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Preface

What do we mean when we refer to world? How does world relate to the hu-
man person? Are the two interdependent, and, if so, in what way? What is the
world at hand for an ethnographer? Much has been said of worlds and world-
views, but are we really certain that we know what we mean when we use these
words?

This book is centrally concerned with exploring the conditions of possibility
of the ethnographic gesture and, by implication, with ethnographic theory and
the debates that presently fire it. The important changes that have occurred over
the past two decades concerning the way in which we relate human cognition
with humanity’s embodiedness strongly suggest that we are on the threshold
of a new conceptualization of the human condition—a new anthropology—
that breaks away from the sociocentric and representationalist constraints that
plagued the social sciences throughout the twentieth century. This essay is a
contribution toward that momentous change.

I myself have a long career as an ethnographer, and that is what, over the
years, moved me to engage with theory. Consequently, most of what I have
written here is directly informed by the three long-term ethnographic projects
I have carried out over the decades (rural NW Portugal, 1986; urban Eurasians
in south China, 2002a; naming systems in NE Brazil, with V. Silva 2013). All
of them have been centrally engaged with contemporaneity, in contexts where
modernity was the order of the day, and where globalization was everywhere
present. Whether by chance or design, the fact is I was never allowed to enter-

tain the primitivistic fancies that continue to enthrall so many of our colleagues.
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This led me very early on to place a central focus on historicism as part of
ethnography, on the one hand, and on its political significance, on the other.
Having first encountered anthropology in South Africa during the period of
apartheid and then moved to postrevolutionary Portugal, I was from the outset
convinced of the political and moral worth of the ethnographic enterprise—not
as a direct instrument of resistance against exploitation and oppression (as some
of my teachers espoused), but as a necessary means for debunking hegemonic
truths, among them racist and classist convictions and imperialist lies.

'The ethnographic empiricism that has marked my intellectual path is some-
thing that I cherish and which I mean to continue to pursue in the future.
Nevertheless, from the very beginning, I have been struck by the fact that ethno-
graphic description cannot be undertaken without the support of comparative
analysis and of anthropological (and, more broadly, social scientific) theoretical
elaboration. There is something dishonest—or, better phrased, unfortunate—
about writing ethnography as if (a) one could dispense with theory or (b) one
were the first ethnographer to visit “my people.” In particular, one is struck by
the transparent delusion of those among our colleagues who manage to con-
vince themselves that they no longer need to engage honestly with the history
of the discipline! Over the years, I have systematically pursued these convictions
and today I find myself writing a book that in many ways traces the paths where
that constant engagement with theoretical and ethnographic history has led me.

The starting point here was to make sense of the notion of world. The con-
cept became central to anthropology ever since Paul Veyne’s study of the at-
titudes of classical Greeks toward their myths impacted our discipline ([1983]
1988). But, in the mid-2000s, it became apparent that serious confusions were
being espoused. We needed to go back to the drawing board. This was par-
ticularly evident the moment anthropological thinking came to be influenced
by neurophenomenology and the philosophers who propose radical embodied
cognition. One could perceive there the glimpse of a sophisticated new path
out of the fin-de-siécle idealist disposition, and the corresponding self-serving
paternalism, that besieged anthropology during the 1990s and 2000s. Suddenly,
the poststructuralist efforts of our teachers in Oxford in the late 1970s came to
appear increasingly relevant.

Thus, when I took up Donald Davidson in the late 1990s, the idea was
to find a path from his epistemologically clear waters toward the more murky
waters of phenomenology that I would inevitably have to navigate if I wanted

to study personhood, presence, and transcendence. Supported by his advice
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(Davidson 2005), at no point did I worry about mixing different inspirations
or picking and choosing concepts and arguments from diverse sources, so long
as they stood well together. My goal was clear: to produce a minimal realist
anthropological account that both safeguards the ethnographic task and illumi-
nates the human condition.

It was not until I started moving from chapter to chapter that some of the
central arguments of the book emerged. As the title suggests, the starting point
was an examination of world as it is to be found in the work of our contempo-
rary colleagues (chapter 1, “World”). That led directly to an encounter with the
challenge of transcendence, as it continues to be one of the more contentious
sides of our discipline. It became apparent that, although many of us chose
to ignore it, contemporary anthropology remains deeply indebted to Evans-
Pritchard’s struggles with faith, augury, and witchcraft at midcentury. Thus, 1
was led to his inspiration in R. G. Collingwood’s thought and to the Onto-
logical Proof of God’s existence (chapter 2, “Iranscendence”). Transcendence
raises the issue of imagination. Sartre and Evan Thompson were the inspira-
tions for a move beyond representationalist approaches, in search of the limits
of imagination (chapter 3, “Imagination”). In turn, that implied a revisitation
of Wittgenstein’s impact on my Oxford teachers in the 1970s and on the work
of the contemporary philosophers who are exploring radical embodied cogni-
tion (chapter 4, “Person”). Finally, the argument came together in an attempt to
show that personhood and world correspond but that metaphysical pluralism is
the abiding condition (chapter 5, “Worldview”). In the course of the narrative,
some discussions and concepts are reencountered time and again as they be-
come increasingly clarified. This is the case, for example, with the central differ-
entiation between intentionality and propositionality, with personal ontogeny,
with personhood and presence, with cohabitation, with ontological weight, with
retentivity, with the ethnographic gesture, and with relation and relatedness.

In writing the book, I was obliged to dialogue with concepts and argu-
ments originating in very many and very diverse disciplines (neuropsychol-
ogy, phenomenology, critical philosophy, analytical philosophy, developmental
psychology, physics, human geography, political science, etc.). There is noth-
ing surprising about this, as social anthropology has ever been open to broad
intellectual inspiration—indeed, this is one of the more appealing facets of
our disciplinary tradition. It is notably the case during moments, such as our
present one, when we need to break with the established grooves of received

wisdom in order to address some central quandary. The result is that this book
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is punctuated by words and arguments that many readers may find unfamiliar.
The reader should not stop reading upon encountering an unfamiliar concept,
as I have made a point of proposing definitions for all of the central concepts
explored in the book. For reasons of narrative economy, however, these defini-
tions are not always to be found at the point of first encounter with the concept.

In attempting to achieve an anthropology of person and world, I have un-
earthed three central aspects of each of them that respond in broad terms to the
way in which our analysis of sociality has evolved:

(i) the world embraces humans as a source due to their capacity to address it
intentionally (i.e., with purpose), thus initiating worlding;

(i) as, in becoming persons, humans acquire a presence, they start confront-
ing the world perspectivally as a domain, so the world encompasses them
dyadically;

(iii) and, finally, with the rise of propositional thinking, the world is divided by
symbols into a myriad of intrinsically plural entities. Relations emerge out

of the containment imposed by the Zimits of propositionality.

Transcendence is our privilege as persons; it is what allows us to see the world
as creation, a world which includes us. Yet, owing to this very personal tran-
scendence, metaphysical pluralism is not reducible. From an anthropological
perspective, the ambivalence of world that Heidegger identified (its uncertainty,
its fuzziness, its indeterminacy) cannot and should not be resolved; it remains
with us as a challenge, for it is a central conditioning feature of the emergence of
persons in world. In his own distinct mode of speaking, Davidson called it “the
anomaly” (2004: 121). Ethnography—an examination of humans carried out by
persons in ontogeny—must learn to operate within that condition, frustrating
as it may at times be.

I hope, thus, to have contributed toward creating the space of possibility
for an ethnographic theory for the twenty-first century that remains essentially
realist and within the parameters of the broader scientific project, but that opens
up new pathways for the continued conceptual incorporation of ever-new eth-
nographic evidence. The anthropology here proposed is not one that belongs
to Greeks or Trojans, but one that leaves itself open in human history to ever-
widening levels of ecumenical incorporation. The beauty of ethnography as a
scientific method is that it calls on its practitioners to remain fully, participat-
ingly human; never to attempt to rise above our common human history, what-
ever it may come to be.
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CHAPTER ONE

World

Anthropologists, historians, and qualitative sociologists often take recourse to
the word wor/d as if its meaning were self-evident. While, indeed, it might be
argued that the broad enterprise of science is nothing but a study of world,
the word remains highly ambivalent, often extending its meaning in a peril-
ously polysemic fashion in the course of any single debate. When we describe
some feature of the “world of the Nyakyusa” (Wilson 1951), which differs from
that of other peoples, the meaning of the word is rather distant from that giv-
en to it by philosophers when they speak of “world-involving sentient activ-
ity” (Hutto and Myin 2013: 157); the same applies when we oppose home to
world (Jackson 1995), or when we talk of social world, as Bourdieu so often did
(e.g., 1991). How do these meanings combine? Is world still a useful category
for ethnographers?

Of late, as it happens, the category has been playing a rather crucial role in
anthropological debates. Tim Ingold, for instance, predicates one of his semi-
nal arguments with the statement, “People do not import their ideas, plans or
mental representations into the world, since the very world . . . is the homeland
of their thoughts’ (1995: 76). Here, we can assume that Ingold means by world
something akin to Martin Heidegger’s “the manifestness of beings as such as a
whole”([1929/30] 1995: 304), in short, everything that there is. So, the meaning
of the word would differ from a more socially localized one, as in “the world of

the Nyakyusa.” And yet that leaves out the main perplexity posed by Ingold’s
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sentence: there being many ways of deciding what there is, which one should
his reader adopt?

These perplexities have haunted the social sciences for a very long time.
Twentieth-century anthropologists ranged from those who espoused more or
less unsophisticated forms of realism to those who adopted semiotic ideal-
isms. On the one hand, for example, there was Max Gluckman’s positivism
or Marvin Harris’ materialism; on the other, there was the kind of idealism
that James Boon and David Schneider argued for in the 1970s when they pro-
posed “liberating” kinship as a “cultural semantic field” from “sociofunctional
prerequisites,” granting it “an autonomous integrity analyzable in its own right”
(Boon and Schneider 1974: 814). There is a dichotomist propensity at work
in anthropological theory that makes it somehow safer to adopt either one
or the other extreme. In midcentury England, this was largely represented by
Evans-Pritchard’s radical rejection of the Durkheimian positivism of his pre-
decessors in his 1949 Marett Lecture, “Social anthropology: Past and present”
(1962), and was long instanced in the Oxford versus Cambridge divide. But the
dichotomist propensity continued: once more, in the 1980s, American post-
modernist interpretivism reengaged it; and then, in the 2000s, perspectivism
brought it back all over again. To opt for a starting point such as Roy Wagner’s
“man invents his own realities” (1975: ix) is to engage a dangerous truism, for
whilst in one sense this is a verifiable observation, in another sense it leads us
profoundly astray, pushing to secondary level the central fact that our existence
(and all human communication) is predicated on the inhabiting of a largely
common world.

Over the past four decades, as I proceeded with my own ethnographic
projects,' I could not help but feel that we had to overcome this dichotomist
propensity, as it was both intellectually reductive and ethically unviable. This
book constitutes an attempt to articulate the structure of the concept of world
(cf. Frankfurt 2009: 2) as it is being used in contemporary anthropological de-
bates with the primary aim of developing a theoretical approach toward the
possibility of the ethnographic gesture. The book proposes a view concerning
world that aims at overcoming the effects of the a/l-or-nothing fallacy that so
often dominates anthropological theorization, that is, “the fallacy of reasoning
from the fact that there is nothing we might not be wrong about to the conclu-
sion that we might be wrong about everything” (Davidson 2001: 45).

1. See www.pina-cabral.org for a review of these projects.
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Our inquiry here is different from Martin Heidegger’s question in his fa-
mous lecture course of 1929/30 (1995): “what is world?” It differs in that we
do not ask about the essence of world or its entities; rather, we aim to lay out
the conditions of possibility for the ethnographic gesture. Our inquiry is about
“the world which is present at hand” to the ethnographer. As Foucault put it
concerning Kant’s Anthropology from a pragmatic point of view, our aim is rather
“not the description of what man is but what he can make of himself” ([1961]
2008: 52).

'Thus, as ethnographers, we do not ask “is there world?” but, in the wake of
Wittgenstein's inspiration, we ask “what world are we engaging?” This book,
therefore, examines the everyday blurred concept of world that is a permanent
component of all human engagement. Our starting point is that, for the persons
ethnographers engage with, there is world; persons live with the assumption
of world. This being the case, world is an evidence for ethnographers and what
we are called to do as anthropologists is to see how world works out for us—
whether or not there “actually”is world. As it happens, in any case, one is bound
to agree with Sean Gaston—who has written a history of the concept of world
since Kant—that it is pointless to try to avoid the experience that humans have
of being “in media res, a finding oneself in the midst, in the middle of a relation
to an indefinite and ungraspable beginning and end” (2013: 161) After all, this
too was Kant’s founding concern in his Anthropology.

Therefore, and since we are not metaphysicians but anthropologists, it would
be pointless for me to deny world, because the evidence of its role in human so-
ciality is such that we would be denying our vocation. And as to the worthiness
of the anthropological endeavor, that is, I am afraid, a judgment that we must
answer historically rather than metaphysically. The worthiness of anthropology
(and of ethnographic methodology) can only be assessed by what it has allowed
us to see over the years about the world we live in, the world amidst which
we cannot but be. Therefore, we cannot grant much authority on that matter
to metaphysicians when they deny world (e.g., Gabriel 2015). Finally, most of
these philosophical debates on world start and finish with language. Since all
of us are persons, there is nothing surprising about that. But it does mean that
we allow ourselves to fall into anthropocentrism, and that is something that our
very ethical constitution as humans does not recommend that we do.

As humans, we are also animals, and the world in the midst of which we can-
not but find ourselves has a lot to do with the world of the animal that we also

continue to be—that we are, note, not were. So, we have to see that, language
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being ours, we have means to inscribe things in the world that our coevals of
other species do not, but we broadly share with them many of these things, for
animals too are in the midst of world. Here we must agree with today’s vital ma-
terialists (e.g., Bennett 2010 or Connolly 2011) that our very humanity obliges
us to de-anthropocentrify. In short, even although it will always be developed
within language, an anthropological examination of world cannot be bound by
the limits of language, for the world as a condition antedates historically and
remains beyond language.

'Therefore, while this book is concerned with the world of persons, we can-
not discard or reduce the significance of what Heidegger calls “the compara-
tive examination” ([1929/1930] 1995: 176—78). In fact, his three theses—that a
stone has no world, that an animal is poor in world, and that a human is world
forming—help us focus on an important characteristic of some of the debates
that have been firing of late the interdisciplinary understanding of human exist-
ence. They must be understood as a broad formulation of the principal levels of
differentiation in the relation with world.

In the wake of Bruno Latour, there are many who question not only that
humans are the only world-forming agents but also that stones have no world.
People such as Jane Bennett have argued convincingly in favor of the need “to
undo the conceit that humanity is the sole or ultimate well-spring of agency”
(2010: 30). Similarly, William Connolly sustains that we live in an “immanent
world of becoming,” and thus he decries what he calls “the anthropic exception,”
that is, the “radical break between humanity and other processes” (2011: 31).
One is bound to agree broadly with these thinkers, but one has to admit that
Heidegger’s theses—while they cannot be taken on board today in the precise
way they were phrased—do outline three broad conditions of differentiation be-
fore the world that impose themselves. These conditions of differentiation must
be seen as levels of emergence in the sense that Jagdish Hattiangadi (2005) has
memorably proposed. Thus, I find it impossible to follow Bennett’s diktat that
we must “bracket the question of the human” (2010: ix), for that is precisely
what anthropology cannot do, since human personhood is a level of emergence:
that is, it gives rise to a stable whole that, once it has arisen, can be seen as self-
perpetuating in the sense that it can only be understood to the extent that it
interacts with itself (Hattiangadi 2005: 88).

It is hardly a matter of “placing humans at the ontological centre or hierar-
chical apex” (Bennett 2010: 11), but it is a matter of understanding the specific
characteristics of human emergence as a self-perpetuating facet of the world.
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To do that we have to engage with the nature of personhood, since only persons
can engage in propositional thinking and, therefore, address the world as world.
Ours is not a generic human condition; it is the condition of historically specific
persons in ontogeny.? Our world is not only human; it is personal—and there is
a specificity to that which is irreducible in the sense that Hattiangadi proposes
when he claims that “though a whole is always composed of its parts, sometimes
the types of things that constitute the parts cannot be fully described in all
causally relevant respects without describing how they interact with the types
of things that are wholes as wholes that are composed out of them” (2005: 89).
In short, as the human world operates conjointly at all three levels of emer-
gence (material, animal, and personal), we have to be attentive to the “ambiva-
lent character of the concept of world,” the standpoint from which Heidegger
starts his questioning ([1929/30] 1995: 177ff.). In consequence, that is also the
essential point of departure to what follows. Much like Heidegger and Davidson
(2004: 121), we do not aim to abolish the ambivalence of the “anomaly”; rather,
we aim to contribute toward its further unveiling. This book proposes an out-
look on world that allows both for the universalist hopes of the anthropological
endeavor within the broader project of science and for the particularistic de-

mands of ethnographic practice.

A MINIMALIST REALISM

Of late, anthropological theory has been oscillating between two alternative
options concerning world forming. There are those who follow a metaphysical
path in proposing to reenchant the world, with all of the rhetorical charm that
goes with such excesses (Viveiros de Castro [2009] 2014; Kohn 2013); there are
others, such as myself, who have opted to stick to the more pedestrian path of
building a scientific analysis of what it is to be human in the world, for which
you have to assume that all humans share common paths of humanity and of
animality, and that only within these paths does it make sense to be a social
scientist at all. Social analysis is carried out by persons in ontogeny, and it is to
be received by persons in ontogeny. Verisimilitude, therefore, is an indispensable

teature of all successful sociological or anthropological description, as any social

2. For the history of the concept of personal ontogeny, see Toren (1990, 1993, 1999,
2002, 2012).
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scientist who has had to defend a Ph.D. thesis well knows. And verisimilitude
depends on assuming the background of a common human world. This ap-
proach is, no doubt, less exciting from a rhetorical point of view because it
obliges us to the constant exercise of critical attention implied in the fact that
we are always part of what we observe and that there are insuperable limits to
certainty.

As such, this book proposes a realism that is minimalist to the extent
that it sees persons as capable of engaging the world in very diverse manners
(cf. Lynch 1998). Humans are part of the world and respond to its affordances
like the members of other species,® but they do so in a particular way. Like other
animals, we too can only make meaning in a social way, but unlike them, we
develop propositional (symbolic) thinking. This means that we are capable of
contemplating our position vis-a-vis world. Yet we do so only in as much as we
develop personhood.

We cannot, therefore, discuss world without considering “for whom.” But,
as we will demonstrate, contrary to the belief of those who succumb to the all-
or-nothing fallacy, this minimal realist position is perfectly compatible with a
single-world ontology based on a nonrepresentational approach to cognition
of the kind espoused by Donald Davidson in his late writings, where he devel-
ops further his notion of “anomalous monism” inspired by Spinoza’s thought
(cf. 2005: 295-314). Anthropologists would do well to pay greater attention to
Davidson’s interpretivist rereading of W. V. Quine’s critique of understanding,
for it provides a ready escape route for many of the quandaries concerning mind,
knowledge, and belief which have haunted anthropological theory since Evans-
Pritchard’s days and which were brought to a skeptical paroxysm in Rodney
Needham’s Belief, language, and experience (1972).

Essentially, Davidson’s view is that “¢here is a single ontology, but more than
one way of describing and explaining the items in the ontology” (2004: 121,
our emphasis). He describes the emergent properties resulting from personal
constitution in history as an “anomaly”—that is, although “mental entities are
identical, taken one at a time, with physical entities,”
like correlations” between the two (ibid.). Taken in its broadest definition, this

there are no strictly law-

3. Cf.Davidson: “It may be that not even plants could survive in our world if they did
not to some extent react in ways we find similar to events and objects that we find
similar. This clearly is true of animals; and of course it becomes more obvious the

more like us the animal is” (2001: 202).
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“anomaly,” to use Davidson’s quaint expression, is common to all animals, but its
effects are again significantly potentiated by the emergence of human proposi-
tional (symbolic) thinking.* We must steer off our propensity to indulge in the
all-or-nothing fallacy: humans are not only social, they are also persons who
can appreciate that their own selves are part of the world—to that extent they
are world forming. Thus, for a minimal realist, the relation between personhood
and world is fundamental.

For some, like Connolly, this emphasis on the “anomaly” is incorrect: “The
line between agency and cause is historically linked to Cartesian and Kantian
contrasts between human beings invested with the powers of free will and non-
human force-fields susceptible to explanation through nonagentic causes. But
the powers of self-organization expressed to varying degrees in open systems of
different types translate that first disjunction into a matter of degree” (Connolly
2011:173). One is obliged to agree with him concerning the mind/body duality.
Indeed humans share with other species the intentional forms of thinking. But
one cannot follow him concerning the possibility to conceive of the person as
separate from the world (here called “presence”), which is a function of propo-
sitional, human-specific thinking (cf. Hutto and Myin 2013). Broadly defined,
Heidegger’s “poorer” world of animals corresponds to a level of emergence, but
the personal condition of humans corresponds to yet another. There is a his-
torical supervenience of one on the other, for the animal condition supervenes
on materiality and the personal condition on animality. As Hattiangadi put it,
“Looking at a new entity as emergent is to focus on its novelty against the back-
ground history of the substrate that precedes it” (2005: 94). Emergence in this
sense occurs in world but involves a change of aspect of world for the entities
that emerge.

My hope in writing this book is that, from such a historicist perspective, we
can bypass the all-or-nothing fallacy and the dichotomistic propensity of an-
thropological epistemology, which ontologist idealism again rehashed over the
past decade, and develop the bases for a truly ecumenist anthropological theory. By
that I mean one that works toward a common anthropological field of debate,
one which all humans can access should they so desire.

4. Aswill be clarified further in chapter 3, “propositional”is here being used in a sense
approximate to the meaning given to “symbolic” by the older Peirce (Short 2007;
cf. Hutto and Myin 2013).
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THE WORD

Today, the more general acceptation of the word wor/d is “what exists,” that is, eve-
rything. According to the Oxford English Dictionary, however, the main reference
is to the planet Earth. The etymological root of the word lies in the Old English
word woruld, meaning “human existence, the affairs of life”; itself derived from
the Proto-Germanic *weraldiz, a combination of the words for “man” (*veraz;
related to Latin vir) and “age” (*aldiz, meaning age, generation), thus implying
“the age of man.” Further to be considered is that both the Latin mundus and the
Greek kosmos bore etymologically connotations of order, cleanliness, and neatness.

It is important to realize that the etymological connotations we have just
briefly outlined have not lost their relevance today. For example, when people
claim that the most pressing problem of our time is humanity’s relation to a
world that can no longer be taken as infinitely robust and inexhaustible, what
meaning are they placing on the word? In this context, the limited meaning of
planet Earth is not sufficient by any means but the meaning “all that exists” also
falls short. On the other hand, the further implications that emerge from the
etymology, concerning humanity’s dwelling place and an ordered context for
human habitation, are decidedly at stake. There are lessons to be learned from
the word’s polysemy and, as we will see, world’s ambivalence will eventually turn
out to be impossible to cast aside.

However, owing to the importance of the legacy of Christianity in the
development of the scientific tradition in Western Europe, the word has ab-
sorbed into itself the notion of man’s fallen condition. As such, the world—that
which presently exists—has come to be opposed to that which is yet to occur:
Christ’s second coming. This range of meanings is condensed in the notion of
mundane; a notion that conjoins in a millenarian fashion two very separate but
metonymically related meanings: (a) everyday humdrum existence and (b) that
which is not divine, spiritual, heavenly, and is therefore assumed to be shal-
low, false, doubtful, even irregular (as when, in French, the vice squad is called
police mondaine). The conjoining of the two carries within itself a world-denying
implication that facilitates the dualist strains in European thinking and is best
represented by Descartes’ radical philosophical restart—nhis cogito ergo sum dec-
laration—that is so fundamental to the development of the modern scientific
tradition. A somewhat different type of dualism concerning the deception of
the senses also plays a central role in the Buddhist traditions and has remained

globally very influential. In fact, historically, it constituted a major source of
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tension with China’s Confucian school, which is probably the least world deny-
ing of the major philosophical traditions.

'Therefore, for contemporary anthropologists, after the profound epistemolog-
ical changes that took place in mid-twentieth-century philosophy, the best way of
going about discovering what is world is surely to see how it presents itself in peo-
ple’s historically situated lives. Note, we did not write, “what meaning the word
has for the people we study,” as ethnographers are prone to put it, for that is only
part of the issue. A small shift in meaning is being performed here that should
not be silenced. Davidson and the late Wittgenstein are surely correct when they
state that triangulation with world is an indispensable component of all acts of
human communication. Therefore, our research concerning world cannot be lim-
ited to the collecting of the meanings of the word world, the category world, or
even less the belief world. World exists and is immanent (in the sense of imposing
itself—Connolly 2011), so world is anterior to language and is a condition for it,
both ontogenetically and phylogenetically. Thus, “the accessibility of beings” is
an intrinsic condition of all human communication (Heidegger [1929/30] 1995:
269), including when the latter deals with world, such as our present discussion.

We are bound to cast aside the dualist suspicions concerning the world’s
reality that characterized both the Christian and the Buddhist traditions, and
which were based on a systematic distrust of the senses, for they were victims of
the all-or-nothing fallacy. We follow Davidson in claiming that, “If words and
thoughts are, in the most basic cases, necessarily about the sorts of objects and
events that commonly cause them, there is no room for Cartesian doubts about
the independent existence of such objects and events” (2001: 45; see Godlove
1996). If, in this way, we reject the duality between shape and substance, then
all our communication is based on an always-anterior existence of world: “We
do not first form concepts and then discover what they apply to; rather, in the
basic cases, the application determines the content of the concept” (Davidson
2001: 196). Therefore, we must never abstract from history: irreversibility and
unpredictability are constitutive characteristics of the human condition in this

world of becoming (cf. Arendt 1958: 233).

BASIC MIND AND SCAFFOLDED MIND

Today, we are pressed to avoid the twentieth-century proneness to entertain a

metaphysics of society, to consider sociality in an abstract fashion as something
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that exists in terms of the species or of groupness aside from personhood. Hu-
man sociality remains ever bound to the interactions of singular embodied per-
sons. Furthermore, as George Lakoff and Mark Johnson (1999) have argued for
category formation, and Rodney Needham (1987) has discovered for duality, our
own body experience (of containment and of handedness, respectively) is con-
stitutive of our most basic mental properties. For an ethnographer, therefore, to
study the varied ways in which humans are “at home in the world”is to study the
particular conditions of their existence as specific human persons who encounter
each other conjointly in space-times that are common to them to the extent that
they are historically specific, that is, space-times that transport a history of hu-
man sociality within which each participant of the company came into being.’
Inhabiting the world as persons is not only to be of the world or to be di-
rected at the world, as in the philosophical meaning of the word intentionality.
For persons who have entered into language (in the broader sense of the term),
as opposed to the other animals, inhabiting the world is confronting the world
formatively, in the sense of thinking propositionally. Thus, we must be mindful of
the distinction that Daniel Hutto sets up between intentional thinking, which
humans share with other species (basic mind), and propositional thinking in

language, which is specific to humans (scaffolded mind):

The very possibility of conceptual meaning, even in the case of phenomenality,
requires an intersubjective space. Acknowledging this entails no denial of the
existence of nonconceptual, noncontentful experiences with phenomenal prop-
erties associated with basic minds. . . . Our facility with concepts about such
experiences is parasitic on a more basic literacy in making ordinary claims about
public, worldly items. . . . The acquisition of such conceptual abilities depends
on being able to have and share basic experiences with others. (Hutto and Myin

2013: 173)

In short, persons inhabit the world in both intentional and propositional ways,
which means that they are in permanent ontogenesis—that is, they work reflex-
ively at the fabrication of their own singularity.

Note that we are not limiting propositional thinking to the boundaries of

“conscious/linguistic” thinking, an error that has dogged anthropological theory

5. I find Ingold’s “dwelling perspective” an interesting formulation of what may be

involved here (1995: 75-77).



WORLD 11

throughout the past century. The world feeds back on humans the ontogenet-
ic actions of earlier humans in ways that they cannot foresee—the notion of
scaffolding of mind is, in this regard, usefully evocative of what humans do in
the course of their lives. The notion originated in studies of skill acquisition
(including language acquisition—Gibson 1979) and is dependent on the con-
cept of affordances. These are defined as relations between an animal’s purpo-
siveness and the environment’s features, giving rise to meaning (see Chemero
2003). In speaking of scaffolded mind, we are generalizing the proposition that
learning is essentially a process not of imitation but of participation in tasks in
a world where affordances are shared.®

Humans invest their meanings in the world (they reify meaning) and then
interact with these reifications—theirs and other people’s. Even if I am alone, I
permanently interact with the traces of others; I encounter the traces of earlier
persons as affordances with which I engage in my own processes of meaning
creation: in this way, being-in-the-world turns out to be always being-with-
others, as Heidegger insisted. In their sensorial immediacy, these affordances
both provide alternatives to meaning and shape meaning, in that they com-
municate their properties by relation to available routines (Lupton 2015: 623).
Indeed, the very development of problem solving and skill acquisition in chil-
dren is a process of scaffolding, to the extent that adults provide the child with
pathways for problem solving (see Wood, Bruner, and Ross 1976: 90).”

Yet, even although the world feeds back on humans the meanings they in-
vested in it, the ambiguity of world will never vanish. We can only create mean-
ing because we know that things might not be; meaning is veridical and, to that
extent, it is fuzzy—for it is based in constant error assessment. Two important
corollaries can be taken from this: first, we are subject to the indeterminacy of
interpretation, that is, no meaning will ever be fixed or permanently determina-
ble; second, we are subject to underdetermination, that is, there will never be cer-
tainty in knowing. This is what Davidson meant when he claimed that he was

a “monist” (there is one single ontology) but that his monism was anomalous,

6. “Scaffolding supports higher-order thinking, which begins in socially mediated
interactions and gradually becomes part of an individual’s cognition” (Belland and

Drake 2013: 904).

7. 'This formulation covers many of the implications of Latour’s concept of
“Interobjectivity” (1996), which proposes that, in human sociality as opposed
to animal sociality, subjects and objects coexist in forming human/nonhuman
collectives.
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for world will ever remain indeterminate and underdetermined, that is, it will
remain historically plural.

'The person is born as a member of the human species but is not born fully
human, as it is only in the course of ontogenesis that the person enters into
humanity. We are neurologically equipped with a propensity to enter the world
of human communication and to remain within it through memory—this con-
stitutes primary intersubjectivity. But, in order to enter into the world of human
communication (to acquire a scaffolded mind and engage in symbolic thinking),
we have to be enticed into humanity by other humans who had already been en-
ticed by others before them, and so on and so forth back to the gradual and dis-
creet origins of the human species—this constitutes secondary intersubjectivity.

Primary intersubjectivity goes on occurring for the rest of our lives. “Non-
verbal responding, quite generally, only involves the having of intentional—but
not propositional—attitudes” (Hutto 2008: xiii). But, through the immersion in
the complex communicational environments of early ontogeny and the relations
of mutuality by means of which carers capture and are captured by children,
young humans develop a secondary intersubjectivity that operates above pri-
mary intersubjectivity. It is by intersubjectively engaging in “unscripted conver-
sational exchanges” (ibid.: 136)—leading to secondary intersubjectivity—that
humans acquire the central propositional attitudes of belief and desire. Thus,
children are driven away from infant solipsism by participating in complex com-
municational contexts where viewpoints clash and where they are subjected to a
series of diverse unscripted narratives and explanations (in short, company). The
very idea that it may be possible to inhabit the world in solitude is ludicrous—
as Davidson famously put it, “the possibility of thought comes with company”
(2001: 88). This sentence constitutes perhaps the central guideline to the argu-
ments developed in this book.

As it happens, my own ethnography of personal naming among secondary
school children in Bahia (NE Brazil) encouraged me to focus on the multiple
processes of scaffolding of mind, strongly confirming the outlook on person-
hood briefly sketched above, to which we will return in the course of this book.
Children assumed their personal names, played with them, and manipulated
them (by means of small adaptations and recontextualizations, erasures, hypoc-
oristics, diminutives, etc.—Pina-Cabral 2013b). All of this happened, however,
in a context where their namers and primary carers were present (or had absent-
ed themselves with significant implications) and engaged in processes of per-

sonal surrogation with them—that is, relations of profound affective mutuality
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(Pina-Cabral 2013c). The perspectival foci that structured the child’s world—
self, home, family, nation—emerged from a game of triangulations within an
embodied world where new affordances were constantly offering themselves
as invitations to action. As they embraced the world more broadly and in-
teracted with others in ever-widening circles, children engaged the scaffolds
(reifications) that were provided by the environment and the narrative contexts
in which they were immersed (see Pina-Cabral 2010d and Belland and Drake
2013). Their docility toward the adoption of these scaffolds (together with the
hegemonic relations they carried) was a condition for their own coming into
personhood—what Radcliffe-Brown called their “consociation.”® Deep histori-
cal recurrences, going way beyond anything the children themselves could con-
sciously formulate, combined with shallow local specificities as invitations for
action; engagement with the world at large combined with a deeply felt sense of
local closure. Children could only revolt (and that they did) to the extent that

they had already entered into the scaffolded interactions of human sociality.

AT HOME IN THE WORLD

If we want to explore what world can be to humans, then perhaps the best
starting point is to choose an ethnographic study by an anthropologist who has
set out to examine just that. My surprise is that since the days of Lévy-Bruhl
so few philosophers have chosen to avail themselves of this rich lode of evi-
dence. Out of a number of possible examples, I have chosen to focus on Michael
Jackson’s phenomenologically inspired study of the Warlpiri Aboriginal peo-
ple of Australia. Called A# home in the world (1995), the book is an attempt
to theorize the concept of home by overcoming the obvious and much-noted
sedentarist implications that the concept carries in most contemporary scien-
tific thinking, and that owes a lot to the long-term history of Western Europe
(see Pina-Cabral 1989). As Jackson puts it in the synopsis of his book, “Ours
is an era of uprootedness, with fewer and fewer people living out their lives

8.  Radcliffe-Brown ends his classical essay on joking relationships with a reference to
a debate he was then having with Marcel Mauss concerning the latter’s Essai sur
le don: “The joking relationship is in some ways the exact opposite of a contractual
relation,” he sustains, as it is based not on contractual binomiality but on continuity
and fusion (Radcliffe-Brown [1940] 1952: 102-3). There is no reciprocity between

the partners; there is a fusion of interests, not a matching of interests.
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where they are born. At such a time, in such a world, what does it mean to be ‘at
home’?” (1995, back page). In fact, as he proceeds to explore the ways in which
the Warlpiri produce and inhabit what we might choose to call their home, he is
forced to give us a varied and increasingly complex set of suggestions concern-
ing what world is, both to him and to them.

After all, it is not possible to debate home without placing it in world, for two
main reasons: one is that home is that which is not world; the other is that home
is perhaps the central feature of any person’s world. These two contrasting mean-
ings actually constitute boundary markers for a complex continuum of contexts
where the word wor/d seems to most of us to come in handy. This latter aspect is
especially significant, and Jackson does manage to produce a verisimilitudinous
account of it in his book. Furthermore, his insights can be available both to most
trained anthropologists and to the Warlpiri themselves, with whom he debated
the book before publishing it. His study, therefore, is not out of history; it is very
much part of what world is becoming. Much as was the case when I worked in
coastal Bahia (Pina-Cabral and Silva 2013: ch. 9), and is the case with most eth-
nographers these days, there were no sharp linguistic barriers between Jackson
and his subjects. Yes, there were profound linguistic differences that Jackson does
indeed explore, but both he and the Warlpiri had a significant take on each
other’s linguistic universes anterior to their actual (historical) encounter.

As this ethnographic case exemplifies, there are subtle veins of meaning
that go from one usage of wor/d to another, both creating semantic overlap
and inducing difference. They lead us from one aspect to the other, much like a
salesman who wants to sell a car goes through the various features of the vehicle
without ever losing touch of the notion that #4is is the vehicle that we must
want (not just this kind of wheel, or this kind of motor, or this kind of paint,
etc.). Thus, we continue to refer to world in spite of its essential ambivalence, as
Heidegger noted, but also because of it. The ambivalence becomes a margin for
worlding to occur.

So Jackson tells us that “I had learned that for the Warlpiri, as for other
Aboriginal people, the world was originally lifeless and featureless. It had been
given form, instilled with life, and charged with meaning by totemic ances-
tors” (1995: 57). Here we meet up with the old paradox of the world-before-
the-world: if for the Warlpiri such a world had no meaning, was it world?
For the purposes of the present discussion, however, the more relevant ques-
tion is: What is at stake for the Warlpiri when the notion of world is so ge-
nerically used? In this case, from the context, we can assume that Jackson’s
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sentence refers to an environment that embraces humans and reaches beyond
their existence—what we might call a cosmos. And yet we know that the Warlpiri
are aware that there are places in the world where there are no Warlpiri-kind to-
temic ancestors, so it is legitimate to ask them: Who formed the world of non-
Watlpiri peoples? In short, a universalist meaning of world (the cosmos) and a
localized meaning (a specifically sociocultural meaning, as in “the world of the
Nyakyusa”) are somehow made to merge as a result of Jackson’s ethnographic
mediation, both for him and for the Warlpiri.

A few pages earlier, musing about his African experiences among the Kuranko
of Sierra Leone, Jackson had told us, “I wondered if any person is ever free to be-
gin anew, to walk out into the world as if for the first time” (ibid.: 51). Of course,
the answer to his question turns out to be negative because all persons are rooted
in anteriority and there is no exit from history. But for our present purposes,
there is a noteworthy difference between this “world” here and the one discussed
in the paragraph above. Here, world is the opposite of home; it is the contrasting
outside that accounts for the presence of self and home and whose manifestation
is the planet Earth and the bodies within it, in their material diversity.

In this second instance, world now integrates two parts that are hierar-
chically complementary: world plus home. In short, another set of meanings
emerges that assumes that world is fundamentally perspectival: this second vec-
tor of world results from postulating a perspectival home or self that opposes it.
Such a meaning is inscribed in our historically acquired proclivities as anthro-
pologists, owing to the role that the notion of mundanity plays in Christian
theology. But there is a case for arguing that this polarization between “world
outside” and “self/home within”is so pervasive in the ethnographic record that
it can be considered as a constant of human experience: as Godfrey Lienhardt
argued, “One can lay too much one-sided stress on the collectivist orientation
of African ideas of the person. . . . The recognition of the importance of an in-
ner, mysterious individual activity, comparable to what is meant by speaking in
English of ‘what goes on inside’ a person is attested by many proverbs’ (1985:
145, original emphasis). I chose this example because of Lienhardt’s emphasis
on “mysterious”—on the evanescent nature of the perspectival centre that the
person constitutes.

'This connects with the way Jackson proceeds:

At that moment, sitting there with Zack and Nugget, Pincher and Francine
[his partner], I think I knew what it means to be at home in the world. It is to
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experience a complete consonance between one’s own body and the body of the
earth. Between self and other. It little matters whether the other is a landscape,
a loved one, a house, or an action. Things flow. There seems to be no resistance

between oneself and the world. The relationship is all. (1995: 110)

As he experiences a merging of embodiment and propositional thinking,
Jackson is forced to qualify world by reference to “the body of the earth,” and
this is no passing matter, since the groundedness of being is precisely what he
is trying to get at in this passage. Self/home are now integrally and materially
part of world, and this implies cosmic universality once again: “In shared bod-
ily needs, in patterns of attachment and loss, in the imperatives of reciprocity,
in the Aabitus of the planet, we [that is, all persons] are involved in a common
heritage” (ibid.: 118).

In the wake of Merleau-Ponty, Jackson comes to see that the very possibility
of anthropology and ethnography is dependent on this “babizus of the planet,”

not contrary to it.

'The possibility of anthropology is born when the other recognizes my humanity,
and on the strength of this recognition incorporates me into his world, giving me
food and shelter, bestowing upon me a name, placing upon me the same obliga-
tions he places upon his own kinsmen and neighbours. I am literally incorpo-
rated in his world, and it is on the basis of this incorporation and my reciprocal
response to it that I begin to gain a knowledge of that world. Anthropology
should never forget that its project unfolds within the universal constraints of

hospitality. (Jackson 1995: 119)

There could be no better ethnographic instantiation of what lies behind
Davidson’s principle of “interpretive charity.” According to the latter, in order
to manage to interpret a speaker, we have “to read some of [our] own standards
of truth into the patterns of sentences held true by the speaker. The point of
the principle is to make the speaker intelligible, since too great deviations from
consistency and correctness leave no common ground on which to judge either
conformity or difference” (Davidson 2001: 148) This implies what we have al-
ways known, as it were intuitively: that ethnography is only possible because
the world of the ethnographer and the world of the native are largely common.

Note, for instance, the way in which Jackson lays out in this sentence the

central paths for the possibility of the ethnographic gesture: food, shelter, name,



WORLD 17

relatedness. Personhood, both in its organic (food, shelter) and its social speci-
ficity (name, relatedness), is a boundary condition for world and it is universal
in its diversity. So a third vector of meaning of world appears to emerge: one
that opposes the visceral groundedness of personhood to propositional thinking
(within language). This conjoining is the quandary that Ingold tries to address
in the sentence I quoted earlier: “People do not import their ideas, plans or
mental representations into the world, since the very world . . . is the homeland
of their thoughts.”

In Jackson’s engagement with the Warlpiri, then, we witness the various im-
plications of world coming together in a set of three principal vectors of opposi-
tion: (a) the cosmic vector—the universally embracing cosmos as opposed to the
locally conceived culturally constructed worlds; (b) zbe perspectival vector—the
encompassing world as opposed to the central but evanescent reference point of
home or self; and (c) zbe propositional vector—the world as embodied materiality
as opposed to propositional thinking.

These vectors manifest themselves in three formally distinct modes of world
(see diagram 1):

/]

Embracement Encompassment

[]

O

Containment

Diagram 1. The three modes of world.

(i)  wider and vaguer levels of cosmic embracement operate as sources of experi-
ence for more locally defined and more clearly structured worlds;
(ii)  world encompasses self, home, or heimat in such a way that these perspectival

domains both contrast with it and are a constituent part of it;
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(iit) world materially limits our sense of internal existence (our “arena of pres-
ence and action”—see Johnston 2010) in that it contains it,” preventing its

spreading and situating it.

Embracement, encompassment, and containment are distinct but related pro-
cesses, and in everyday experience he three modes of world combine in a process
of becoming through which world constantly unfurls and multiplies (world
worlds, as Heidegger famously put it). It is a movement of (i) totality versus
singularity; (ii) encompassment versus identification; and (iii) exteriority versus
interiority, which never stops being vaguely aporetic because totality, encom-
passment, and exteriority never disappear before singularity, identification, and
interiority. Even as world becomes worlds, world remains.

'Thus, for example, in a sentence like the following by Glenn Bowman writ-
ing about Jerusalem as a pilgrimage site, we see the three vectors evolving in
such a way that world unfolds into a number of worlds while remaining present
as world, in as much as it is the condition of possibility both for the distinct
pilgrimages and for the author’s ethnographic study of them:

The centrality of the [biblical] text meant that it was the reference point by
which religious Christians judged the world through which they moved, but the
proliferation of meanings accreted around it as it variously developed through
the historical spread of the Christian faith meant that the worlds constituted in
its terms were very different—even when, as in the case of Holy Land pilgrim-

ages, those worlds were nominally the same. (1991: 100)

Other pilgrims too go around those very same streets and react to the very
same texts. The sharing of a space and a text imposes itself on the pilgrim at
the very moment they are postulating a divergent perspective from pilgrims of
other kinds. The evidence of the embracing world challenges the completeness
of the job of ethnic or religious identification. Alterity' remains irreducible and

identification incomplete.

9.  See Lakoff and Johnson’s notion of bodily containment (1999).

10. A reviewer argued that Emmanuel Levinas’ thought (much as Heidegger’s) is
too divergent from our guiding inspiration in Donald Davidson’s philosophical
insights for it to be a useful reference. On first approach, this may indeed appear
to be the case. To the contrary, however, the late thinking of Davidson (2005) is
amply compatible with Levinas’use of the concept of “alterity as anterior,” which so
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At this point we must be reminded of Davidson’s injunction that there can
only be communication between two speakers when they can triangulate it with
the world: that is, the “babitus of the planet”is a condition of possibility for hu-
mans to mutually understand each other (both at the level of person-to-person
understanding and at the level of culture-to-culture understanding), but it is
also what divides us. Confronted with the desert’s unresponsiveness to human
presence, Jackson experienced a moment of doubt: “In the desert, I had become
convinced that it is not in the nature of human consciousness to enter the world
of nature. The truth of nature does not participate in the truth of human con-
sciousness” (1995: 116). The reference to the desert here is not a passing one; it
is essential to what he is telling us, that the desert is a specific environment that
shapes human experience. In this momentary confrontation with the desert, the
reduction of mind to consciousness again calls our attention to the unresolved,
aporetic side of the third mode identified above: human mind (propositional,
reflexive mind) and world interpenetrate without ever fully meeting, that is the
major implication for anthropology of the theory of the indeterminacy of in-
terpretation 