonceive a world the way they do. ln this sense the method of
'thinking through things', geared towards creating new analytieal eoneepts,
is a recursive one. As each of the eontributions to this voIume illustrates, it is
beeause our informants (e.g. diviners, lawyers, prisoners, shamans, nomads,
etc.) think through things (e.g. powder, legal texts, eigarettes, eosturnes,
photographs) that we might think of doing the same.

This point about reeursivity will be taken up later, in examining the debt
this method owes to Roy Wagner's holographie notion of 'invention'. But it
should be noted here that there is an important asymmetry between infor-
mants' coneeptual ereations and the seeond-order ereativity advoeated for
anthropological purposes. This has to do with the way the 'game' of anthro-
pology, as Viveiros de Castro has called it, is set up (2002). For while the
outcome of our analytieal aets of eoneeption is, in the proposed method,
required to be the same as our informants' (e.g. to eoneeive a powder that is
power), their point of departure is by definition quite distinet. We may or
may not know what assumptions precipitate our informants' eoneeptual
ereativity (e.g. what eoneepts of powder and power they seek to elaborate
upon when they are motivated lo `make the point' that the two are the
same). This is a matter of ethnographie remit. But even if we do know, we
eannot take it for granted that these 'obviated' eoneepts to use Wagner's
terminology (e.g. 1981: 44; 1986: 50 1) do not enuneiate worlds that are
just as perplexingly 'different. as the ones upon whieh our informants
proeeed to elaborate. So whatever end of this infinitely regressive stiek we try
to grasp will not be so much wrong, as a-visible in principle. On the other
hand, what we can grasp is our own assumptions. We hare concepts of
powder and power, and we 'know' that they are not the same, eontrary to
Cuban diviners' (apparent) elaims. This, we would argue. is an enabling
(perhaps the  0/1/.1' enabling) starting point for eoneeptual ereation. How far
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But this immediately provokes another and surely equally ineredulous
question, which preeipitates the second step towards locating these seem-
ingly elusive 'dilferent worlds'. If things really are different, as we argue,
then why do they seem the same? If 'different worlds reside in things, so to
speak, then how could we have missed them for so long? Why, when we look
at Cuban diviners' powders, do we see just that — powder? And what would
we have to do to see it as 'powerful powder"? whatever that might be
Still, if ineredulity finds its eredentials in tommon sense', it should be
obvious that these questions make no sense for preeisely that reason. True,
common sense would insist on casting the question of 'different worlds' in
terms of the ways in which they may or may not 'appear. to a knowing or
'seeing' subject. Such a visualist key, however, may not always be appro-
priate, depending on how far one takes `seeing' as a metaphor Empson
and Pedersen, this volume). The very notion of pereeption simply reiterates
the distinetion that 'different worlds' collapses. The point about different
worlds is that they cannot be 'seen' in a visualist sense. They are, as it were,
a-risible. 1n other words, eollapsing the distinction between eoneepts and
things (appearance and reality) forces us to eonceive of a different mode of
disclosure altogether. "Ibe question then arises of how the things encoun-
tered in the course of ethnographie work become apparent.

This is where the first term in the title of our projeet, narnely thinking, is
important. If, as we argue, the notion of 'different worlds' stands or falls by
the identification of things with concepts, then it follows that on such an
image things disclose themselves not as perceptions but as coneeptions.
Consider the Cuban diviners once more. Their assertion that 'powder is
power', we have argued, is not to be taken as some kind of bizarre empirical
claim an 'apparently irrational belief' about powder, demanding anthropo-
logical 'explanation' or 'interpretation' (cf. Sperber 1985). This is not a
statement about what we know as powder at all. It is the enwwiation of
concept of powder with which we are quite unfamiliar, or, better put, it is the
enunciation of an unfamiliar 'powder-coneept., where the hyphen serves to
emphasise that the possibility for such an enunciation depends on collapsing
the distinction between the concept of powder and powder 'itself'.

But if in saying that powder is power Cuban diviners are expressing a
powder-concept that is new to us, then how can we possibly hope to under-
stand it? How can we conceive of a world in which powder is power. without

prey to the aceusation of social pathology or schizophrenia
mentioned earlier? How do we maintain our footing on ontological rather
than epistemological ground? And if such an act of conception is emphati-
cally not a matter of merely imagining i.e. representing a world in which
powder is power as a possibility (for this would be just to imagine powder
differently. whereas what is at stake here is a (Iiljerent powder), then what
does it involve? The answer is embedded in the questions. To conceive of a
different powder 'ditTerent world') is to conceire it —to think it into being,
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deAices, then, so Mauss engaged with Mäori laanga, among other things, to

explore their theoreticalpotential.
Yet there are two signifieantly different ways of understanding Mauss'

argument about the alterity of 'gifts" and the ways in whieh they eollapse
persons and things into one another, each of which has been played out in
the anthropological literature. The first, whieh we would charaeterise as epis-
temologieal, starts by treating the categories of 'person' and 'thing as

analytically separate, then seeks to explain why these seemingly separate
enthies are for Mäori - the same. Chris Gregory's Marxist gloss of gifts as
'inalicnable objects' (1982) is a particularly influential example of this
approach. Along with other criteria, the question of alienability is supposed

to show the difterenee between 'objeets", when viewed as gifts (inalienable)
or as eommodities (alienable). The difference is made, in the former ease, by
adding persons to things and, in the latter, by keeping them separate. Thus

the gift registers as an analytie oxymoron: a thing that is unlike things. for it
is inalienable from persons. The aggregatike logie of this mode of analysis
(thing + person) can be eharaeterised as episternological beeause the job of
anthropological analysis in this scheme is to determine how a set of analyt-

ical concepts (e.g. 'things' and 'persons') may relate to difTerent ethnographie
settings (gift economies involve things + persons, commodity economies
involve things). The anthropologist, in other words, determines how (analyt-
ieal) concepts apply to their informants' representations. an essentially
imerpretive exereise.

similar argument might be advaneed with respect to Alfred Gell's  influ-
ential atternpt in  Art and Aglany  to elaborate what he, like Gregory.

explicitly ealls a Maussian theory of artefaets (1998: 9; Pinney and
Thomas 2001). Proposing to 'eonsider art objects as persons' Gell
sets out a sophisticated eoneeptual framework with whieh to show how
objects come to possess social agency. mueh like people. Perhaps the most
inspiring aspeet of his argument is the attempt to coneeive a form of agency

that emerges as 'a global characteristie of the world of people and things in
which we live, rather than as an attribute of the human psyehe, exclusively"

Ulad.:  20). Yet ultimately. as Leach argues in this volume, Gell casts objects
as 'only secondary agents' whose eapacity to act is rendered metaphorical by
its dependence on the eontext of social relationships  (ibid.: 17). Insolar  as
their agency originates in the minds of their creators (at least as much as in

'the material world'), his art objects stop short of  rerising  our commonsense
notions of 'person' or 'thing*. For agency here, remains irreducibly human
in origin, and its investment into things neeessarily derivative; things gain
social agency insofar as they are embedded in social relationships between

persons. "Fhough Gell's avowed intention is 'to take seriously notions about
ageney which even [...] philosophers would probably not want to defend'

tihid.: 17), in retaining the analytieal distMetion between terson' and 'thing'
he stays eloser to reeeived philosophieal wisdom. Whilst his work hints at
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and in what direetion must we change our 0117/ concepts before we too can
assent to our informants. initially bizarre claims? How far do we need to
change our assumptions about what counts as 'powder* and 'power' hefore
we too can say consistently that they are one and the same?

It should further be noted that 'our* ability to conceive both powder and
powder-power does not suddenly give us the ontological upper hand over
our informants. It is not that the old assumption of an anthropological
'episteme of all epistemes' has merely been replaced by an ontology of all
ontologies. Rather, handicapped by a dualist ontology (and the scientific
rationalism to which it gives rise) anthropologists need a method to recu-
perate a facility their informants may already have. We need to scize on a
methodology that allows for coneept production that makes worlds. And
this is a 'humbling' method. inasmuch as it depends on our admission that
our own concepts are inadequate, and therefore need to he transformed by
appeal to those of our informants.

As will be shown in the next section, contributors to this volume explore
the potential of this kind of concept creation in a variety of ways, not least
because the things they think through are so variedly 'differenf. For the sake
of clarity, however, it may be useful to illustrate the preceding discussion
ahout the ontological turn in anthropology by returning to what is perhaps
the most seminal anthropological attempt to think through a thing, namely
Marcel Mauss' famous account of the relationship between persons and
things in Mäori 'gifts' (Mauss 1990). Mauss' argument can he interpreted in
a way that illustrates the rudiments of the ontological remit of Ihinking
through things'. I loweyer, some of his most influential followers have east
his argument about persons and things in 'episternologicaf terms (as defined
above), exemplifying the ease with which ontological questions can retreat
back to the safer ground of cpisternology.

Precedents in Maussian anthrupology

Mauss' seminal contribution. in terms of the issues explored here, was to
take seriously the 'primitive identification of aspects of personhood with
the things that he collectively described as 'gifts'. Instead of dismissing
ancestor-artefacts and objects imbued with the personality of former owners
as evidence of primitive animism or superstition, he embraced these unfa-
miliar entities. marshalling them in a critique of assumptions that prevailed
within his own society. Henare's chapter in this volume revisits the classic
passage on which Mauss based his discussion of Mäori gift exchange, from a
letter written by the MIimi elder Tamati Ranapiri to ethnologist Eisdon
Rest. As every anthropology student must learn, Ranapiri's identification of
toonga (valued articles) with  haa  (the 'spirit of the gift') led Mauss to
develop his theory of social obligation that impels reciprocityw Just as we
propose using 'things' that arise in the course of ethnography as heuristic
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When asking questions about the nature of 'persons' in Highland Papua

New Guinea, Strathern rejects an approach that would seek merely to broaden

the Anglophone concepts of 'person' and 'thing. to accommodate Melanesian

data. Rather, faced with a situation in which gifts contain the gendered rela-

tions which they instantiate, she is willing to pursue the conceptual effect

that such an occasion implies to tackle the theoretical implications of the

gift-as-heuristic, in other words. It is not that Melanesian gifts are also

- persons* in terms familiar to the anthropologist — they are not Individuals1

in terms of the `possessive individualism' that animates Euro-American

conceptualisations of what constitutes a 'person'. Rather, Strathern treats

the insufficiency of 'persons' and as concepts through which to

apprehend Melanesian gift-giving as an opportunity to transform those very

concepts. Where a gift  inswpriates  a social relation rather than merely being

symbolie  represeumion  of that relation, it follows that Melanesian

- persons' can no longer be conceived as existing prior to relationships in

which they subsequently become implicated through exchange. Instead.

Melanesian persons have to be construed as relations  per se  (hence

Stratherds famous evocation of the •lividuar as a 'distributed person1(1988:
13, 15; 1991: 53). This forces us to re-think our concept of the person. and

particularly its relevance to social situations less familiar than our own.

Against possessive individualism, which turns on the assumption that people

are discrete entilies that can enter into relations. Strathern has effectively

created a new concept of the 'person' that follows Melanesians themselves in

locating personhood in the relations that exchange entails.11

However, the differences between Strathern and Mauss are as significant as

the sirnilarities. While Mauss is incited by the seeming inadequacy of 'person'

and 'thing with respect to  hau  to subvert those categories, he stops short of

Formulating alternative categories. Consider the excerpt from  ne Gifi  below:

However, we can go even farther than we have gone up to now One

can dissolve, jumble up together, colour and define differently the

principal notions that we have used. The terms that we have used

present and gift are not themselves entirely exact. We shall,

however, find no others. These concepts of law and economics that

it pleases us to contrast: liberty and obligation; liberality, generosity,

and luxury, as against savings, interest. and utility it would be

good to put them in the melting pot once more. We can only give

the merest indications on this subject. Let us choose, for example,

the Trobriand Islands. There they still have a complex notion that

inspires all the economic acts we have described. et this notion is

neither that or the free, purely gratuitous rendering of total services.

nor that of production and exchange purely interested in what is

useful. It is a sort of hybrid that llourished.

(Mauss 1990: 72 3, references omitted)
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the possibility of a plurality or worlds, rather than simply worldviews, his
appeal to Mauss, like that of Gregory seems to entail only an unfamiliar
aggregation of familiar concepts.

Now, the alternative approach, described here as ontological, regards the
identification of 'person' and 'thing' in Mauss' as an act of concept
production rather than one of mere aggregation. Gell's work could also be
read this way, as Pedersen's contribution to this volume maintains. ln this
scheme, 'person and -thing' are no more than heuristic tags used to
account for  sonuuhing else,  namely what Gell invokes with the term 'agenr,
and what Ranapiri was trying to convey when he said that the  raanga  'is' the
hau  of the gift. The reason why Ranapiri's statement is difficult to under-
stand, and why it has led to a century's worth of anthropological debate, is
not that it necessarily challenges familiar assumptions about 'persons' and
'things' requiring scholars to expand their concepts to accommodate, lör
example, animate pieces  of  wood but because it ofTers an alternative defini-
tion altogether of what elements consfitute gift relations  hau  and  Wanga,
rather than persons and things. In this reading. Ranapiri was not assuming
that Best shared his understanding of what persons and things are, only to
proceed to explain how in certain contexts a thing (a special Mäori one,
called a  lawiga)mav connt as a person. Instead he was showing that. when it
comes to gifts of  wanga,  these concepts are altogether insulficient. For what
is at stake here thr the anthropologist is a third concept: one that results
when our notions  of  ̀ thing' and 'person' are mutually transformed through
an encounter with Ranapiri's assertion that 'the  umaga  is the  had.  This
illustrates the ditterence between epistemology and ontology as we under-
stand it. While the former seeks to find ways to apply concepts that are
already known to unfamiliar instances, the latter treats the unfamiliarity of
those instances as an occasion to translbrm concepts. so as to give rise to
new ones. It is not that 'persons' and 'things' have different referents for
Mäori an epistemological question. It is that 'persons' and ihings'  are
different from that which animates Mäori gift exchange an ontological
claim.

While it is beyond the scope of this introduction to offer a comprehensive
review of the litcrature in which the shifi from epistemological to ontological
orientations has so far been manifest, it may help to draw out aspects of the
work we consider has precipitated this move. Despite the fact that Marilyn
Strathern has not couched her own efforts in terms of an ontologising
anthropology, we believe that such a perspective can be read back into much
of her material. Indeed. while the Maussian character of Strathern's analysis
of. Melanesian gift-gi‘ Mg is well established (e.g. Gracber 2001: 37), perhaps
the principal affinity of her strategy to Mauss's hes in her willingness to use
Melanesian gifts as an occasion to transförm analytical assumptions. In
other words. if Strathern is Maussian, she is so in the ontological sense
outlined above.
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notion of invention is neither counterposed to 'reality' nor construed as an
exclusive property of human genius.[4 Rather, it is presented as the mode by
whieh reality (or as we would say) is eonstituted an ontological
exercise  par excellence.  For Wagner, invention is just the process by which
coneepts are transformed in the very act of being 'applied" in new, contexts,
so that, strictly speaking, concepts come to carry their contexts within them-
selves (Wagner 1986; ef Strathern 1990: 33).15 So, like Strathern after him,
Wagner sees the encounter between anthropologists. own concepts and those
of their informants as a productive one because of their divergences. As the
two are brought into contact, their sense is transformed through what
Wagner ealls 'metaphorical extension" (1981: 38 9).

But what is pertinent about Wagner's strategy here is not only the analytic
purchase of this theory of metaphor, but also the recursive tactic by which
he arrives at it. The very novelty of his proposition to Euro-American ears is
perhaps owed to iis peculiarly Papua New Guinean provenance. As he remarks,
the meta-anthropologieal proposal of  lhe Inrerilion al Calture  originates
lrom his earlier ethnography of invention as the eentral modality of
Melanesian social life, as explored in his treatise on the role of 'the
innovation of meaning in Daribi religion", as the book's subtille puts it
(Wagner 1972; ef. 1981: xiv xvi). Such a recursive relationship, between what
informants do and the techniques anthropologists bring to bear in their
study of them, is also central to the strategy of this collection. In this light.
the meta-anthropological argument about the value of ihinking through
things" is merely a holographic eapitulation to use the Melanesianist idiom
to the collective impact of the ethnographic studies collected in this volume.

While our contributors may not necessarily subscribe without qualifica-
tion to the more didactic aspects of the editors' argument about 'thinking
through things' as a method, the ways in which people think through things
is the  ethnographh.  theme that brought these essays together in the first place.
Writing from widely varying ethnographic settings, the contributors are all
motivated by their informants' evident concern with 'things' and their
conceptual effects. So, for example, a central claim in Reed's account of
smoking in a Port Moresby prison is that inmates' preoccupation with
cigarettes, far from being an extra-curricular activity born of boredom or
despair, stems rather from the fact that smoking is constitutive of the very
concept of prison sociality (much as for Holbraad powder is constitutive of
Cuban diviners' notion of power). Similarly, the two Mongolianist contribu-
tions (by Empson and Pcdersen) show how ceremonial objects altars and
shamanic costumes respectively act as conduits through which their infor-
mants are able to see' conceptually create, that is salient aspects of
Mongolian kinship and religion. Wastell and I lenare both turn their interest
to the law - often seen as the discursiw, abstract form  par excellence.
Wastell's focus is on the way in which Swazis engage with the received law as
a civic totem a reitied thing - which presences a non-Swazi form of power
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Effeetively, Mauss here posits the 'hybridity' of the Trobriand coneept, as
the endpoint or his inalysis. This made sense in terms of his political
project. which sought to utilise the analytieal subversion of the eoneepts of
'persod and 'thing" to perform a politieal subversion. The present
programme takes its eue more from Strathern's endeavours to move beyond
the negatixe gesture of hybridity where a third eoneept emerges that is still
somehow predicated on the familiar coneepts fused in the putative hybrid -
toward the positive analytieal end of genuine eoneept ereation. It is not that
the hybrid is not new. It is simply that it is not new enough insofar as it still
refers reeursively back to those eoncepts it seeks to replace. Where Mauss
throw up his hands and eannot see beyond giving the 'merest indications'
that a third eoneept is at stake one that is more unique than a mere eolouring
of our given eoneepts would imply Stratherds use of the eoneept of the
'dividual'12 can be seen as taking up exactly that challenge.

ln faet the contrast between Matiss' strategy and that developed here ean
perhaps be taken even further. While Mauss reeognises that the eoneepts at
his disposal are too 'thick' or freighted to enable his ontological revision, he
settles for a 'colouring' or 'eombining' (the melting pot metaphor) in order
to keep working through them. This. we would suggest, signals a use of
eoncepts as analyties rather than heuristies. Strathern, on the other hand,
might be said to use the concept of 'persod heuristically in just the sense we
have sought to outline. Her use is heuristie in that it under-determines what
a 'person* might be, sueh that it allows (in her ease) for attention to be
focused on 'relations rather than entities. So, arguably it is only beeause her
initial eoneeption of the 'persod is so peeuharly empty that her analysis is
able to arrive at the eoneept of the 'dividual", as mueh more than simply a
re-colouring of the Western eoneept of the 'individual.'

Stratherds strategy with regard to Melanesian gifts thus exemplifies the
approach proposed here. The differenee, of eourse, is that whereas in this
part of her work, it is 'persons' that Strathern treats as the enabling heuristie
(ef. Strathern 1988: 18), the eontributors to this volume ehart a similar
course with respect to 'things.. We propose to think through things because
our informants do. While persons may be just as salient a eategory for reflee-
tion. we suggest that the applieation of this analytical strategy to 'things'
yields new and different kinds of insights. What draws together all of the
eontributions to this volume is a shared eoneern for things not solely on
the part of the ethnographer/analyst, but by the informants themselws in
these varied eontexts.

This loop the reeursive relationship between informants' eoneerns and
the methodological stances of ethnographers owes much to Roy Wagner's
coneept of eultural 'invention*. For one of the major strands of Wagner's
Inrcnrion (1981)  is a systenlatie aeeount of the roles anthropolo-
gists play in Inventing' the eultures they purport to study (see also Wagner
2001).13 The twist so central to the argument made here is that Wagner's
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inove backwards into loss. there followed an acceleration forward in time,

which ultimately allowed the tsunami survivors to re-constitute themselves

through a revelation of what the tsunami was (in terms of iis root causes).

The tsunami was not remembered, it was conceived.

When people think through things

The point of this collection of essays is that 'native ontology' must always be

east in the plural. The conceptual effects of collecting may be presumed to

be different from those of divining. legal claim making, and so forth. And

this is precisely why thinking through things can only be understood as a

methodological project as opposed to a theory in its own right, because

these disparate activilies may well generate equally disparate ontologies. No

one theory can encompass this diversity because to theorise is of a type with

these tasks and so in turn can only generate its ontology in the singular. It

follows that the promise of thinking through things cannot be to offer

another consummate theory, but rather a method for generating a plurality

of concepts or theories. The contributions to this volume are intended as

examples of the ways in which these possibilities may be implemented

anthropologically. and the plethora of new concept s which may emerge from

such an approach.
Reed's discussion of cigarettes in Bomana gaol, Papua New Guinea, fore-

grounds the agency of tobacco or  smuk  in everyday prison life. Taking

seriously prisoners' claims that cigarettes 'kill memory' and 'shorten time',

Reed describes a world in which  'stinek  is king', not simply in the metaphor-

ical sense (as an item people will go to great lengths to acquire) but because,

for the inmates  of  Bomana gaol,  smuk  'is the dominant actor in prison'.

More than something to do while passing time, tobacco smoking is held to

,dter one's state of mind in ways which Reed finds are not reducible to its

chemical effects. ln allowing prisoners to Ibrget their debts and obligations

outside prison„571111k at once creates the possibility for new relations, and

provides the substance of those alliances and friendships, instantiated in the

sharing of cigarettes. The shifting constellation of prison sociality is thus

•shaped by the way these objects flow., and Reed draws a parallel here

between the workings of  smuk  in Bomana and the ways in which money has

been analysed by economic anthropologists as central to social reproduc-

hon. Like other forms of currency,  smuk.s  generative potential derives not

simply from its abstract value in a system of exchange but also from its

distinctive properties as a 'thing'. As with Holbraad's  acht;  powder, its part-

ibility is crucial to the kinds of effects it is able to produce, just as the scale

of the units into which it is broken for distribution (packets, cigarettes) is

dietated by the peculiar way in which it must be consumed. As the  sine qua

tom  of prison life.  snii,/ itsel f  provides the constitutive logic of social rela-

ions inside gaol; it is the substance in which they are manifest and the thing
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and efficacy. Henare, meanwhile, addresses the role of Mäori toongo (trea-
sured items including things from traditional lore to scientifie knowledge) in
a much-debated legal elaim in New Zealand. Finally Leach, looking at
creative collaborations between artists and scientists in Britain, shows what
happens when informants' attempts to think through things falter. While the
'sci-art collaborations' he studies were set up with the explicit aim of
producing new forms of creativity through artists and scientists' joint
production of artefacts, collaborators' preoecupations with personal author-
ship foreclosed the more experimental aspirations of this projeet.

So 'thinking through things' is recursive as an anthropological method, in
that it draws mileage (the potential (or producing novel analytical concepts)
from informants' own ontological projects. lndeed, the idea of 'native
ontology', as it were, is problematised most explicitly by Moutu, who in his
contribution sets out to show that the activity of collecting can be seen as 'a
way of as he puts it, that has 'ontological effects'. Bringing together
an eclectic variety of 'ethnographic vignettes' — his own 'collection', as he
points out Moutu secks to dispel the assumption that collections are merely
a practical implementation of a collector's pre-established classificatory
scheme a view he brands as 'epistemologicar, in a manner confluent with
the argument laid out above. Drawing on his own fieldwork among the
latmul of Papua New Guinea, as well as that conducted by Gregory
Bateson, Moutu argues that in juxtaposing (rather than merely classifying)
objects, the activity of collecting has an ontological effect in that it alters the
objects it gathers together, reconstituting them by placing them in a set of
relations that are internal and peculiar to the collection itself

One of Moutu's most evocative vignettes concerns an exhibition that resi-
dents of small villages located along the north coast of Papua New Guinea
helped to produce following a devastating tsunami attack in 1998. Whereas
one might approach such an exhibition as an illustration or narration of the
story of the isunami and its aftermath, Moutu argues that the assembling of
artefacts, film footage, photographs and even the survivors at the exhibitiorfs
opening, helped to produce a story that could not have been anticipated
prior to the gathering. That is to say, what was at stake in the exhibition was
not the faithful representation of the event of the tsunami, but rather the
expectation that by bringing artefacts related to this event together, the
tsunami could be understood in wholly new terms vis-a-vis the relations
created in the juxtaposition of the various artefacts. Moutu analyses this in
terms of a Papua New Guinean proclivity to look for the 'root causes' of
such tragedies 'human and spiritual agencies [that] are considered
integral to the explanations of devastating misfortunes'. Moving backwards
in time, to excavate artefacts from the loss caused by the catastrophe, the
tsunami survivors brought these objects back into the present. This very act,
argues Mout u. had an ontological effect inasmuch as the juxtapositions of
objects in the exhibition re-constituted the event in a unique way. From the
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stratilied clan hierarchies which all()ws for elaims to be made, Wastell

demonstrates how the Swazi reification of a 'legal thing. generates a similar

sort of social distance and difterentiation. Following Dumont's arguments

on hierarchy (1970) she suggests that the reeeived law serves two distinct

functions for Swazis. On one level, it cuts across the (normally undifferenti-

ated) social body that is 'the Swazi', in much the same way as praise-names

do. At another level. reeeived law instantiates the toternic authority of a

non-Swazi 'other', preseneing a magical authority which is of a type with.

but ultimately also in contest with, the kingship. Thus. received law instanti-

ates two disparate formulations of social diversity at once.

The concept produetion at work here derixes from the fact that social

diversity in this instanee does not map onto a more Pamiliar 'Westerd notion

of social pluralism as a description of a existing state of affairs. Rather,

social pluralism emerges as a product of legal claims, courtroom activities

and Swazis' faseination for legal paraphernalia again eehoing Moutu's

argument about the omological effects of collections. Just as collecting is not

merely an 'acting our of an already existing typology. Swazi engagements

with law far from levelling social diversity through an appeal to legal

equality. as the rule of law would have it manufacture peculiarly Swazi

concepts of inequality and difference.

The key concept at work in Empson's contribution is a Mongolian

term she translates as 'fortune (not dissimilar to llolbraad's discussion of

('uban  uchi,  as power). Mongols consistently work to maintain good fortune

by keeping back parts of people. animals and things from which they have

been separated (tbr example through migration. marriage or sale). 1n  xishig,

Empson notes, 'something has to be given away in order for it to be kept

back to support and increase the whole', a principle she also finds evident in

Mongolian kinship, which relies on the separation and transformation of

people in order lbr sameness. or eonsangui n ity to continue'. ln thinking

through the items kept inside and displayed on top of household ehests.

(arrangements whieh model familial networks of kin and association)

limpson deploys the encounter between  .vishig  and more familiar notions ot'

fortune and relatedness to arrixe at new Msights into ways of reckoning

Mongolian kinship.

In partieular. Empson's argument turns on a second conceptual transfor-




mation, this time regarding the workings of vision and visibility (or


in the ways in which Buryat-Mongol relations are coneeived.


While eertain (mainly agnatie and inherited) connexions are made continu-




ally visible in the photographic montages displaved on top of chests (which


replaced the genealogical charts banned under socialism) other kinds of


relationships are kept hidden from view inside the chest, namely those that


are 'the products of the separation and movement of people between groups'.


Their (a-visible) presence inside the ehest instantiates the conditions of nux


and movement against which the stability of the agnatie ties prominently
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through which they are thought. Smuk is thus an irreducible component not
only of sociality but of knowledge, and Reed's chapter. like Pedersen's (see
below), deploys the dissonance between familiar assumptions and things
encountered in the field to reassess representationist theories of knowledge.

Now if smak proves a generative concept for Reed, Henare's exploration
of Mäori invocations of raonga olfers a similar example. Thinking through
'Wai 262', a claim to New Zealand's Waitangi Tribunal, the body appointed
by goveniment to investigate breaches of the 1840 Treaty of Waitangi, she
argues that the claim may be regarded as a concerted attempt on the part of
the claimants to transform reeeived conceptions of property. TIns is
achieyed by foreing the law to recognise (and incorporate into itselt) the
notion that the "persons and 'things' it habitually separates may be consid-
ered one and the same, as they are in the concept of taanga. In doing so.
Mäori bring taanga and commodities 'into a single generative sphere rather
than simply fusing two seemingly incommensurable concepts Just as
Western property law continually expands to accommodate ever more things
into the constellation of what can be owned, so too do Mäori registers of
value exhibit a similar facility in the text of the Wai 262 claim. However.
whereas Western law appears to expand its purview through the production
of hybrid concepts  (e.g.  one can own an idea because an idea, although
immaterial, is like a thing because both are products of human labour),
taonga operates by generating a new concept ual dimension within the realm
of property law. In exploring this intervention. Henare plays close attention
to the text of the claim, proposing that the claim itself may be understood in
Mäori terms as a certain kind of taonga - an instantiation of ancestral
effect. Passages in the text, written predominantly in English, are left
untranslated from Mäori. thereby 'assening the mana or authority of Mäori
concepts and terminology'. liamga are thus deployed heuristically in two
ways: first by Mäori people in their claim-making and second by lIenare
herself, as a device to transform the available terms of analysis into some-
thing more appropriate to the situation at hand. Just as Moutu argues that
collecting brings things into a new set of relations rather than merely illus-
trating a pre-existent classil5catory scheme, the claimant's invocation of
taunga refuses a pre-figured opposition between taanga and commodities.
instead generating a uniquely Mäori modality in which 'property rights are
subsumed in tarmga relations'.

Now, if Mäori are engaging with law in such a way that two apparently
incommensurable registers of value are encompassed in the invocation of
taanga, the Swazis in Wastelfs account appear to be doing quite the reverse.
ln her discussion of Swazi engagements with the received ('Western.) law,
Wastell argues that Swazis use the law to create separations and social diver-
sity. ln a world where all are one in the body and person of a divine king, it
is difterence and social pluralism which must be produced. Offering an
analogy to the ways in which Swazi praise-names linanentelo) produce
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the limits of Gell's theory ultimately finding it wantMg in its conceptualisa-

tion of ereative agency Working through writin2s in relation to his

own ethnographic experience of 'sci-art' eollaborations (partnerships orches-

trated between artists and seientists), Leach argues that Gell, like his own

informants, is unable to imagine a way in which the agency of objeets does

not ultimately depend on individual (human) ereativity.16 Just as the 'collab-

orations between artists and scientists generated tensions and disagreements

over just whose skills and knowledge were instantiated in the products of the

partnership and subsequently recognised within different arenas of display,

so theorisation consistently refers back to an individual intellect as the

source of (artistic and social) agency. While the 'sci-art collaborations.

about whieh Leach writes were set up with the explieit aim of engendering

new forms of ereativity through artists' and seientists' joint production of

artel'acts, the collaborators' preoccupation with questions of personal

authorship merely reiterated familiar assumptions about the role of indi-

idual agents in creative proeesses, thus foreclosing the more experimental

aspirations of these enterprises.
Together, all these papers serve as conerete illustrations of the potential

of the method of  Thinking Through ThingA.  The volume picks up the chal-

lenge laid down by anthropology's 'quiet revolutiorf, making explicit the

productivity of a methodological föcus in reconfiguring anthropology's

customary analytical strategies. Indeed, if the volume olTers one qualifica-

tion to the body of work that has inspired it, it is on the grounds that too

much priority has been given in this work to theory over the methods that

might engender it. After all, unifying, consummate theories can only replace

one another. It is perhaps for this reason that an articulated sense of a

shared movemem is absent within the -quiet revolution'. An emphasis on

methodology seeks to remedy this state of affairs. joining disparate theoret-

ical agendas made exigent through a variety of ethnographic eneounters into

a coherent experiment unified by a shared method. The positive programme

of thinking through things promotes a plurality of theories. For as observed

earher in the discussion, there may be as many ontologies (and therefore

novel analytical frames) as there are things to think through provided we

start by heeding the iMunction that meanings and artefacts are of an

essence.

Notes

ingold similarld notes how the idea of an artefact as the product of the action ol'
culture upon Mature at the back of the minds of anthropologists and archae-
ologists when thed speak of artefacts as items of so-ealled "material culture7
(Ingold 2000: 340r.

2 This point about heuristics is not dissimilar to Needham's famous argument that
terms like 'kinship' and 'marriage' should be recognised ;is anthroponogical 'odd-
job words' ( Needham 1974: 42. citinn Wittgenstein 195R: 43 41.
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visible on the chest's surfaee must be maintained, and thus throws this rela-
tive stability (expressed in photomontage form) sharply into relief Empson
analyses these two eomponents ol' the ehest. the visible and the invisible, as
interdependent kinship perspectives that produce differem kinds of relations.
It is only in viewing the family chest, she argues, with all its visible and invis-
ible eomponents, that it is possible to see simultaneously the ditterent
perspeetives through whieh kinship is reekoned. The chest thus becomes, in
Empsods analysis, an essential component of Mongolian relationality It is
the only site in whieh it is possible to piece together, through the mechanism
of reciprocal vision. a total sense of self. ln this analysis our coneept of
vision is transformed. Ear from being a mere physiological reaction to
external stimuli, vision becomes `the tool by which relations are created'.

Pederseds analysis of Darhad shamanie regalia similarly draws attention
to how eertain kinds of arteraets enable Mongolian soeial relations to be
reekoned and brought into being in ways that would not be possible in
their absence. ln an artiele weaving insights from cognitive seienee together
with those of Melanesian and Amazonian ethnography, he deseribes how
shamanie robes and spirit vessels serve as essential -socio-cognitive seaf-
folding that allow Darhad Mongols and shamans in particular to 'see'
themselves and their relationships from perspectives that would otherwise be
literally inconeeivable. Following Gell and Susanne Kilehler"s analysis of the
mulanggun seulptures of New Ireland the objeets of Pederseds analysis are
more than representations of specific kinds of social knowledge produced
elsewhere; they are the vehicles whose very form and substanee make that
knowledge possible. Yet, like Viveiros de Castro, his argument goes one step
further entailing a radieal reassessment of our assumptions about the nature
of knowledge.

Taking seriously the idea that shamanie costumes allow the wearer to
aeeess planes of existenee normally elosed to human beings. Pedersen
borrows insights from Amerindian 'perspectivism' (Viveiros de Castro

998b) to entertain the possibility of non-representational ways of knowing
which, his ethnography suggests, may also be regarded as states of being.
Here the semantie symmetry between 'seeing' and 'knowing' in both
European and Mongolian usage is exploited to draw a contrast between two
different forms of knowledge. On the one hand 'seeing" is coneeived as the
construetion of mental representations of a (single) world 'out there' (like
knowledge in the epistemologieal sense). On the other. in the
perspectivist (and shamanic) sense, is `an ontological state'. defined by
inhabiting a particular kind of body (world). in which different kinds of
things appear. The shamads costume enables the shaman to attain otherwise
unattainable points of view understood as dilTerent (spiritual) identities
rather than perspectives in the sense of 'worldviews'.

Whereas Pedersen finds inspiration in Gell's insights. reading his work as
an injunetion to attend to the ontological potential of fieldwork. Leach tests


