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Contradictions constitute one fundamental aspect of human life. Humans are steeped in 
contradictory thoughts, feelings, and attitudes. In this debate, five anthropologists adopt 
an individual-centered and phenomenological perspective on contradictions. How can one 
live with them? How to describe them from an anthropological point of view? Should we 
rethink our dear notion of the “social agent” through that of contradiction? 

Keywords: contradictions, anthropological theory, experience, reflexivity, cognitive 
dissonance 

Anthropology as the science of contradictions
David Berliner

Once during my anthropology of gender class, one student explained to us her 
embarrassment when, being a convinced feminist, she realized that she was en-
thusiastically singing the sexist lyrics of a popular track. In the same vein, I of-
ten think about environmentalists who are, at the same time, frequent flyers or 
smokers. Take also anti-capitalist intellectuals who, through their editorial and 
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evaluative practices, participate actively in academic capitalism. Critical thinkers, 
too, are sometimes steeped in contradictions. Passionately defending a cause, they 
might ignore inconsistencies, much like when you fall in love and lose some dis-
cernment. Certainly, these contradictions can also be interpreted as triggers for 
intellectual creativity. Late in his life, Bourdieu referred to his own “habitus clivé” 
between his modest social origins and his successful trajectory in the French intel-
lectual aristocracy as a “cleft habitus, generating all sorts of tensions and contradic-
tions” (2004: 111). In his book Le génie du mensonge (2015), François Noudelmann 
scrutinizes the life of several philosophers, emphasizing the creative contradictions 
between their concepts and their lives: Jean-Jacques Rousseau wrote L’Emile, his 
treatise about education, while he was abandoning his five children. At the time she 
concocted The second sex, Simone de Beauvoir maintained an alienating love rela-
tionship with Nelson Algren. And what about Deleuze who approached nomadism 
better than anyone and yet hated traveling? Needless to say, we could find numer-
ous examples of these contradictory thoughts, feelings, and attitudes in all humans.

Yes, humans are full of contradictions. So, how to live with principles, emotions, 
and behaviors that contradict each other? How can one have a thought, and in the 
same movement, its opposite? 

Psychoanalysts, following Freud, teach us that it is the very foundation of the 
unconscious to be animated by opposing forces—for instance, in the idea of the 
“splitting of the ego” (Freud 1938), according to which a child simultaneously ac-
cepts and disavows the reality of castration (Verleugnung). On the other hand, 
behaviorists, after Festinger (1957), use the concept of “cognitive dissonance” to 
describe a discomfort resulting from inconsistency between knowledge. Scholars 
of social representation (such as Serge Moscovici) have coined the notion of “cog-
nitive polyphasia” to describe how different types of knowledge coexist within a 
single individual, and how thoughts can hold contradictory meanings (Provencher 
2011). Among anthropologists, there is ample literature about contradictions exist-
ing between different social and cultural groups, but also on contradictions in the 
Marxist sense of the term. I am not discussing them in this short piece. Instead, I 
ask: what if one adopts an individual-centered and phenomenological perspective 
on contradictions? How might we describe them from an anthropological point 
of view? Should we rethink our dear notion of the “social agent” through that of 
contradiction? 

Early anthropologists were interested in exploring the universality of the “law 
of non-contradiction,” starting with Lévy-Bruhl (1910) and his law of participation 
according to which, in primitive societies, contradictory statements about reality 
can coexist. During his work among the Dobuans and the Manus in the 1920s 
and 30s, Reo Fortune documented several examples of ambivalent explanations, 
incompatible beliefs, and intrapersonal contradictions, mostly emphasizing how 
they are expressed through dreams (Lohmann 2009). This avenue for reflection 
was pursued by Roger Bastide who, in 1955, theorized the “compartmentalization 
principle” (principe de coupure). In the syncretic Afro-Brazilian rituals he stud-
ied, Bastide highlighted the existence of a mechanism allowing “the simultaneity 
of contradictory behaviors without inner conflict” (1955, my translation). The 
Candomblé adept, Bastide writes, “does not lie. He is both a Catholic and fetish-
ist. The two things are not opposed but separate” (ibid.). According to him, the 
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“compartmentalization principle” overcomes the idea of a split between two or 
more opposing forces that would fight within the individual. It renders possible the 
coexistence of contradictions. 

To better understand the workings of such a principle, Bastide’s observations 
have to be nuanced. In particular, words and behaviors must be analyzed in con-
text. During the sacrifices described by Evans-Pritchard, the Nuer say that “a cu-
cumber is an ox,” but they do not confuse the two in their daily lives. In her study 
of witchcraft in contemporary England, Tanya Lurhmann has lucidly shown how 
adepts of Wicca, who are part of a rationalized world, cope with cognitive disso-
nance. Mostly, they use Bastide’s principle to distinguish between domains of truth 
that “belong to different dimensions” (Lurhmann 1989: 282), and they find ways 
to defend, philosophically and theologically, their magical practices in the front of 
sceptics. To borrow a phrasing from Stanley Tambiah, they live in a “world of mul-
tiple orderings of reality” (1990: 84).

But such domain-specific approaches should be complexified as well. A reli-
gious belief can aggregate a diversity of contradictory thoughts and trigger feel-
ings and actions that contradict each other. The famous formula “Je sais bien, mais 
quand même . . .” discussed by Octave Mannoni (1969) opens a rich field of inquiry 
about the complexity of belief, also explored by Paul Veyne in Les Grecs ont-ils 
cru à leurs mythes? (1983). Jean Bazin (2008) has exemplified this brilliantly with 
the case of Madame de Deffand who says that she does not believe in ghosts, but 
is afraid of them. “Je ne crois pas dans les fantômes, mais j’en ai peur” reveals a 
weird, contradictory aspect of belief: the elderly French lady doesn’t believe, theo-
retically, in the existence of spirits, but living in an old manor with creaky floors 
triggers emotional reactions of fear and practical inferences about ghosts. In a dif-
ferent vein, Dennett and LaScola (2010) have conducted in-depth interviews with 
preachers who claim that they have lost faith in God, but still go on with their 
pastoral duties. 

Religion appears to constitute a site privilégié for the investigation of contradic-
tory statements, feelings, and practices (see also Berliner and Sarro 2007, Schielke 
and Debevec 2012). And yet, Bruno Latour has shown that scientific practices 
are full of these mixed entities as well, at once constructed and true, discovered 
and handmade, with scientists often defying the law of non-contradiction (Latour 
1996: 21–22). 

Here I want to suggest some more basic ideas about a subject that deserves to be 
explored further. To begin with, I think that we can use the Marxist notion of con-
tradiction, i.e. “a situation when two seemingly opposed forces are simultaneously 
present” (Harvey 2014: 1), but in a slightly transformed manner, to observe how 
these opposed forces may operate on an individual level. The contradictions that 
interest me in this context concern nonreflexive, i.e unconscious, intrapersonal in-
adequation between discourses, ideas, feelings, values, and practices. Yet, I already 
hear the critics: How can anthropologists attest to the existence of inconsistencies 
in people if they are not conscious of them? How to get access to them if they are 
intrapersonal? Also, how to distinguish between the involuntarily contradictions of 
everyday life and the social skills at expressing public views that are opposed to dis-
simulated private thoughts (thus voluntarily assuming contradictions in different 
contexts, like politicians often do)? 
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I take these questions very seriously, and I’ll come back to them in the following 
paragraphs. But let us first look at some possible combinations. Many individuals 
live with certain principles and hold attitudes that are opposed to these principles. 
A colleague condemns ecological disaster caused by carbon emissions and yet 
keeps flying all the time. Another one denounces the neo-liberalization of univer-
sities while participating in a very competitive academic ethos via the economics 
of citationality and neoliberal evaluation procedures. (I call these academics the 
“neoliberal revolutionaries.”) Some publicly condemn adultery and cheat in secret. 
Likewise, emotions and thoughts may seem in contradiction, like when Madame 
de Deffand is scared by spirits, but does not believe in them. It is equally possible 
to identify contradictions operating between ideas themselves, often contextually. 
American college students claim that cheating during examinations is wrong, still 
in many situations they see it as acceptable (see McGabe 1992). In his latest book 
Ethical life, and building on Jane Hill’s ethnography of Mexico, Webb Keane de-
scribes the “inner clash of ethical voices” lived by Don Gabriel, an Indian man who, 
after murdering his son, is trapped between two value systems: the idealized Indian 
ethical world associated with Mexicano language, and the world of urban capital-
ism (where Spanish dominates), both involving “serious ethical commitments and 
the difficulties that their contradictions pose for him” (Keane 2016: 146). Extreme 
cases in horror: executioners during the day who turn out to be affectionate fathers 
at night. Can a derivative trader, responsible for increasing global inequality, be a 
humanist with a big heart during his vacations? And, if so, how to be a “humanist 
trader”? 

Certainly, anthropologists themselves do not escape contradictions. Politically 
progressive at home, some advocate for the respect of oppressive cultural practices 
when it comes to their faraway field sites. In the field, the moral sense of the an-
thropologist may become instable. Suffice it to think of the experience of Kenneth 
Good (1991), whose participation in the lives of the Yanomami was intense and 
controversial, when he decided to get married to a fifteen year old girl, Yarima. In 
the context of Yanomami life, such conduct, morally unacceptable in the United 
States, proved not only moral but also desirable. While anthropologists are invited 
to behave ethically in the field (Scheper-Hughes 1995), the chameleon-like experi-
ence of participant observation tends to produce such moral swinging, for better 
or worse (Berliner 2013). Yet, this also constitutes a good reminder that contradic-
tions do not escape historical and cultural determinations. What I see as a contra-
diction hic et nunc might not be seen as such in different places and times. 

What intrigues me the most is that humans may live peacefully with contradic-
tions. Classical literature, it is true, is full of “split” tormented characters (think 
of Hamlet or MacBeth) whose divided selves display simultaneous multiple in-
terior voices and antithetical values. Theorists of “double consciousness,” such as 
W. E. B. Du Bois (2008), have lucidly described how African Americans, torn be-
tween striving forces, suffer from their double self in the United States. I, how-
ever, do not see my internal contradictions most of the time. They are “a-noetic.” 
A relative self-ignorance—a kind of “selective laziness” about our own arguments 
(Trouche, Johansson, Hall, and Mercier 2015)—seems necessary to lead a peaceful 
life. Nevertheless, through reflexivity, contradictions may appear, like for my em-
barrassed feminist student singing a sexist song in front of her mirror. This aspect 
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is a fascinating one for anthropologists. When social actors become conscious of 
their inconsistencies, whether it happens alone or in the midst of social interac-
tions, “self-awareness” takes place. Unconscious processes that exist beyond actors’ 
reach become conscious. This is what I would call “reflexivity-in-action.” These are 
moments during which self-knowledge and feeling about the self are being pro-
duced. As anthropologists, one might want to try to capture them. Methodologi-
cally, this requires building intimate ties with our interlocutors and can only be 
patiently accessed through long periods of ethnographic research. 

Often, the breach created by self-awareness leads to the production of justifi-
cations in order to create consistency. For the anthropologist, there is always the 
use of cultural relativism to explain why some of our behaviors and statements in 
the field contradict others at home. Although one should not underestimate the 
existence of lies, dissimulations, and manipulations (especially in politics where 
“denying contradictions” constitutes an important skill), inconsistencies are often 
neutralized in good faith. Boltanski and Thevenot (1991) have masterfully investi-
gated the working of these post hoc rationalizations. They have developed a “prag-
matics of reflexion” and describe the social agent hovering between action and 
self-reflection, occasionally conscious and “in control,” but often blindly caught 
in the contingencies of daily life. Morevover, our contradictory thoughts, feelings 
and attitudes are transformed over a lifetime. Nothing is fixed in marble here. As 
anthropologist Richard Wilk looking at his own contradictions exclaims, “I tried 
to give up smoking for 15 years, and now I eat too much for my own good” (Wilk 
2001: 276). In some cases, self-awareness triggers the adoption of new ideas and at-
titudes. It can cause a “moral breakdown” (as Jarrett Zigon puts it), i.e. “those social 
and personal moments when persons or groups of persons are forced to step-away 
from their unreflective everydayness and think-through, figure out, work on them-
selves and respond to certain ethical dilemmas, troubles or problems” (Zigon 2007: 
140), and be a source for personal and cultural invention. 

Above all, the topic of contradictions, which I have only briefly touched upon 
here, is an important one for anthropologists as it invites us to reflect on the notion 
of a unified self. Experiments in philosophy have shown that the idea of “stable 
personalities” is questionable. “There is no hardcore personality, stable, unified, 
invariant from one situation to another,” writes French philosopher Ruwen Ogien 
(2011: 40, my translation). Seemingly trivial factors can guide our behavior in a 
moral way or in another, such as how the smell of warm croissants in a supermar-
ket may trigger empathy for a beggar and the desire to give him money. How, then, 
to account for the coherence of the self? Or, as Paul Roubiczek asks, “How can we 
reconcile the innumerable contradictions we are unable to resolve with our longing 
for a unitary coherence which also seems essential part of our true nature?”1 

Unfortunately, I have no solid answer to this question. I do, however, have a 
suggested path to follow. For anthropologists, I believe, it is time to bring back am-
bivalent statements, contradictory attitudes, incompatible values, and emotional 
internal clashes as research objects. It is also essential to outline a typology of dif-
ferent contradictions as well as to explore the cognitive, emotional, and social pro-
cesses through which they are rendered possible in human lives. In particular, it is 

1.	 Available WWW: http://thinkinginopposites.tripod.com/contents.html.
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worth investigating how actors themselves live with and justify their contradictory 
thoughts and behaviors. But we must do so with care, always keeping in mind that, 
to borrow Nietzsche’s formula in Beyond good and evil ([1896] 1966: 154), contra-
dictions are “signs of health; everything absolute belongs to pathology.” 

***

On contradictions
Michael Lambek

David Berliner raises many issues in his remarks about contradiction. In brief re-
sponse I restrict myself to two observations: namely that, on the one hand, while 
there has been no comprehensive discussion of contradiction within anthropology, 
the concept has made a recurrent appearance in the discipline, and on the other 
hand, anthropological work suggests limits to the application of the concept.

To begin with, there is the admonition that was given to all prospective field-
workers when I was young: “be careful to distinguish what people say from what 
they do.” One could break it down further: distinguish what they say they do from 
what they say “one” does or “one” should do. The approach to ethics that I and oth-
ers have advocated addresses, in part, how people themselves address these gaps. If 
some contradictions are repressed or passed over in silence and others deeply felt, 
more commonly, as Berliner suggests, there are ways of living with them and living 
with oneself.

It is also the case, as I think both Evans-Pritchard (1937) and Bourdieu (1977) 
observed, that what appears contradictory when abstracted in the observer’s or an-
alyst’s model—laid out like museum objects in E-P’s image—is not so from within 
practice or the perspective of the practitioner. For one thing, time and attention 
play a role and we do not hold all our ideas in our consciousness at once. I exam-
ined this at another level of scale by contrasting what I called forensic and mimetic 
forms of personhood, the former insisting on personhood as something continu-
ous and consistent over a lifetime and the latter not. Acts that appear contradictory 
from a forensic perspective could be understood quite differently from a mimetic 
one (Lambek 2015b).

Not all “contradictions” are of the same logical type and I am not sure that all 
Berliner’s examples deserve the epithet. While propositions can be described as 
contradictory to one another or even internally self-contradictory, can the same be 
said for practices (like smoking and jogging or advocating for clean air) or for com-
mitments (like to a partner and a profession, or even to one friend and another)? 
From a certain perspective these might be considered inconsistencies rather than 
contradictions. They could produce conflict (again different from contradiction) 
and the sense of being pulled in opposite directions—situations that get resolved 
through practical judgment and sometimes rupture. They could also lead to various 
tactics or strategies, including (unconscious) repression, (subconscious) rational-
ization, ambivalence, self-deception, (conscious) lying, or attempts at compromise. 
Often there are cultural means at hand to express and address these matters, such 
as the secondary rationalizations available in Zande witchcraft (Evans-Pritchard 

This content downloaded from 138.251.149.165 on January 22, 2019 01:09:36 AM
All use subject to University of Chicago Press Terms and Conditions (http://www.journals.uchicago.edu/t-and-c).



2016 | Hau: Journal of Ethnographic Theory 6 (1): 1–27

7� Anthropology and the study of contradictions

1937) or the irony and double stance afforded by Malagasy spirit possession (Lam-
bek 2010, 2015a).

“Contradiction” qua concept plays a particular role in distinct bodies of theory, 
holding a different place in Marxism than in Freudianism, for example. We do see 
plenty of contradictions in the economic realm and the political one, not to men-
tion in the rhetoric of politicians. But following philosophers like Ludwig Wittgen-
stein, John Austin, and Cora Diamond, most utterances (voiced phrases) are not 
in the form of propositions and hence not of the kind that submit easily to contra-
diction, at least not logical contradiction. As the pragmatic tradition in linguistic 
anthropology has elaborated, they are doing other things, and producing results or 
consequences related to but not the same as logical contradictions—for example, 
the double binds elaborated by Gregory Bateson (1972). 

At the level of thought, Lévi-Strauss (1963) argued that binary oppositions are 
mediated in myth and through other intellectual and aesthetic means and media. 
However—and this is the core of my second point—more common than outright 
binary oppositions are incommensurables. By incommensurables I mean, follow-
ing Kuhn (1962) and Bernstein (1988), things that cannot be compared along a 
single yardstick or according to any neutral external measure. Translated with re-
spect to structuralism, this means they cannot be ordered according to a set of 
binary differences. Incommensurability is widely prevalent; for example, between 
“religion” and “science,” between one religious tradition and another, between key 
words in one language and another (what Cassin 2014 refers to as “untranslata-
bles”), and perhaps most generally of all, between language and the world (or at 
least the objects it purports to represent). Fundamentally, what Lévi-Strauss saw as 
an opposition between nature and culture (or that various systems of undomesti-
cated thought can be understood as or by means of binary oppositions) can better 
be described as a relation between incommensurables. Whereas binary relations 
are constituent of structures, incommensurables are not in stable relation to one 
another; perception of their difference leads to ongoing (inconclusive) conversa-
tion or to the continuously postponed final resolution that Lévi-Strauss perceived 
in myth. One way to describe anthropology itself is as the domesticated conversa-
tion (or science) that emerges from or in respect to the incommensurability of 
nature and culture.

The anthropology of religion can be said to have advanced over the intellectual-
ism of Tylor precisely insofar as new models of language have permitted us to see 
religious acts and utterances in a new light (Lambek 2013). Thus the application of 
metaphor, irony, and other tropes replaces literal readings of other peoples’ utter-
ances abstracted from the flow of action and conversation. And following Austin 
(1965), illocutionary utterances are not to be evaluated as true/false but with respect 
to what they do or bring into being. Poorly constituted illocutionary utterances are 
to be understood as infelicitous rather than contradictory. Rappaport (1999) both 
generalizes this to ritual and argues that the most sacred utterances are ones not 
subject to refutation (hence to contradiction). Likewise, category mistakes—which 
are widely prevalent and possibly unavoidable—are not the same as contradictions.

The fact of differences in the world—whether understood as contradictory, 
oppositional, or incommensurable—leads to the following in practice: we can at-
tempt to select exclusively one or the other (“either/or”) or we can try to select 
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both (“both/and”). Each of these paths has consequences and in the end there are 
higher-level logical quandaries or paradoxes as when, along the either/or path the 
discarded difference returns or resurfaces in various disguises, or when, along the 
both/and path we realize that both/and comprises both itself and the either/or op-
tion. Hence we have complexity and incompletion (irresolution) in thought and 
practice. In Mayotte, I have argued (1993), the “conversation” between spirit pos-
session and Islam can be characterized as one in which Islam (i.e. certain arguments 
made by Muslims and as Muslims from within an Islamic tradition) asks people to 
select “either/or” with respect to certain practices, whereas spirit possession offers 
a world of “both/and”—one in which you can practice both, in which not only can 
a Muslim be a spirit medium, but some of the spirits too are Muslim. Here then 
we have a practical articulation between two traditions, one of which sees them 
as mutually exclusive or contradictory and the other does not. Insofar as the latter 
comprehends Islam, it acknowledges Muslims who do practice possession and such 
Muslims do live more or less happily with both traditions. The relation between 
the traditions is itself not one of outright contradiction but of incommensurability 
insofar as they have different starting points and cannot be measured against each 
other point by point. Moreover, the traditions themselves develop internally differ-
entiated conversations with respect to their relations with one another. As in even 
the best literary translation there is always a residue. The residues are not only good 
to think with they are often what we think about. 

The opposition between mutually exclusive either/or and comprehensive both/
and is widely prevalent in practice, sometimes explicitly in thought, and in certain 
domains possibly unavoidable. But how can we resolve whether this opposition is 
itself mutually exclusive or comprehensive? I have argued (Lambek 1998; cf. 2015c) 
that the mind/body opposition can be understood in these terms, such that we will 
never reach a decisive conclusion between the philosophical alternatives of dualism 
and monism (or non-dualism).

The worlds we inhabit are rich, interesting, and complex places. Our founda-
tions turn out to be “turtles all the way down” (Geertz 1973); (in)finitude, irresolu-
tion (incompletion), and inconsistency are features of the human condition. For 
that very reason, our worlds are varied and unpredictable enough to make us want 
to stay around, keep talking, and see where the conversation turns next.

***

Living by means of the law of non-contradiction
Richard Shweder

Before anthropologists ever tried to interpret the Nuer utterance “a cucumber [A] 
is an ox [~A]” there were debates about whether the law of non-contradiction was a 
universal rule of reason. Lucien Lévy-Bruhl (1910) argued for its cultural specific-
ity. He pointed to translations of statements by South American Indians who were 
reported to declare “We [A] are red parrots [~A]” or “Sorcerers [A] are bush cats 
[~A].” Lévy-Bruhl did not judge such statements to be illogical nor did he view 
them as indications that South American Indians were living with contradictions 
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or possessed hybrid or split identities. Instead he posited the existence of an al-
ternative non-rational mode of thinking which he labelled “mystic participation.” 
Ultimately his own “ontological turn” led him down a path that brought him back 
to his senses and to an ontological return to the inescapability of the law of non-
contradiction; being a sensible scholar Lévy-Bruhl recanted. My own view is that 
the law of non-contradiction describes a logical truth which is universally binding, 
and has real normative force everywhere. The law entails a cluster of absolute rules 
of reason. For example: contradictory propositions cannot both be true (at least 
not in the same sense and at the same time); nothing can be both itself (A) and not 
itself (~A) (at least not at the same time and place); propositions that are unam-
biguous in their reference are either true or false and not both. Friedrich Nietzsche 
is quite mistaken: not everything absolute is in the domain of pathology. Indeed, 
intellectual well-being itself rests on the absolute rules of reason mentioned above. 
Examples meant to suggest otherwise that they are optional or culture-specific can 
usually be interpreted as either (1) tropes (for example, metaphors or implicit simi-
les: a red-blooded former lover palpably asserts “I have a broken heart”; or a ritual 
specialist means a cucumber is like an ox in the following way and that feature of 
similarity is relevant in this context for the following reason . . .), or (2) as parallel 
descriptive systems at two different levels of analysis (there is no contradiction if 
one asserts that “table salt is sodium chloride”), or (3) as bad translations and/or 
misunderstandings of native categories, discourses, contexts, or purposes. 

The law of non-contradiction has universal normative force because it is an 
ultimate criterion for distinguishing between rational, irrational, and non-rational 
states of mind, and is an indispensable tool for constructing any and every picture 
of reality. The current excited embrace of contradiction associated with “the onto-
logical turn in anthropology” must be limited: the very recognition by an anthro-
pologist that one’s representation of another person’s (or people’s) picture of the 
world is incoherent (and makes them look alien and mysterious) presupposes the 
operation of the law of non-contradiction; and incoherence is never evidence of the 
existence of either an alternative reality or an alternative view of the world. 

Additionally, the scope of applicability of the law defines the boundary between 
objective (or genuine) moral arguments and subjective (or incommensurate and 
hence unarguable) declarations of value. This is so because a genuine argument 
requires more than just a difference in judgment between two or more parties in a 
conversation. A genuine moral argument requires that if one of the parties to the 
disagreement is right in judging X (a particular course of action by a particular 
person in a particular situation) to be wrong, bad, vicious, or immoral then the 
other party cannot be equally right in judging X to be right, good, virtuous, or 
moral. In other words what is presupposed by the very notion of a genuine dispute 
is that whatever difference in judgment exists is about something objective, which 
means that in principle the differences are resolvable because one or the other (or 
both) of the parties to the disagreement is either confused, ignorant, or in error 
about the facts of the matter or the terms of the disagreement. Getting the terms 
of any supposed disagreement straight is one of the benefits of living by the law 
of non-contradiction. It is not a violation of the law of non-contradiction if one 
person asserts that “souls transmigrate” and another person asserts that “souls do 
not transmigrate” if what the first person means to say is “Souls transmigrate in 
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India” and what the second person means to say is “Souls do not transmigrate in 
the United States.” It is not a violation of the law of non-contradiction if one person 
asserts “Souls transmigrate” and another person asserts “When you are dead you 
are dead” if the first person is referring to a posited spiritual essence of the self and 
the second person is referring to the material aspects of the human body. 

The law of non-contradiction is thus a basic constituting and regulatory norm 
in the search for truth. It helps us draw the line between real disputes versus those 
differences that are merely matters of subjective taste (whether personal or collec-
tive). There can be a real dispute over the question “does the reshaping the genitals 
of girls in African ethnic groups typically eliminate their capacity to have a normal 
sexual life, including orgasms?” The answer to the question can’t be both yes it does 
AND no it doesn’t.2 In contrast (as the saying goes) in matters of taste (or mere 
opinion) there can be no dispute. For example, if the members of one ethnic group 
sincerely like the visual appearance of circumcised male genitals and the members 
of another ethnic group really don’t like that look, then their aesthetic evaluations 
are different but not contradictory—both can be true. 

The law of non-contradiction is such a fundamental, intuitively available, and 
automatically applied rule of thought that we rarely reflect on the many ways we 
presuppose its normative relevance, embrace its normative force, and actually suc-
ceed at putting it to work. We not only live by means of the law of non-contradic-
tion. Its application enables the process of “compartmentalization” mentioned by 
David Berliner (with reference to the work of Roger Bastide). That is how we go 
about constructing our sense of reality. 

Some brief remarks by the philosopher C. West Churchman are helpful in clari-
fying this point. Churchman (1961: 234) has the following to say about the law 
that nothing can be both itself (A) and not itself (~A). To paraphrase, the table 
before me is green and the table before me is black, which is not a violation of the 
law of non-contradiction because it is green on the top and black underneath. The 
illustration is an application and instantiation of the law: what non-contradiction 
means in this instance is that nothing can be both itself (A) and not itself (~A) in 
the same place and at the same time. “The entire top of the table appears to be green 
and the entire top of the table appears to be grey,” is not a violation of the law of 
non-contradiction because it is green in appearance to me and grey in appearance 
to you (who is color blind). Again the illustration is an application and instantia-
tion of the law: what non-contradiction means in this instance is that nothing can 
be both itself (A) and not itself (~A) in the same place and at the same time in the 
experience of the same person. “The top of the table is green and the top of the 
table is hard,” is not a violation of the law of non-contradiction because it looks 
green to my eye but feels hard to my hand. This illustration too is an application 
and instantiation of the law: what non-contradiction means in this instance is that 
nothing can be both itself (A) and not itself (~A) in the same place and time and 
to the same person in the same aspect of his or her experience. Visual perception 
and tactile perception are separate “compartments” in the human sensorium and 

2.	 There is now ample evidence to suggest that “No it doesn’t eliminate their capacity to 
have a normal sex life, including orgasms” is the correct answer to that question (see 
Abdulcadir et al. 2015; Ahmadu 2009; Catania et al. 2007)
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it is not a contradiction for something to be both green (A) and hard (~A) to the 
same person. Reflecting on the law that nothing can be both itself (A) and not itself 
(~A), Churchman argues that it is intuitively available in our mental equipment 
and forces us to be active in ordering and recording our experiences. In fact, our 
experiences get structured through its application. At the same time the law gains 
content as it is used to construct a picture of reality. 

I suspect the domain of contradictory thoughts, discourses, and attitudes that 
David Berliner has in mind in his introduction to this debate on “Anthropology 
and the study of contradictions” is far broader than violations of the law of non-
contradiction and includes a wide variety of types of conflicts and tensions. I say 
this because those hybrids of the contemporary world mentioned in David’s re-
marks (the “environmentalist smoker” or the feminist who enjoys listening to a 
catchy tune despite the offensive lyrics) do not seem to be obvious violators of the 
law of non-contradiction. One can add other examples. Scholars sometimes have 
ironic relationships to the topics they study: the world’s leading expert on children’s 
stories who hates children; the authority on the process of taking the perspective of 
others who is conspicuously egocentric. Nevertheless in none of those instances is 
the law of non-contradiction actually transgressed. Is the environmentalist smoker 
or the humanist trader sincerely endorsing two mutually contradictory proposi-
tions? Not really. I was inclined to interpret those illustrative hybrids as examples 
of a person’s weakness of will (succumbing to temptation), or as instances of insuf-
ficient conscientiousness (lack of conviction, perhaps even hypocrisy) in the appli-
cation of some unitary general principle which one ostensibly endorses, or perhaps 
even as evidence that some principles are justifiably bounded by context (that is to 
say “compartmentalized”) and not designed to be general in their application. 

Nevertheless David Berliner’s creative provocation is the suggestion that, in the 
contemporary world, a new form of identity is on the rise: one defined by a form 
of self-consciousness that grants permission to oneself to sincerely embrace and 
accept contradictory propositions. For anyone who believes, as I do, that the law of 
non-contradiction is a universally binding law of reason, this raises the question: 
How in the world can, and why in the world should, one live with such contradic-
tions? I do think there is something new and peculiar about aspects of the self-con-
sciousness of the modern individual that begs for explanation. But I don’t think it is 
the embrace of multiple or split selves. It is a unitary self that places the alarm clock 
on the other side of the room protecting itself in advance from any temptation in 
the morning to turn off the clock and stay in bed. That temptation or anticipated 
temporary personal preference is not evidence of the existence of multiple selves. 

Modern individualism, however, does tend to produce a type of false conscious-
ness that leads us to perceive contradictions in our own thoughts, attitudes, and 
actions that are more apparent than real. We tend to think of ourselves as context 
free prior to society, autonomous actors with personalities motivated by abstract 
mental states—for example, the assertive, courageous, fearless risk-taker. When 
we discover that the financial risk-taker in us is not a social risk taker or that the 
intellectual risk taker in us is not typically a physical risk taker, or that we are as-
sertive with our peers yet highly deferential when interacting with our parents, 
we perceive those context-specific compartmentalized actions as contradictions 
within the self. The perception is an illusion created by the ideology of modern 

This content downloaded from 138.251.149.165 on January 22, 2019 01:09:36 AM
All use subject to University of Chicago Press Terms and Conditions (http://www.journals.uchicago.edu/t-and-c).



2016 | Hau: Journal of Ethnographic Theory 6 (1): 1–27

David Berliner, et al� 12

individualism and an overreliance on abstract mental state concepts to produce a 
non-relational reflective characterization of one’s self. It is not a violation of the law 
of non-contradiction, however, to believe one should defer to the judgment of one’s 
elders but not one’s peers.

Other types of conflicts are quite real, even if they are not technically examples 
of living with violations of the law of non-contradiction. I suspect most politically 
liberal Americans would sincerely and happily embrace each of the following val-
ues when stated in the abstract: (1) Autonomy (the liberty of individuals to self-
govern, express themselves, and lead their lives free of external interference); (2) 
merit-based justice (fairness and non-discrimination in the distribution of costs 
and benefits such that there is proportionality between actions and outcomes, and 
you reap what you sow); (3) equal opportunity (or equal life chances to participate 
in the valued positions within a society); and (4) benevolent safekeeping of those 
who are downtrodden and vulnerable. The four values are not logically contradic-
tory (one can ascribe “goodness” to all four) yet from a practical point of view they 
are agonistic (benevolent safekeeping places limits on the liberty of those who are 
cared for, just as providing for equal opportunity often interferes with merit-based 
justice) and it is an ethical pipedream to imagine that any one society or person 
can live a life that fully embraces all four values at the same time. In a world of ob-
jectively conflicting values one carries on bumping up against those value conflicts 
(equality versus liberty, for example), which in some (non-literal) sense or another 
one might portray as living with our contradictions. But even in the domain of 
values (autonomy, for example) it is not a violation of the law of non-contradiction 
to be in favor of “free speech” but opposed to “free trade.”

Ultimately we have no choice, even in the contemporary world, but to live (and 
to argue with each other) by means of the law of non-contradiction. It is an indis-
pensable rule of reason in any public policy debate. Let me close with an illustration 
from what I call “the genital wars.” Here I quote from Shweder (2013: 349): 

“Equal Rights for All Sexes: Say ‘No’ to Forced Genital Cutting!” is the 
gender equity position of contemporary anti-male circumcision groups 
in North America and Europe. These activist organizations hope to 
put an end to the circumcision of male minors, which they describe as 
genital mutilation and child abuse. They believe that the male surgery 
is physically and psychologically harmful to boys, and a violation of 
several human rights, including the right to self-determination and the 
right to the preservation of physical integrity. In their efforts to abolish 
the practice they are encouraged by the ubiquitous North American and 
European news reports, opinion pieces, and NGO advocacy literature 
denouncing customary female genital surgeries in Africa in precisely 
those terms; and by the ready embrace by legislators (and by several global 
organizations too) of legal statutes criminalizing female genital surgeries 
for minors (and in some countries in Europe even banning the procedure 
for adult women, if those women are motivated by a desire to uphold 
their own ethnic traditions). Simply put, the gender equity argument 
of the anti-male circumcision groups runs as follows: if it is reasonable 
to have public policies safeguarding the body of female minors from 
all medically unnecessary genital modifications, then the principle of 
gender equity (plus logical consistency) suggests there should be similar 
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policies protecting the male body as well. Therefore, whenever global 
feminist organizations, public policy advocates, politicians or celebrities 
speak out against customary female genital modifications, denouncing 
them as mutilations and child abuse, so too they should speak out against 
customary male genital modifications, morally condemning them in 
similar terms; even at the risk of offending Jewish and Muslim supporters 
of anti-FGM campaigns. Put even more simply: there should be equal 
protection for boys and girls before the law.

This is a real and consequential dispute. No party to the argument is prepared to 
embrace a hybrid identity. Not the women of Sierra Leone or Egypt who favor 
genital reshaping for both girls and boys. Not the women of Holland or Germany 
who oppose genital reshaping for both boys and girls. And certainly not the out-
spoken critics of female genital reshaping in the United States or England who 
remain silent about the male case and may have even recently circumcised their 
own son. In a real dispute it is important to get ones facts straight;3 and if and when 
one engages in reliable fact checking the principle of fairness (treating like cases 
alike and different cases differently) requires that we do more than just live with 
our contradictions. 

***

Some Christian contradictions
Richard Irvine

Confronted with a catalogue of contradictions—the evidence of everyday incon-
sistencies in human lives—it is easy to take an external position of analysis which 
makes the incongruity seem all too obvious. Surely anyone can see this is not con-
sistent with that? Perhaps, once dissected and laid out as specimens, the contradic-
tions seem stark. But are they experienced this way when lived out in real time?

Timothy Jenkins (2013: 57), in his re-reading of When prophecy fails (Festinger 
et al. 1956), asks “do we rationalise except when challenged?” Festinger and the 
team of researchers who investigated a group predicting the end of the world did 
so to see what would happen when the prophecy did not come to pass: “Suppose an 
individual believes something with a whole heart; suppose further a commitment 
to this belief, suppose irrevocable actions have been taken because of it; finally, sup-
pose evidence, unequivocal and undeniable evidence, that the belief is wrong: what 
will happen?” (Festinger et al. 1956: 3). Such a scenario is theorized as a cognitive 
dissonance: an inconsistency between cognitions that will produce discomfort; in 
the wake of this discomfort “there will arise pressures to reduce or eliminate the 
dissonance” (ibid.: 28). Jenkins, tracing the interactions of the group being studied, 

3.	 In this instance fact checking has not been the strong suit of anti-“fgm” activist and 
advocacy organizations or the media, which is a point emphasized by the Public Policy 
Network on Female Genital Surgeries in Africa (2012). See their Hastings Center Re-
port titled “Seven things to know about female genital surgeries in Africa.” See also 
Shweder (2013). 
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the researchers, and the press, makes the important observation that the processes 
being described here appear social rather than cognitive in nature—and, indeed, 
that “the observers took an open hand in shaping events, precipitating reinterpreta-
tion . . . encouraging, pressing, questioning” (Jenkins 2013: 53); after the failure of 
the predicted arrival to materialize, it was the researchers who repeatedly pushed 
group members by pointing out the apparent inconsistency, thus strongly encour-
aging the generation of rhetorical rationalizations. In noting that in the account 
“there is little or no evidence of any cognitive or mental process; this action all takes 
place at the level of rhetoric” (ibid.: 57), Jenkins draws attention to the circularity 
of the analysis of cognitive dissonance: “behaviour is held simultaneously to be 
evidence for the inner event and to have been produced by it” (ibid.: 8).

Indeed, it is worth noting the manner in which Festinger outlines his theory of 
cognitive dissonance. Having set out with a list of examples of inconsistencies, he 
then attempts an all-important maneuver: “First, I will replace the word ‘inconsis-
tency’ with a term that has less of a logical connotation, namely, dissonance. I will 
likewise replace the word consistency with a more neutral term, namely, conso-
nance” (Festinger 1957: 2–3). In this move, Festinger is able to shift from signify-
ing an external observation of what appears inconsistent, to the imputation of an 
internal state, namely dissonance. Inconsistency is not just something observed, 
but a phenomenon that is experienced, and furthermore this experience is one of 
discomfort. The anthropological problem with this is twofold. Firstly, the shift of 
analysis from observed inconsistencies towards a mental state draws our attention 
away from the varied social processes that might generate the inconsistencies—in 
this respect, I would suggest that what is needed is a taxonomy of contradictions 
rather than a singular diagnosis. Secondly, it begs the question: do people really 
experience apparent inconsistencies as “dissonance?”

Ethnographically, we may find that the role of apparent contradictions in social 
life does not have the character of dissonance, but instead inconsistencies might 
tend towards peaceful coexistence, or may even be mutually constitutive in ways 
that cannot be construed as “the reduction of dissonance.” As an anthropologist 
of religion who has carried out research on Christianity, here I wish to focus on a 
number of apparent contradictions that play an important role in Christian life (not 
because I believe they are necessarily unique to Christianity, simply that because 
of my ethnographic experience I find Christianity a useful lens through which to 
view this topic). My contention will be that such “contradictions” are not instances 
of disequilibrium to be rectified, but are often the very heart of the matter and, 
indeed, may be sustained as contradictions.

One important manifestation of contradiction flies under the banner of “Theo-
logical Correctness,” a term coined by Barrett (1999) to account for the coexistence 
of multiple levels of representation of theological concepts. Barrett and Keil (1996), 
in experimental studies with US College Students, found that while God was con-
ceptualized in abstract ways in contexts that elicited reflections on theology, the 
same God was conceptualized in naturalistic and anthropomorphic terms in con-
texts that described His actions in the world. The students tended not to place 
God under psychological or physical constraints in questionnaires about doctrine; 
rather, in story tasks about God acting in the world, the students recalled and para-
phrased the stories in ways that drew heavily on anthropomorphic conceptions: 
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a God not free of constraints but, rather, modeled on human agency. “At least on 
one level, the problem created by the ontological chasm between humans and the 
supernatural is solved by ignoring the difference. . . . The problem is addressed by 
creating God in the image of ourselves, and using the constraints of nature and 
humanity as our basic assumptions for understanding God” (ibid.: 244).

For Barrett (1999: 327) such a conclusion reflects the widespread use of multiple 
levels of representation in Christian life. “Among Christians, God is simultaneously 
non-physical, formless, and omnipresent; but also occasionally thought of as an 
old man living in the clouds.” Such an apparent contradiction is accounted for in 
part by the different contexts in which knowledge of God is used. While abstract 
properties are important for theological reflection, “these types of properties make 
for difficult inference generation in many everyday, information processing tasks” 
(1999: 331), leading to the use of more intuitive categories. (Such multiple levels of 
representation are not restricted to religious thought; see, for example, Kelemen et 
al. [2013] on the use of teleological explanations, e.g. “Trees produce oxygen so that 
animals can breathe,” as an intuitive model among physical scientists thinking un-
der time pressure, when those same scientists explicitly reject such explanations in 
contexts where they are able to reflect and set out what they see as the scientifically 
accurate position.) Barrett (1999) makes it clear that we risk distorting religion if 
we fail to take account of the operation of these multiple levels of explanation; they 
may appear contradictory, but they coexist in the process of applying religious un-
derstanding to a breadth of circumstances.

As I have carried out ethnographic research on Catholic monastic life, one at-
traction of this “theological correctness” approach is that it might point us towards 
an understanding of the relationship between the epistemology of God that frames 
mystical prayer and that implied in other domains of monastic life. The English 
Benedictines with whom I worked emphasized their apophatic tradition; that is, 
a non-imagistic and non-conceptual approach to prayer, a focus “on God the un-
known . . . rather than the ways we picture him.” Such an approach is sometimes 
described as a “via negativa.” In this context, any means of representing God is seen 
as inadequate—God is beyond our understanding and narrow sensory capabilities. 
Yet in the daily routine of monastic life, God is constantly engaged with in ways that 
draw on positive representations rather than this “negative” sense of the God that 
cannot be known: the language of the liturgy, of preaching, and of everyday allu-
sions to His actions in the world. Indeed, these multiple layers of representation—
though apparently contradictory—often appear to exist in relation to one another. 
Denys Turner (1995) in his work on negativity in Christian Mysticism focuses his 
attention on the rich language used in texts that promote apophatic mysticism; 
metaphors of “exteriority,” “interiority,” and “ascent” are central to the description 
of the progress of the soul toward God, and the image of “darkness” is key. For 
Turner these should not be taken as after-the-fact descriptions of a mystical expe-
rience, but rather are statements of an “anti-mysticism” that seeks to use language 
self-subvertingly. These are descriptions that deny the possibility of description, a 
process resonant with the “active cultivation of the awareness of ignorance,” which 
Mair (2015: 252) describes in the context of Inner Mongolian Buddhism.

This is important because it seeks to show that the apophatic focus on “God the 
unknown” does not stand alone, but exists in a mutually constitutive relationship 
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with positive images of God in the process of insisting upon their failure. As the 
Irish Dominican Conor McDonough explains it, this is grounding silence in speech 
(McDonough 2011: 72); “the abandonment of all speech is an essential element of 
our return to God, but such abandonment can only take place by first adopting the 
divinely legitimated speech of scripture and the liturgy” (ibid.: 73). This is a process 
that does not just live alongside its contradictions, but unfolds through them. 

A further issue raised by this example of the “place” of mysticism among activi-
ties that seem, at least on the surface of it, to pull in a very different direction is the 
question of the interconnection between the ultimate relationship with God and the 
means by which one engages in daily routine. Or, to put it another way: Latour (2002) 
may evoke an understanding of religious language through allusions to the intimate 
language of lovers, but lovers living together in a long term stable relationship still 
have to make shopping lists and have conversations about the domestic budget.

Louis Dumont (1982: 6) draws attention to the effect of the New Testament 
teaching of the “individual-in-relation-to-God.” The individual soul has eternal 
value through its relationship with God, and this “infinite worth of the individual is 
at the same time the disparagement, the negation in terms of value, of the world as 
it is: a dualism is posited, a tension is established that is constitutive of Christianity 
and will endure throughout history.” While there is a recognition of earthly duties, 
these are relegated to second place. “The worldly order is relativized, as subordi-
nated to absolute values” (1982: 7). This relativization is exemplified, for Dumont, 
in Jesus’ teaching “Render unto Caesar the things which are Caesar’s, and render 
unto God the things that are God’s” (Matthew 22:21; Mark 12:17; Luke 20:25). Such 
worldly matters are seen as a small thing when placed in the context of a destiny of 
union with God.

One source of this relativization is temporal. Dumont notes the “millenarist” 
context of such teaching, with the second coming of Christ and the end times ex-
pected imminently. This allows for a radical discontinuity between worldly con-
cerns, which were soon to cease, and ultimate concerns about the continuing indi-
vidual relationship with God to be lived out in the “new heaven and the new earth.” 
Yet 2,000 years on, the world has not yet ended. It is still there for believers to live 
in. The issue here is not one of “managing dissonance,” but rather the challenge 
of working across multiple timeframes. Albert Schweitzer’s use of the term “in-
terim ethic” (Interimsethik) to describe the ethical model proclaimed by Christ is 
expressive of this problem. Based on a detailed analysis of the teaching of Christ as 
expressed in the canonical gospels, Schweitzer (1925) sees Christ’s ethics of service 
and humility as fundamentally conditional: “If the thought of the eschatological 
realization of the Kingdom is the fundamental factor in Jesus’ preaching, his whole 
theory of ethics must come under the conception of repentance as a preparation 
for the coming of the Kingdom” (ibid.: 94). In contrast to “modern ethics,” which 
Schweitzer argues is “‘unconditional’, since it creates of itself the new ethical situa-
tion. . . . an end in itself ” (ibid.: 99–100), Christ’s ethical teaching of the gospels is 
“‘conditional,’ in the sense that it stands in indissoluble connection with the expec-
tation of a state of perfection which is to be supernaturally brought about” (ibid.: 
100). This coming of the Kingdom was “close at hand,” and such conditional ethics 
were an interim measure in preparation. Their application to social problems over 
an extended period of time was not the central issue.
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The problem then becomes how to render such interim ethics as a continual 
state of living in an ongoing world. This apparent temporal contradiction recurs in 
the history of Christianity; for example, Victor Turner (1969), in offering a reading 
of the history of the Franciscans as a story of liminality and reaggregation, seeks to 
show how the radical nature of Franciscan poverty became institutionalized within 
the structures of the Church as St. Francis’ order sought to maintain its form over 
time (ibid.: 153). The initial impulse is shaped by the immediacy of the relation-
ship with God: “time and history, however, bring structure into their social life and 
legalism into their cultural output” (ibid.: 153–54). And indeed, Christian life in 
its many varied forms is constituted by this dynamic of being both immediate and 
sustained, worldly and other-worldly. As a force in history it does not just live with 
such apparent inconsistencies, but takes shape through them.

But to return to the problem with which I started: is this experienced as a contra-
diction, or simply something that the external observer might flag up as an appar-
ent inconsistency? As highlighted earlier in this forum, one classic anthropological 
approach to this question is the principe de coupure (Bastide 1955), drawing atten-
tion to the ways in which we engage in apparently contradictory behaviors without 
inner conflict. Examples such as those I have highlighted here—the deployment 
of different God concepts, or different ethical frames—may well be treated as ex-
amples of such compartmentalization. Yet this should not cause us to lose sight of 
the potency of contradictions when the elements that apparently contradict one 
another are brought into communication: the dynamic of self-subverting mystical 
language that emerges when mystics ground silence in speech, or the dynamic of 
institutionalized renunciation. To be clear: such “inconsistencies” are not necessar-
ily experienced as dissonances, but we should be attentive to the social processes 
that take apparent inconsistencies (such as those at the heart of Christianity) and 
bring them into dissonance, often in generative ways.

I would point to Søren Kierkegaard’s increasingly strident broadsides against 
“Christendom,” issued during the last two years of his life (1854–1855), as a valu-
able resource for anthropologists attempting to think about this potency of con-
tradiction. At the heart of his “Attack upon ‘Christendom’” is the attempt to bring 
into the light of day a classic case of compartmentalization: that of the Sunday 
Christian. Those who “in a quiet hour, with smothered sobs” declare that there 
will be “an eternal accounting,” only to go back to seeking advantage and advance-
ment immediately afterwards (Kierkegaard 1944: 87). Yet Kierkegaard goes to great 
pains to point out that he has nothing but gratefulness for those whose contradic-
tions he singles out—they are precious because they allow for contrast: “the con-
cept ‘Christian’ is a polemical concept, and one can only be Christian in contrast or 
contrastedly” (ibid.: 127). “Take an emetic, come out of the lukewarmness” (ibid.: 
87), Kierkegaard urges. And it is the contradiction that, when confronted, serves as 
the emetic: it is, in this sense, remarkably productive.

Perhaps it is the case that we are hybrids. I personally find the word hybrid less 
exciting, less likely to capture my imagination, than the image of those strange 
mythological creatures composed of the parts of several animals. Such as this one 
from Andover in Hampshire (Gillett 1917: 11): “a duck laid an egg in a crypt under 
the Abbey. On this egg a toad sat, and as a result a cockatrice was hatched, which 
inhabited the vault and grew to an enormous size, and killed and ate anybody who 
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entered there; all the time the nuns being in terror lest it should get out.” The solu-
tion: to lower a great mirror into the vault. And so the cockatrice fought itself. One 
may well say that it lived with its contradictions.

***

The minimality, contradictions, and origin of indifference
Albert Piette

In David Berliner’s text, there are two points that particularly interest me. The first 
concerns the assessment of the difficulty of capturing inconsistencies and contra-
dictions of daily life, and the scarcity of anthropologists who attempt to do this. The 
second concerns the reasons why humans tend to multiply, tolerate, and accept a 
variety of contradictions. 

Modes of presence
I will try to address the first point by suggesting a set of notions, which could help 
highlight the range of contradictions that I have encountered during my fieldwork 
in a religious context (Piette 2015b). As David Berliner mentioned, it is a special 
laboratory for observing contradictions. It is in fact this fieldwork (in French Cath-
olic parishes) that allowed me to observe human modes of presence and to develop 
some methodological and theoretical points about this subject. And if, according 
to Berliner’s accurate assessment, anthropologists have not placed much emphasis 
on these contradictions of everyday life, it is perhaps because they are specifically 
working on activities and relations or interactions, and they have not meticulous-
ly examined human modes of presence in their day-to-day. In this perspective, it 
would in fact be necessary to adopt “an individual-centered perspective.” From a 
methodological point of view, this would imply observing one person at a time 
in order to pinpoint the different kinds of contradictions, through the succession 
of moments and situations, and perhaps conduct introspective interviews, for ex-
ample, to shed light on the non-reflexive dimension (Vermersch 1999). 

If one takes a close look at human presence, one is surprised by the number 
of details and inconsistencies. The set of notions I propose can help pinpoint and 
situate the contradictions and inconsistencies of which Berliner speaks, and which 
accumulate with the passing of moments. What is a human presence? How are 
humans present in the world? A human presence is usually made up of a large 
number of heterogeneous details, that is to say things that are as unimportant to the 
individuals who carry them as they are to their fellow participants in the situation 
or outside observers. The reality of action is, on the one hand, a body in the process 
of moving, accompanied by sideways glances and peripheral gestures, and on the 
other hand a state of mind that often has nothing to do with the action in progress. 
It is the minor mode of realty. Initially, this point can be useful for describing the 
real, concrete person, getting the clearest possible view of his or her variations of 
intensity. But beyond these details which are constant in human presences, there 
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is a kind of minimality that is not just a matter of noticing distracted attention. It 
does not just concern secondary layers of presence, but the whole presence in the 
action. It is the natural attitude of humans not completing their actions and letting 
themselves be penetrated by contradictions and their meaning. To take account of 
this, I specify four characteristic elements, and their respective opposites (Piette 
2015a). They make it possible to incorporate many contradictions of existence, but 
also the possibility of becoming aware of them and making changes, as David Ber-
liner says in his text.

The first characteristic of human presence is cognitive economy. This presup-
poses routines and the automatic performance of sequences of actions without the 
need for deliberation and without reference to an instruction. Cognitive economy 
is also connected with the presence of mental patterns that enable the particular 
state of a situation to be assessed, thus generating appropriate actions almost auto-
matically. This facility reflects the central role of material supports in the form of 
various signs (including writing and language) lightening the work involved in so-
cial negotiation, suspending—or in any case minimizing—the need to negotiate or 
create new relations. This economical mode of presence places in the background 
any potential ordeal that a breach would cause to swiftly return to the foreground; 
in this way it de-intensifies the consequences and power of some of the situation’s 
supports. Moreover, the variety of potential and real information in a situation 
makes it impossible for a person to apply ideal norms of rationality (Cherniak 
1986). Before making a decision, it is difficult for the person to make a rational cal-
culation based on the information at his disposal. He cannot check the quantity of 
contradictions. He cannot verify all of the surrounding sources of information and 
can only count on already-known clues, as well as habits and previous experiences 
that enable him to assess the expertise and trustworthiness of a given interlocutor 
or datum and then make a quick decision. In addition to habit and the ability to 
set certain matters aside, trust is an expression of this economy. The opposites of 
cognitive economy would therefore be evaluation and decryption “work,” thought 
and emotion in their various forms. Cognitive economy is lacking precisely when a 
novice is discovering a new situation, activity, or object (for instance Searle 1983). 
But it is also lacking in people who bring into play, in a maximal and very deter-
mined form, their ability to evaluate, judge, and draw meaning.

Docility, the second form, corresponds to the possibility of reposing upon ex-
isting supports (also upon contradictory values) rather than changing them, and 
accepting what happens. It implies a kind of tranquillity, whereas the desire, will or 
need to change and question (rules, human or material reference points) risks gen-
erating cognitive, emotional, or moral tension. The act of changing a situation can 
bring about at least a reproach, in any case the need for a justification and the risk 
of disagreement or conflict. The enactor of the change will maybe answer questions 
asked by evaluators or various experts. Docility is often an easier form of presence, 
but not necessarily.

Fluidity is the third form. It generates a kind of loosening and a certain toler-
ance of compromises, contradictions and inconsistencies4. Fluidity also translates 

4.	 See the work of Steven Mithen (1996) who posits cognitive fluidity as a specificity of 
Homo sapiens.
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into various forms of making light of a situation, such as humor or irony. This 
looseness is not the game to be played with its rules, but the “slackening” of roles, 
creating another kind of play, like a machine with loose screws. Fluidity also corre-
sponds to the possibility of easily shifting from one situation to another and effort-
lessly traversing activities that are sometimes very different, connected as they are 
with regulatory principles that would be incompatible in a situation of simultaneity. 
This shifting is made all the more possible insofar as within an activity, elements 
not relevant to it can arise in the form of details that enable it to be interwoven with 
previous or subsequent situations, and insofar as the person’s aptitude for fluidity 
is supplemented by a particular ability to stay just below the level of consciousness, 
as well as forget his previous presences from one activity to another. Fluidity is 
directly connected to skills already acquired—the accumulated know-how that the 
person uses or effortlessly adapts to the situation. At all of these levels, it is rigidity 
and inflexibility that are the opposite of fluidity. 

Distraction, the fourth form, corresponds to this cognitive specificity of con-
necting a distracting being, object, or event with the status of a detail, thus avoid-
ing compromising the minimal attention the situation requires. There are certainly 
different forms of distraction, such as detachment accompanied by an air of ab-
sence, or distraction provoked by external noise (sunshine or a stain on the wall), 
but distracting elements are only such because they do not constitute a sharable 
engagement model. Since they are only tolerated, they cannot become behavior to 
imitate. The opposite of this light form of distraction is just as much concentration 
as the loss of concentration.

In human presence, the proportioning of “work” and “repose”—indissociable 
from one another—is of course different for each person in a shared situation. 
It is important to emphasize this mixture. And over a set of successive activities, 
depending on what they are, a specific individual will pass through variations of 
proportion between work and repose. When people are very active, they remain 
“carried” by the continuity of moments and the presence of points of reference and 
other supports. There is no active dimension (evaluating, changing, losing, schem-
ing . . .) that is not accompanied by at least one of the other constitutive “repose” 
dimensions. The elements of repose enable the infiltration of contradictions and 
also their acceptance. 

Here, I would like to add another point of debate with David Berliner. These 
different points make it possible to stress a kind of equilibrium that individuals 
establish in most of the situations of their day-to-day continuity: from my point of 
view, this equilibrium allows a certain personal unity to be maintained beyond the 
various contradictions and beyond their different selves. 

The origin of indifference
“Humans are full contradictions,” David Berliner writes. They are constantly ready 
to express, create, and accept many contradictions in their own life and in others’ 
lives. What would be the origin of this situation? This is the second question. Let 
me suggest a hypothesis (I stress this word), a kind of narrative of origin that takes 
us back to prehistory. What if prehistory were the beginning of contradictions? 
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What fascinates me about humans most is precisely this daily suspension of lucid-
ity, this indifference: not really thinking, thinking but not too much, not really 
knowing, accepting contradictions, according to the examples given by David Ber-
liner. For 100,000 years, maybe more, human beings, Homo sapiens, have been liv-
ing with the risk presented by intelligence, consciousness (especially reflexive con-
sciousness), and the ability to know what they are doing, and also to think about 
time passing, about death, that of others and their own death, which they know 
they cannot escape. It is the risk that this intelligence might threaten life. Inciden-
tally, this risk with its consequences might be the one that Neanderthal Man was 
defeated by and Modern Man, Homo sapiens, avoided. It is a hypothesis.

What happened? It can be said that animals live in a world in which perception 
and action take place without much gestural and cognitive laterality, maybe with-
out contradictions. Conversely, species of the genus Homo gradually develop some 
temporary forms of distance. These are more perceptive and behavioral than exis-
tential, directed toward the immediacy of the situation, and thanks to housing, the 
presence of objects and the use of material signs, identity, and recognition marks. 
Then appears the particular and fascinating case of Neanderthal Man, which can 
help us learn a lot about the specificity of Sapiens. The graves of Neanderthal Man 
indicate a consciousness of time and death. Was his lucidity disturbed by the fact 
that he was incapable of neutralizing his consciousness not only of death but also 
of everyday contradictions, which might explain his extended evolutionary stagna-
tion? He would have been both too intelligent and not intelligent enough! Would 
Neanderthal Man’s failure lie in being aware of his mortality, being “too” lucid when 
it came to his mortality and the various contradictions of existence? 

Let us briefly clarify the analysis. Neanderthal Man, who knows he will die, 
takes care of the dead. But this is what is interesting: contrary to traditional views, 
some prehistorians agree that Neanderthal graves are not accompanied by offer-
ings.5 However, there are offerings in the graves of Homo sapiens, which were con-
temporary to those of Neanderthals. My hypothesis is to associate Homo sapiens 
with a specific ability that Neanderthal Man would not have acquired: to imagine 
the dead man as still alive, not only as an ex-living man but as living a new life. The 
offering would hint at the belief in this new life after death, but would of course not 
confirm it. It implies the cognitive ability to associate two contradictory qualities, 
death and life. Thus, Homo sapiens would have become able to make statements 
combining contradictory categories (for instance, the dead person is alive or the 
stone is a spirit), thus giving his assent to these. Let us say that he then believes in 
it: “What if he were still alive! What if this were true!” The act of believing has just 
spring up, but also at the same time—and especially—the need not to take this par-
ticular statement to its limit, the ability to accept its uncertainty. 

And everything would have changed. Humans accepted not being certain, 
not deeply understanding this contradictory statement. They later learn half-
consciousness and cognitive looseness. Let us imagine a day-to-day life in a time 
and space where reserve, indifference and distance are learned and gradually be-
come new cognitive skills for humans, who use them in other areas of activity and 
thought. The ability to accept indecision, not to take things literally, but also—and 

5.	 See bibliographical references on this debate: Piette 2015b, and in French, Piette 2013.
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unfortunately—not to be lucid, not to face reality, becomes more widespread. 
Another world has just emerged, with the possibility of many contradictions and 
much indifference. The religious phenomenon is not only a special laboratory for 
observing everyday inconsistencies, as David Berliner says, but it would also be the 
birthplace of this mode of presence. 

The act of believing has thus generated a new cognitive skill: mental looseness. 
It comes from the mode of being in which one is hypolucid towards mental and 
discursive associations between unbelievable things, a mode that has spread to all 
human activities. Humans practice the minimal use of consciousness; they know 
to what extent they can be conscious, and know what they cannot be conscious of. 
Conversely, Neanderthal Man lacked hypolucidity and lived with the difficult con-
sciousness of contradictions, under stress when different kinds of contradictions 
occured. This is why I cannot say, as one often reads, that humankind, Modern 
Man, has made a triumphant departure from animality. If he has departed from 
anything, it is from other species of the genus Homo and this departure is in no way 
triumphant, since his success (in any case his survival until now) has been achieved 
through a cognitive looseness. 

Religious statements, while generating a new mode of human living, also gave 
rise to a new form of reassurance, and this soon confronted humans with the need 
for stability, anchoring, and transmission. And this is the point: they were then 
faced with the risk of stabilizing, and therefore absolutizing and forgetting that it 
was only a belief in an incredible statement . . . since humans had just learned to 
suspend, postpone, and thus forget. This is the risk of too much looseness, which 
Sapiens would have gradually fallen into. For this reason all indifferences, includ-
ing obeying an order to kill (according to David Berliner’s example) are possible, 
in and between each action and situation. Could humans be the only ones to be 
contradictory and accept their contradictions indifferently?

David Berliner’s wish is to observe and understand “ambivalent statements, 
contradictory attitudes, incompatibles values, and emotional internal clashes.” By 
proposing a conceptual framework and shedding light on the universal and specific 
dimension of human existence in all its contradiction and inconsistency, my reflec-
tion here has aimed to show the importance of this “science of contradictions.”

***
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L’anthropologie et l’étude des contradictions 
Résumé : S’il est bien un aspect fondamental de la vie humaine, ce sont les contra-
dictions. Les humains sont pétris de pensées, de sentiments et d’attitudes contradic-
toires. En anthropologie, il existe une littérature abondante sur les contradictions 
culturelles entre groupes ainsi que sur les contradictions au sens marxiste du terme. 
Dans ce débat, cinq anthropologues adoptent un point de vue individualiste et phé-
noménologique sur ce phénomène. Comment peut-on vivre avec ses contradic-
tions? Comment les décrire d’un point de vue anthropologique? Surtout, devrions-
nous repenser notre chère notion d’acteur social à travers celle de contradiction? 
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