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Recovering the Human Subject

This volume responds to the often-proclaimed ‘death of the subject’ in post-

structuralist theorizing, and to calls from across the social sciences for ‘post-

humanist’ alternatives to liberal humanism, in a distinctively anthropological

manner. It asks: can we use the intellectual resources developed in those

approaches and debates to reconstruct a new account of how individual

human subjects are contingently put together in diverse historical and ethno-

graphic contexts? Anthropologists know that the people theywork with think in

terms of particular, distinctive, individual human personalities, and that in times

of change and crisis these individuals matter crucially to how things turn out.

The volume features a classic essay by Caroline Humphrey, ‘Reassembling

Individual Subjects’, that provides a focus for the debate, and it brings together

a distinguished collection of essays, which exhibit a range of theoretical

approaches and rich and varied ethnography.

james laidlaw is the WilliamWyse Professor of Social Anthropology and
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book is The Subject of Virtue: An Anthropology of Ethics and Freedom

(Cambridge, 2014).

barbara bodenhorn is a former Newton Trust Lecturer in Social
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University of Cambridge. She is co-editor of An Anthropology of Names and

Naming (Cambridge, 2006).

martin holbraad is Professor of Social Anthropology at University College

London. He is the author of Truth in Motion: The Recursive Anthropology of

Cuban Divination (2012), and co-author of The Ontological Turn:

An Anthropological Exposition (Cambridge, 2017).
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Caroline Humphrey with a group of Buddhist lamas at the Mergen Monastery

near Baotou, Inner Mongolia, 2005

www.cambridge.org/9781108424967
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-108-42496-7 — Recovering the Human Subject
Edited by James Laidlaw , Barbara Bodenhorn , Martin Holbraad
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

Recovering the Human Subject

Freedom, Creativity and Decision

Edited by

James Laidlaw

University of Cambridge

Barbara Bodenhorn

University of Cambridge

Martin Holbraad

University College London

www.cambridge.org/9781108424967
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-108-42496-7 — Recovering the Human Subject
Edited by James Laidlaw , Barbara Bodenhorn , Martin Holbraad
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

Shaftesbury Road, Cambridge CB2 8EA, United Kingdom

One Liberty Plaza, 20th Floor, New York, NY 10006, USA

477 Williamstown Road, Port Melbourne, VIC 3207, Australia

314–321, 3rd Floor, Plot 3, Splendor Forum, Jasola District Centre, New Delhi – 110025, India

103 Penang Road, #05–06/07, Visioncrest Commercial, Singapore 238467

Cambridge University Press is part of Cambridge University Press & Assessment, 

a department of the University of Cambridge.

We share the University’s mission to contribute to society through the pursuit of 

education, learning and research at the highest international levels of excellence.

www.cambridge.org 

Information on this title: www.cambridge.org/9781108424967

DOI: 10.1017/9781108605007

© Cambridge University Press & Assessment 2018

This publication is in copyright. Subject to statutory exception and to the provisions 

of relevant collective licensing agreements, no reproduction of any part may take  

place without the written permission of Cambridge University Press & Assessment.

First published 2018

A catalogue record for this publication is available from the British Library

ISBN   978-1-108-42496-7   Hardback 

Cambridge University Press & Assessment has no responsibility for the persistence 

or accuracy of URLs for external or third-party internet websites referred to in this  

publication and does not guarantee that any content on such websites is, or will  

remain, accurate or appropriate.

www.cambridge.org/9781108424967
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-108-42496-7 — Recovering the Human Subject
Edited by James Laidlaw , Barbara Bodenhorn , Martin Holbraad
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

Contents

List of Contributors page vii

Acknowledgements viii

1 Introduction: Freedom, Creativity, and Decision in Recovering the

Human Subject 1

barbara bodenhorn, martin holbraad,

and james laidlaw

2 Reassembling Individual Subjects: Events and Decisions in

Troubled Times 24

caroline humphrey

Part I Decision

3 On Singularity and the Event: Further Reflections on the Ordinary 53

veena das

4 Apathy and Revolution: Temporal Sensibilities in Contemporary

Mongolia 74

lars højer

5 Apparitions of the Virgin Mary as Decision-Events 95

agnieszka halemba

Part II Freedom

6 Incidental Connections: Freedom and Urban Life in Mongolia 115

morten axel pedersen

7 The Return to Slavery? Nostalgia and a NewGeneration of Escape

in Southwest China 131

katherine swancutt (苏梦林) and jiarimuji (嘉日姆几)

v

www.cambridge.org/9781108424967
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-108-42496-7 — Recovering the Human Subject
Edited by James Laidlaw , Barbara Bodenhorn , Martin Holbraad
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

Part III Creativity

8 Paradoxical Pedagogies and Humanist Double Binds 151

matei candea

9 Where in the World Are Values? Exemplarity, Morality,

and Social Process 174

joel robbins

Index 193

vi Contents

www.cambridge.org/9781108424967
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-108-42496-7 — Recovering the Human Subject
Edited by James Laidlaw , Barbara Bodenhorn , Martin Holbraad
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

Contributors

matei candea. University Lecturer in the Department of Social

Anthropology, University of Cambridge, and Fellow of King’s College.

veena das. Krieger-Eisenhower Professor of Anthropology, Johns Hopkins

University.

agnieszka halemba. Associate Professor, Institute of Ethnology and

Cultural Anthropology, University of Warsaw.

lars højer. Associate Professor, Department of Culture and Regional

Studies, University of Copenhagen.

caroline humphrey. Professor Emerita of Social Anthropology, University

of Cambridge, and Fellow of King’s College.

jiarimuji (嘉日姆几). Professor of Anthropology, Yunnan Provincial

Institute for Ethnic Studies, Yunnan Minzu University, China.

morten axel pedersen. Professor of Social Anthropology, Department of

Anthropology, University of Copenhagen.

joel robbins. Sigrid Rausing Professor of Social Anthropology in the

University of Cambridge, and Fellow of Trinity College.

katherine swancutt (苏梦林). Senior Lecturer in the Anthropology of

Religion, Department of Theology and Religious Studies, King’s College

London.

vii

www.cambridge.org/9781108424967
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-108-42496-7 — Recovering the Human Subject
Edited by James Laidlaw , Barbara Bodenhorn , Martin Holbraad
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

Acknowledgements

This volume began life as a conference with the title, ‘Freedom, Creativity and

Decision: Towards an Anthropology of the Human Subject’, held at the Centre

for Research in the Arts, Social Sciences, and Humanities (CRASSH) at the

University of Cambridge in April 2012. The editors, who also convened the

conference, are grateful to the Director, Management Committee, and staff at

CRASSH for very generous intellectual and logistical support as well as the

award of a conference grant. Financial support for the event was also gratefully

received from the Cambridge University Department of Social Anthropology,

the Mongolia and Inner Asia Studies Centre (MIASU), and King’s College.

Part of the book’s publication cost was funded throughMartin Holbraad’s ERC

Consolidator Grant (ERC-2013-CoG, 617970, CARP), on the theme of poli-

tical subjectivity in revolutionary politics.

We are grateful to Knut Rio as well as a number of anonymous reviewers for

insightful comments on earlier drafts of the volume.

We are also grateful to Sage Journals for granting us permission to reproduce

Caroline Humphrey’s essay, ‘Reassembling Individual Subjects: Events and

Decisions in Troubled Times’, which was originally published in 2008 in

Anthropological Theory, Vol 8(4), pp. 357–380.

And finally, we are grateful to Carrie Humphrey, for inspiration, guidance,

and a great deal more. For all these gifts, this volume cannot in any way be

a return, but it may serve, we hope, as an offering of guru dakshina.

viii

www.cambridge.org/9781108424967
www.cambridge.org

