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Book Forum: Therapeutic Politics of Care in Asia  
 

Nicholas Bartlett 
Barnard College, Columbia University 

 

Emily Ng  
University of Amsterdam 

 
 
The six review essays in this collection emerge from a joint launch of five books and one 
dissertation/ book-in-progress and a panel at the recent annual meeting of the Association for 
Asian Studies. In these meetings, each author provided a reading of another’s text, then 
revisited their own work in light of the resonances and dissonances that arose.   
 
Addressing lab-based attention to microscopic viruses, corporeal and spiritual heed to afflicted 
bodies, and statist and cosmic modes of surveillance and intervention, each project takes 
seriously the specific ways that persons, entities, and populations come to be articulated vis-à-
vis care across multiple logics and scales. 
 
Ting Hui Lau reflects on care and affliction as political action in Felicity Aulino’s Rituals of Care: 
Karmic Politics in an Aging Thailand (Cornell University Press 2019). Drawing from  Pali  
philosophical lineages and approaching care as a form of habituated attention, Aulino shows 
how logics of karmic accumulation inform ordinary embodied practices in Thailand, from one-
on-one bedside care for aging bodies to collective social contexts. 
 
Nicholas Bartlett unsettles his own work through the notion of interruption in Ting Hui Lau’s 
dissertation “Colonial Development and the Politics of Affliction on the China-Myanmar 
Border” (Cornell University). In Lisu communities near the Burmese border in China, Lau 
shows how afflictions are not just effects or idioms but complex embodied political speech acts 
that break silences, haunt, warn, and protest domination and colonial power.  
 
Saiba Varma considers themes of chronicity and temporal incongruity in Nicholas Bartlett’s 
Recovering Histories: Life and Labor after Heroin in Post-Reform China (University of California Press 
2020). Foregrounding the importance of historicity in recovery, Bartlett attends to how 
members of a generational cohort of long-time heroin users in southern China evoke socialist 
regimes of care as an antidote to a historical present where their “return to society” has 
stalled.  
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Lyle Fearnley dwells on the inside-out quality of violence and medicine in Saiba Varma’s The 
Occupied Clinic: Militarism and Care in Kashmir (Duke University Press 2020). There, Varma reveals 
how the politics of occupation rest on the interlacing of military and humanitarian logics as 
the antidotes to violence in the “occupied clinic” come to be something co-imbricated with it—
spatially, epistemologically, and experientially.  
 
Emily Ng approaches the sense of vanishing origins in Lyle Fearnley’s Virulent Zones: Animal 
Disease and Global Health at China’s Pandemic Epicenter (Duke University Press 2020). Through his 
work with a global preparedness community, Fearnley argues that zones defined as epicenters 
come to be marked by an absence of care, as preparedness follows a logic of containment 
whereby viral discovery and biosecurity programs advocate violent interventions such as mass 
slaughter and movement controls.  
 
Felicity Aulino traces themes of doubling and collision in Emily Ng’s A Time of Lost Gods: 
Mediumship, Madness, and the Ghost after Mao (University of California Press 2020). Ng considers 
how spirit mediumship in central China speaks to care between the discernment and hosting 
of divine and demonic entities through the bodies of mediums, and the chaotic status of the 
post-Mao cosmos as a melancholic gesture toward a sovereign care to come.  
 
In attending to dissonant temporalities and elusive horizons of recovery, our work explores 
how visible and invisible worlds shape caretakers, patients, and ethnographers alike. Focusing 
on violence through medicine, displacements of imagined spaces, and collisions with the 
spectral we also interrogate existing notions of context and phenomenology, turning our 
analyses inside-out. 
 
Together, these ethnographies rethink the different therapeutic forms through which care can 
be performed, and unsettle the familiar links between the historical, cultural, and social that 
infuse clinical settings, ritual engagements, and the very possibility of healing. 
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Languages of the Body: Rituals  of  Care  x Wounds of  Progress  

Ting Hui Lau 
Yale-National University of Singapore 

 

Felicity Aulino’s Rituals of care: Karmic Politics in an Aging Thailand (Cornell University Press, 2019) 
intricately traces the habituated practices of care in Thailand. Following family caregivers, 
volunteers, healthcare workers, and the elderly, she examines how indigenous theories of the 
mind, self, and morality shape quotidian actions of care and how these theories and actions 
delimit political possibilities for change. Unpacking the logics undergirding  practices of care 
in Thailand, she shows how Thai care often follows Buddhist ideas of morality and reciprocity. 
Her analysis decenters dominant Christian and Euro-American ideas about care and offers new 
ways for thinking about ritual, subjectivity, moral agency, and social change. In an era of 
global aging, where many countries face elderly care crises, this ethnography provides a 
timely contribution to cross-cultural understandings of care and ethics. 
  
Rituals of Care conducts what Aulino terms a critical phenomenology of care. Phenomenology in 
the tradition of continental philosophy proposes that all humans have “natural attitudes”—
pre-reflexive experiences of the world. Aulino re-reads the European school of 
phenomenology through the Pali Canon to complexify this proposal. Buddhist philosophy 
sheds light on how “natural attitudes” are habituated, cultivated, and trained. The Pali Canon 
forms the textual core of Therevada Buddhism, the dominant religion in Thailand. Aulino 
draws specifically on the Abhidhamma, a treatise of the mind, to show how in Buddhist 
philosophy habits constitute a fundamental force in human interactions. She writes that 
“conditioning is an essential element of human experience and action, and Karma sets certain 
parameters for experiential combination” (15). The focus on habit and Karma accumulated 
across lifetimes provides a fundamentally different understanding of intention, agency, and 
morality. As Aulino describes, “Intention is but one part among many, making habit a strong 
component of moral agency” (15). By examining how implicit religious philosophy forms a 
schema for the way people relate to one another and inhabit the world, Aulino complexifies 
Christian and Euro-American phenomenological understandings of original consciousness. 
 
Aulino conducts her ethnography in Chiang Mai, a province in northern Thailand. Following 
Thai habituated and trained sensibilities of care, Aulino shows how care practices, for many 
people in Thailand, are grounded in Buddhist ritual and karmic reciprocity. For many Thai 
people, intention, while important, is not the central focus. Showing up and providing for 
others are ritual acts that matter in themselves. In Chapter 1, Aulino vividly describes the 
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everyday repetitive acts of care— “bathing, diapering, turning, propping, stretching, 
powdering, massaging, medicating, feeding, and so on” (p. 20)—that the elderly and comatose 
mother, Tatsanii, receives from her children. These acts of care “achieve effects through their 
correct performance, rather than through internal orientation of the task” (21). In the Thai 
context, Aulino shows how actions do not have to be motivated by intention for them to be 
effective. Acts of care have effects in themselves, and, from a karmic perspective, have effects 
beyond this lifetime.   
  
Subsequent chapters gradually zoom outward to show how the idea of care as ritual action 
embedded in Karma, accumulated over lifetimes, inflects every aspect of Thai society. Chapter 
2 discusses how in Thai society interpersonal support emphasizes calmness and placidity 
rather than making explicit inner discomfort and outwardly addressing strong emotions. This 
logic of interpersonal support is rooted in the assumption that high-arousal emotions are 
“seeds of karmic baggage to be overcome” (15). Wholesome karmic action is achieved through 
the cultivation of calmness and restraint. Chapter 3 shows how such habituated attitudes to 
care shape social group relations. Extending conventional theories about the “social body,” she 
delves into the “lived experience of group dynamics” (70). Aulino shows how many people in 
Thailand are habituated to see themselves as part of a collective. The health and harmony of 
individual bodies is trained to be intrinsically connected to the health and harmony of the 
social body. Group dynamics are not just shaped by the symbolism and metaphoric 
significance of “face,” but rooted in lived and cultivated sensibilities about interconnections 
between inter-personal relationships and health. Chapter 4 focuses on how the tension 
between care as sincerity and care as ritual action unfolds in the civil landscape of 
volunteerism. She examines the power struggle between a “new” orientation for volunteering 
as personally motivated and volunteering as karmic hierarchy.   
  
Chapter 5 powerfully brings together all these different aspects of care to examine the 
structural  violence and paradoxes of care in Thailand. As Aulino contends, care perpetuates 
structural violence by reinscribing hierarchies that maintain status quos that benefit elites. 
The concept of pity, for example, establishes the hierarchy between the person receiving care 
and the caregiver. Furthermore, care in Thailand follows a patronage culture that stresses the 
rank and generosity of the giving person. But Aulino cautions against understanding Thai 
practices as merely “false consciousness” that reproduces structural inequalities. She 
highlights how using old ways in new, creative forms, lies within patterns of domination. In 
Aulino’s words, “Caregiving remains a practice that demands compromise, that binds people 
even as it sets them free” (p. 150).  
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Aulino’s Rituals of Care honors front-line workers who grapple every day with the needs of the 
elderly and the dying. For the people Aulino writes about, the demographic crisis is not a 
looming problem in the future. The crisis has already arrived. As they navigate this crisis in 
their everyday practices of care, these front-line workers shape not only their personal and 
social karmic stories, but the trajectories of Thai society and Asia more broadly.  
  
Reading Rituals of Care, I was struck by the parallels between Aulino’s analysis of care as ritual 
and my analysis of affliction as political speech act. Aulino’s and my work share a common 
interest in attending to and theorizing languages of the body. Based on my dissertation 
research, my book manuscript, tentatively titled “Wounds of Progress,” examines the rise of 
affliction among the Lisu people in the context of rapid development. The Lisu are a 
transnational Indigenous community dispersed across the borders of China, Myanmar, 
Thailand, and India. In the Nu River Valley, a region within the borders of the Chinese state, 
the Lisu form the majority. Rapid Chinese development has massively reduced absolute 
poverty, but Lisu continue to struggle with high rates of alcoholism, mental illness, and 
violence. Dominant development discourses often conceive the precarity and afflictions that 
plague Indigenous and minority communities as symptoms of the lack of development or as 
the inevitable side effects of imposed development. I propose that such views pay insufficient 
attention to the languages of illness. Illnesses are not just symptoms of vulnerability but 
political speech acts that do things in the world.   
  
Paying attention to indigenous theories of mind, body, and psyche, Aulino’s and my work seek 
to relativize dominant ideas about care and affliction. Rather than dismissing Thai acts of care 
as simply superficial or amoral, Aulino attends carefully to the implicit Buddhist logics of 
morality and action undergirding it. Similarly, rather than understanding Lisu sickness as only 
about vulnerability, I contextualize Lisu affliction in relation to Lisu indigenous theories of the 
body and their experiences of historical violence and colonialism. Our analyses both 
emphasize the importance of understanding affliction and care as acts that have effects in the 
world. Afflictions, like acts of care, do things: They can, as I write in my manuscript, remember, 
refuse, or critique.   
 
We show how these performances, rituals, and actions are shaped by culturally specific 
relations and ideas about space and time. While the European school of phenomenology might 
argue that all humans have “natural attitudes” of space and time, we show how relationships 
and ideas about space and time are culturally constituted. For example, for many Thai people, 
actions are connected to the Buddhist notion of karma and have implications for future lives. 
This relationship with time stands in stark contrast to secular development time in which past, 
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present, and future are separate. Aulino’s ethnography shows how people, in their acts of care, 
negotiate with multiple ideologies of time, including Buddhist karmic time, development time, 
and slow phenomenological time. Similarly, I show how Lisu afflictions are also embedded 
within multiple ideologies and experiences of time. For example, while Chinese development 
discourses presume time to be linear and forward moving, Lisu affliction forces the afflicted 
and their caregiver to linger. Sometimes the afflicted are physically unable to “move forward” 
in life. Often their pain and suffering compel them and their caregivers to remember the 
origins of their ailments. The body is thus always within time and history, as the other authors 
on this series also show, particularly in Bartlett’s analysis of how people recovering from 
heroin addiction experience time; in Ng’s analysis of how mediumship connects people and 
events across time and place; in Varma’s analysis of how ongoing historical violence unfolds 
within the clinic; and in Fearnley’s analysis of how the search for pandemic origins always 
pushes outward toward questions about cause and context.  
  
A shared sense of time unites the communities with which Aulino and I work. We show that 
the body is never isolated, but always situated in relation to collective imaginaries and 
experiences. As Aulino discusses, in Thai society the social body is not just a metaphor, but 
something lived and habituated. Both Thai and Lisu social bodies are embodied, trained, and 
emerging through practice. Like people in Thai society, Lisu are also habituated to perceive 
themselves as part of a larger collective. This is reflected in Lisu myth, architecture, language, 
and everyday group activities. Just as acts of care must be situated in the Thai social body, 
individual Lisu experiences of pain, alcoholism, and madness must also be located in relation 
to the Lisu social body. In my book in progress, I argue that this social body incorporates the 
collective experience of famine, revolution, and cultural loss under rapid development. Among 
the Lisu, development projects—including for example, the relocation of Lisu into urban 
apartment buildings—are extracting the individual body from their social body. These 
rationalizing projects do violence by disrupting peoples’ habituated sense of collectivity. Lisu 
experiences of afflictions are not simply individual struggles but social and collective ones.  
  
Felicity Aulino’s Rituals of Care and my work share a common commitment to understanding 
the interrelations of the personal, the social, and the political. How can thinking about care 
and affliction as political action open new ways of working with, caring for, and listening to 
each other? As Aulino clearly illustrates, political change requires not just structural and 
official change, but reconfiguration in the realm of the personal, particularly in the realm of 
trained, habituated activity. Changes in the way we pay attention, in how we relate to each 
other, and how we think about hierarchies of care, are seeds for political and structural shifts. 
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Our work underscores how intimate practices of care and everyday acts of affliction can also 
be recruited to interrupt, unsettle, and shift dominant political structures. 
 

 

Ting Hui Lau is an Assistant Professor of Anthropology at Yale-NUS College at the National University of 
Singapore. Her research focuses on development and affliction among Indigenous communities on the 
China-Myanmar border. 
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Welcoming Spirits:  Colonial  Development and the Politics of 
Affliction x Recovering Histories  

 

Nicholas Bartlett 
Barnard College, Columbia University 

 
“This country really wants to kill us.” Uncle Zoda, a troubled husband, father and host of the 
author, makes this provocative comment after learning of a Chinese government plan to 
relocate villagers into state-built apartment buildings. Ting Hui Lau’s dissertation, “Colonial 
Development and the Politics of Affliction on the China-Myanmar Border” (Cornell University 
2020a), provides a fascinating, unsettling exploration of the long-term effects of colonialism in 
Village Kosa, a Lisu indigenous community of approximately 40 households in the Nu River 
Valley located in the southern border region of Yunnan province. 
  
Lau convincingly shows how Zoda’s seemingly hyperbolic statement reflects the outlook of a 
group of aging local residents who experience a seemingly never-ending barrage of 
interventions occurring under the sign of development as directly contributing to individual 
and collective death. Recent incursions include a ban on maize planting, a busing program for 
workers, and a boarding school for village children that erode local livelihoods and separate 
family members. Those who stay in the village note that the intrusion of outside forces—
whether introduced through contaminated feed for pigs, tainted commercial alcohol or other 
means—contribute to “bad death” (chia li shi), strength loss (sei ba), and haunting (ni lele). 
Meanwhile, zealous practitioners of state-sponsored Christianity in the region subject Zoda 
and other elders holding on to Lisu traditions to additional censure and ridicule.    
  
What possibilities for care exist in this besieged and divided community, a group suffering 
from the highest suicide rate of the country’s 56 recognized ethic groups (Lau 2020a, 10)? 
Echoing the uncanny resonances of violence enacted through medicine that Saiba Varma 
explores in her discussion of “shock treatment” in Kashmir (2020), Lau documents how the 
term “doing medicine” in the Sino-Tibetan Lisu language describes services available at local 
government hospitals while also evoking a brutal 1990s state compulsory sterilization 
campaign that Uncle Zoda and others claim were responsible for many of their long-term 
health problems (2020a, 83). 
  
Drawing on encounters taking place in villagers’ homes and nearby fields rather than clinics, 
Lau argues symptoms of local “afflictions”— chronic pain, madness, and alcohol dependency—
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can be understood as “political speech acts” that “remember, refuse, critique, parody, and 
protest against the hegemonic forces of globalization, development, and industrial capitalism” 
(2020a, 203). Jokes and humorous narratives offered by Uncle Zoda and aging “leftover men” 
unsettle state and Christian narratives of modernity by playfully inverting hierarchies that 
would mark them as primitive and superstitious. Local afflictions also produce political effects 
through corporeal politics of refusal. Recurring injuries, unpredictable drinking, and bouts of 
madness disrupt village work schedules and, by extension, the “Han time” (2020a, 123) and 
attendant social norms promoted by state officials and local Christian authorities (cf. Ong 
1987). 
  
The scene of “alcohol madness” (ni mei) described in Chapter Three—also elaborated in an 
article draft (Lau 2020b)—offers an opportunity to think further about the local practices of 
care. On a wintry evening, Zoda and his “blood brothers” gather to engage in ritualistic 
drinking that is initially characterized by dancing, joking, and singing. As their consumption of 
alcohol intensifies, the group welcome the spirits of their ancestors who, perhaps due to their 
anger at the actions of Christian converts and Han transgressors, arrive as demons. The 
behavior of the men take a menacing and unpredictable turn—threats are made, fights break 
out and possessed participants pretending to be corpses dangle from trees before passing out. 
  
Whose desires animate the evening’s frenetic activities, and for what purposes? Lau initially 
proposes that alcohol madness might be understood as an act of melancholic refusal which 
“regenerates cultural life through a refusal of cultural death” (2020b, 2). However, the text 
complicates this reading by drawing attention to the multiple audiences that the men might be 
addressing: other village elders, Zoda’s wife Aunti Yonna, the anthropologist armed with her 
camera, the invited ghosts of ancestors, and their Christian neighbors. Her description of Lisu 
rituals themselves also complicate our understanding of the group possession. While the men 
attempt to revive “cross-cupping practices” once common during weddings and other 
celebrations (Lau 2020b, 11), their gathering lacks the seasonal harvest offerings and village-
wide consumption of sacred alcohol, which is now viewed as sinful by most villagers. In 
addition to festering grievances from the past, the anger of the spirits potentially derives from 
the summoning community’s inability to adequately perform their welcoming rites. 
  
Yet this evening’s activities also display a more destructive logic at work in the “antagonistic 
subjectification” enacted by Zoda and his friends. Throughout the dissertation, Lau’s key 
interlocuters predict imminent individual and collective demise. No longer believing that their 
voices can be heard, this aging group at times seem to feel that it is only through excessive 
drinking leading to premature death that they might reclaim power over their indifferent 
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neighbors. The untimely passing of Uncle Mobi, Zoda’s closest friend and drinking companion, 
supports this vision, as Christian and non-Christian villagers alike reckon with evidence of new 
hauntings and a return the “superstition” many hoped to banish (Lau 2020a, 146-7). 
  
The affliction of madness in Kosa differs in important ways from other accounts of possession 
in China. The Lolop’o minority community in nearby Zhizuo also contend with angry ghosts 
who return, in part, to protest injustices of past state violence, including the devastating 
effects of the state sterilization campaign. However, acts of possession linked to the “fragile 
dreams” of this community occurring in the 1990s are ultimately “reaffirmed in memory and 
ritual technique” (Mueggler 2001, 318). Meanwhile, Emily Ng in her examination of hauntings 
considers how encounters with ghosts in Henan province enable a distant intimacy amid 
outmigration and provide rhythms of daily work to occupy mediums who “walk Mao’s path” 
(2020, 93, 165). 
  
While Lau’s ethnographic material and political commitments leave possibilities for other 
readings, I understood Kosa village elders’ encounters with spirits as shaped by the absence of 
painful but open-ended work of community regeneration or guiding eschatological visions 
described in these other accounts. The pain of the village elders is not easily translated into a 
new form of political agency, even when it is shared and made public. Instead, one might see 
the collective alcohol madness Lau witnesses as an expression of the fear of “the loss of loss 
itself” (Butler 2003, 467). In this bleak alternative interpretation, Uncle Zoda and his friends 
welcome the ghosts of ancestors they will soon be joining as the absence of renewal of cultural 
life in the face of colonial development inspires a form of care best understood as preparation 
for a future haunting of those who live on in the twilight of Village Kosa. 
  
Like Lau’s work, my book Recovering Histories: Life and Labor after Heroin in Reform Era China 
(University of California, 2020) explores themes of dependency and state development in a 
minority-designated border region of Yunnan province. However, the subjects in my account 
are Han urban dwellers who at one point in their lives directly benefited from the state-led 
reforms that opened local mining to private sector actors. Born in the late 1960s and 1970s and 
first encountering heroin in the second half of the 1980s and early 1990s, this generation of 
long-term heroin users witnessed and participated in Gejiu’s transformation from a State 
Owned Enterprise (SOE) stronghold to an entrepreneur-led mining boom hub, to a resource 
depleted, increasingly postindustrial city. Shared unconventional trajectories through the 
country’s reform and opening leaves this group particularly attuned to the challenges and 
contradictions of inhabiting the country’s historical present. 
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Care in my account is fragmented and intimately connected to diverging understandings of 
what life after heroin should look like. Participating in gatherings at outdoor restaurants, in 
living rooms, at workplaces and hot springs retreats during my fieldwork allowed me to 
explore how members of this generational cohort grapple with their own positions in a rapidly 
changing society. The final five chapters of the book each present a distinct way that an 
individual or small group of people with heroin use history came to conceptualize and attempt 
to realize a “return to society” (huigui shehui). While some saw the need to deviate from early 
working experiences, others hoped for a “return” to familiar regimes of laboring at 
government-sponsored jobs, private businesses, or even compulsory labor centers designed to 
“remold” wayward subjects. Wedding planning and rituals, civil society training sessions, 
drop-in center lounges, entrepreneurial workplaces, and evening entertainment venues all 
became spaces for recovering heroin users to reimagine future trajectories for their lives and 
repair and build relationships that might enable these life projects. 
  
My book argues that the disparate experience of individuals in this account are unified in the 
shared importance of navigating the complex relationship between individual and social 
experiences of time—a theme I explore through extended attention to historicity.  One crucial 
place where practical exigencies met broader attempts to navigate social time was in relation 
to labor. Facing the prospect of chronic unemployment known as “idling”, recovering heroin 
users in Gejiu agreed that the work of recovery could not be accomplished in methadone 
clinics, hospitals, or state-sponsored drop-in centers. Most were deeply invested in the 
potential therapeutic value of engaging in particular forms of labor. However, members of this 
group internalized different lessons from Maoist, Deng, and post-Deng state regimes regarding 
what a post-addiction career might look like and how it should connect a “normal person’s life.” 
In this context, “development” for my interlocuters was powerful but multivalent symbol tied 
to overlapping understandings of society requiring diverging forms of bodily labor and visions 
of individual and collective futures. 
  
Reading Ting Hui Lau’s powerfully moving work and participating in our collective discussions 
has provided me with an opportunity to revisit my approach to recovery. At our first group 
meeting, Felicity Aulino suggested that Emily Ng’s attention to spectral collisions and 
punctuated insistence of cosmic time might productively disrupt phenomenological 
approaches. I have similarly found Lau’s interest in “interrupting normative assumptions” 
(2000b, 7)—both in her interlocuters’ village-based routines and in her own textual strategies—
inspiring as I attempt to unsettle some of my own insalubrious tendencies. In particular, as I 
was going through late-stage revisions of the book, I became uncomfortable with the way that 
my chapters tended to reify particular structures of experiences in ways that failed to capture 
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the complexity of individual lives. In contrast to the “disruptive defrosting potential” Cheryl 
Mattingly evokes in her discussion of critical phenomenology (2019), I found my thematic 
attention to distinctive visions of “return” defined by individuals’ narratives, temporal 
orientations, habits, and outlooks offered a false sense of unity and coherence. 
  
In an effort that I hope parallels Lau’s generative attention to ambiguity in alcohol madness 
rituals, the final chapter of my book partially calls into question some of my earlier claims. 
Drawing on a dream occurring at a crucial moment in the writing process, I document my 
struggles to offer an adequate interpretation of the recovery of a close friend and collaborator. 
I try to show how my repeated attempts to characterize his motives and “return” became 
increasingly futile and compelling. Talking about the dynamics of our relationship over time, 
his relationship to multiple audiences and institutions, and my growing awareness of my 
inability to grasp his motivations or actions—and by extensions those of others in this account, 
including my own—offers a helpful corrective to the book’s earlier tendencies to present a 
straightforward relationship between narrative and experience or past events and present 
action. If Lau’s approach to intoxication and haunting infuses her account of colonial 
intrusions with a productive plurality of interpretations, my discussion of the limits of 
representing others’ experiences of recovery re-introduces uncertainty into recovering 
histories that are also indelibly shaped by Chinese state visions of collective life. 
 
 
Nicholas Bartlett is Assistant Professor of Contemporary Chinese Culture and Society in the Department 
of Asian and Middle Eastern Cultures at Barnard College, Columbia University. He is an anthropologist of 
China with training in medical anthropology and psychoanalysis. His first book, Recovering Histories: 
Life and Labor after Heroin in Reform-era China (University of California and Columbia 
Weatherhead 2020), offers a phenomenological account of long-term heroin users’ experiences recovering 
from addiction in a tin mining city. His current research explores the introduction of group relations 
conferences to China. 
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Recovery’s Elusive Horizon: Recovering Histories  x  The Occupied Cl inic  
 

Saiba Varma  
University of California, San Diego 

 
 
In Nicholas Bartlett’s meditative and poignant ethnography about former heroin users in Gejiu, 
China, Recovering Histories: Life and Labor after Heroin in Post-Reform China (University of 
California Press 2020), he writes of arriving too late to the scene of the epidemic. Heroin use 
was widespread in this tin mining region in the 1980s, had peaked in the 1990s, and was now 
relegated to a small cohort, thanks to a combination of effective biomedical and carceral 
techniques. Many people from the so-called “heroin generation”—those who came of age in 
the late 1960s and early 1970s—had already successfully “quit” heroin. So, what was there to 
study? 
  
Temporal incongruity—the anxiety of anthropologists being out of step with the lifeworlds of 
our interlocutors—has much to tell us about the subjects of Recovering Histories themselves as 
well as the craft of ethnography. Other anthropologists have also expressed fears about the 
incongruities between the temporal orientation of their own knowledge production and the 
‘real world.’ Social theory takes years or decades to produce, and anthropology lags behind a 
world in constant flux (Fox 1991; Miyazaki 2003). As Hiro Miyazaki (2003) notes, rather than 
document the present, our ethnographies become recent social histories.  
  
In Recovering Histories, this temporal incongruity, as well as an ethnographic orientation to 
history, operates as an epistemological and theoretical opening. Temporal incongruity is not 
merely an object of anthropological concern, but omnipresent in the worlds and lives of those 
in recovery. As Bartlett writes, “achieving recovery for this group was inextricably linked to 
responding to the challenges of the historical moment, a struggle not only to find a position 
within society but also to become oriented to shifting experiences of social time” (5) associated 
with China’s reform and opening.   
  
Through the book, we learn that recovery entails much more than simply quitting drugs (jiedu). 
Former drug users struggle to align “the lived temporality of their own lives and the shifting 
collective time associated with China’s reform and opening” (7). It thus makes sense that the 
processes of recovery that the book focuses on take place outside, not inside, the clinic. While 
anthropologists have attended to modes of temporalization and recovery within clinical 
settings (Carr 2010; Varma 2016; Young and Buchanan 2000; Zigon 2011, to name just a few), 
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Bartlett offers us an account of recovery that is firmly grounded in the everyday, social worlds 
of his interlocutors.   
  
Recovering Histories resonates with Angela Garcia’s moving account of historicity and recovery 
in New Mexico (2010), although in a much different scene. While the recovering heroin users 
we meet in The Pastoral Clinic are attuned to their landscape—too attuned, perhaps, in fact, in 
that heroin remains everywhere and impossible to escape—in Gejiu, recovering heroin users 
find themselves dangerously out of step with their surroundings, overcome with feelings of 
obsolescence (90). As Bartlett points out, more than 80% of registered drug users in China are 
unemployed. The people we encounter in the text are less concerned about slipping back into 
heroin use, and more concerned with returning to what they call a “normal person’s life,” an 
elusive horizon that they chase doggedly. What does it mean to reinhabit a world in which one 
no longer belongs, one’s skills are no longer valued, and one’s sense of self is tainted with 
shame? Or, alternatively, when moments of brief happiness become reminders of what has 
been lost? Even when former heroin users struggle to orient themselves towards a 
transformed world, that world resists their efforts to harmonize with it.   
  
Recovering Histories offers moving, complex, and layered portraits of people in recovery. 
Through former heroin users’ struggle to reinhabit the everyday, we see how the everyday is 
not necessarily a respite, but rather, is shot through with new uncertainties and challenges. 
Even when they make concerted efforts to leave the past behind, it haunts them, as in the case 
of Su, in Chapter 5. In this beautiful chapter which unfolds through the course of a wedding, 
we learn how marriage, which, although meant to signify the beginning of a new period of life, 
comes to heighten precarities and vulnerabilities of the past (cf. Pinto 2014). As Bartlett 
describes, marriage introduces new tensions; caring for sick relatives and children become 
sites of ethical remaking as well as blunt reminders of past failures and absences.   
  
The book ends with Bartlett’s return to Gejiu after three years. He confronts, once again, 
temporal incongruities: the city has profoundly changed; new infrastructures and technologies 
create a feeling of disorientation in the ethnographer, not dissimilar to the phenomenological 
experiences of recovery that the book tracks. Once again, the ethnographer lags behind, and 
there is a palpable sense of loss in the air. Some people have passed, others are detained, and 
still others (members of the Uighur community), lost in more unspeakable conditions. Though 
these absences mark a changing, “at once more confident and less open” China (150), they are 
also reminders—present in their absence—of the forces, moods, and outlooks that will 
continue to shape the future of the region. In reflecting on these multiple losses—of 
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friendships, people, and place—the book itself emerges as an effort (although always 
incomplete) at recovery.  
  
The careful attention to chronicity, historicity, and the prolonged horizon of recovery in 
Recovering Histories offer helpful starting points for reflections on my book, The Occupied Clinic: 
Militarism and Care in Kashmir (Duke, 2020). This book, too, highlights what Bartlett calls “a 
complex temporal politics of healing” (7) by juxtaposing histories of colonialism, insurgencies, 
natural disasters, and political uprisings against the clipped temporal logics of psychiatric 
deinstitutionalization, as well as the temporalities of ethnographic knowledge.    
  
In one chapter, I tell the story of a young woman named Mauna who is put on a regime of 
electroconvulsive therapy (ECT) after she fails to respond to pharmaceuticals for treatment of 
suicidal thoughts and depression. According to psychiatrists, this ECT—delivered in 
contravention of Indian law, without anesthesia or sedatives—will enable her to be discharged 
from the psychiatric hospital more quickly, back into the arms of her family and “community,” 
therefore justifying harm as care. In the book, I describe how shortened horizons of care, 
promoted under neoliberal and deinstitutionalizing regimes of mental health care collide 
against the chronicity of mental illness and longue durées of political violence, produce 
abandonment through care (rather than as a mark of care’s absence).   
  
A complex temporality also structures ethnographic knowledge. Ethnography too, falters and 
stumbles, destabilized by the frequency of curfews, strikes, and shutdowns that punctuate 
everyday life. Doing ethnography in this setting demanded something more and other than 
being a “participant observer,” it meant sinking into the temporal and affective rhythms of life 
under occupation, which resist linearity, fixity, and capitalist productivity.    
  
For people in Kashmir, like people in Gejiu, recovery is not simply a matter of being symptom-
free. Recovery is only possible—and desirable—in relation to a collective, decolonized future. 
Here, illness (bemari) is the only morally appropriate response to occupation. As some put it, 
“occupation is itself the bemari (illness).” To belong here means living with unhealed wounds, 
retaining the past within, rather than casting it out, as Nicks’ interlocutors are so eager to do. 
But it also means remaining committed to everyday practices of care—from nursing sick kin, to 
mundane acts of generosity and hospitality to modes of historicity through poetry, literature, 
and art that enable a “critical perspective on the complex reality of the present” (Bartlett 2020, 
9). These are not fully subsumable by more nefarious forms of “militarized care” promoted by 
the Indian state. These practices of care are not only ways of imagining new futures, but are 
enactments of decolonization in the present (Varma 2020). Both books track the 
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intersubjective depths at which political and economic instability inhabits lives, and both seek 
to document how people reflect and recover from its damages. 
 
 

 

Saiba Varma is an Assistant Professor of Anthropology and Affiliate Faculty in the Global Health Program, 

Science Studies, Ethnic Studies and Critical Gender Studies programs at UCSD. Her first book, The 

Occupied Clinic: Militarism and Care in Kashmir was published by Duke University Press in 2020. 

You can find her on twitter at @SaibaVarma.  
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Turning Care Inside Out:  The Occupied Cl inic  x Virulent  Zones  
 

Lyle Fearnley 
Singapore University of Technology and Design 

 
Saiba Varma's The Occupied Clinic begins with an entrance: descending from an auto-rickshaw, 
she walks in through the Kathi Darwaza gate into old Srinagar, on foot now, passing “imperial 
debris” on the way to the clinic: the Government Psychiatric Diseases Hospital, Kashmir. Inside 
the clinic, it’s a busy Saturday, with crowds of patients seeking appointments with the few 
psychiatrists on outpatient duty. Many tell of a syndrome referred to in Kashmiri as dag, a 
“restless pain,” which the doctors translate as a “somatization” of psychological trauma – part 
of the “epidemic of trauma” that has accompanied decades of war and counterinsurgency in 
Kashmir. 
  
In these first pages of The Occupied Clinic, everything appears as if we are on the stable ground 
of medical anthropology: a clinical encounter, medical semantics, an illness syndrome defined 
by a local cultural system. As I read, I began to feel that familiar centrifugal force that defines 
the classical genre of the discipline – expecting to soon move toward the outside of the clinic, 
where the particular history of military conflict and cultural “frames” would provide the 
hermeneutic context for understanding patient suffering, complementing the psychiatric 
diagnosis and pharmaceutical therapy with a more complete meaning. 
  
But instead, Varma soon realized she “had it inside out.” Her book could not be a story of 
medicine in violence. Far more disconcertingly, it is a story of “violence through medicine” (9).  
The clinic is occupied: here, counterinsurgency makes its most effective campaigns through 
infrastructures of care, such as the fact that the best substance abuse treatment center is 
located inside a police post; or the unstoppable transfers that take place between the use of 
electric shock as a means of torture (by the military) and as a means of healing in psychiatry. 
Violence, militarization and war are not only contexts around the clinic; they don’t just shape, 
influence, affect, constrain, limit, or oppose the clinic and its work of care; violence and war 
are inside the clinic, internal to care. 
  
Varma’s point is not by any means a reductive one: as if everything were at bottom violence, as 
if care is merely violence by other means, Hobbes in the clinic. Like other recent work 
contributing to the reimagination of care, she highlights the ambivalence of care i —medical 
therapy is neither independent from military occupation nor strictly instrumentalized to 
military rule. Rather, it is “disturbed” (67).  To take one example of this disturbance, the 
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doctor-patient relationship—that keystone of the medical anthropology genre—becomes a 
setting of “two-way mistrust” that fragments politics and healing, regardless of the intentional 
commitments of the participants. 
  
To understand this relationship of violence through medicine, occupation as care, we should 
dwell on the spatial diagram that Varma introduces: turning inside out. She draws the image 
from Annelise Riles’ (2000) book The Network Inside Out. Riles was concerned above all with the 
fact that, as she puts it, “the insights of anthropological studies of globalization often seem 
oddly anticipated by the subjects of transnational ethnographic inquiry themselves” (5)—that 
is, the apparent “outside” of anthropology is actually already “inside.” An anthropology 
“inside out,” for Riles, is one which embraces the doubling of concepts like “network” which 
are both part of our anthropological repertoire and part of the repertoire of our subjects. By 
turning the discipline inside out, Riles finds new forms: a cultural topology rather than 
“cultural translations” (Asad 1986; cf. Rabinow 1983). 
  
For Saiba Varma this topological “doubling” offers a twisting pathway to understanding the 
ambivalence of care, and the overlap of war and medicine. To turn the clinic inside out means 
to address the occupied clinic not as a fork in the road, as if one could choose between 
medicine and violence, but rather as the topology of a Klein bottle: not either/or but both/and. 
  
A Klein bottle, Giovanni da Col (2013) writes in an essay on Marilyn Strathern’s anthropology, 
“has neither an inside nor an outside, or rather, depending on one’s point of view, it is all 
inside and outside and nothing else.” Take any moment in Saiba Varma’s book, and it is 
impossible to determine whether it is inside or outside the clinic, inside or outside the war—if 
you travel along the ‘outside’ you suddenly find yourself on what appeared to be the ‘inside,’ 
and vice versa. 
  
As I read The Occupied Clinic and thought through this topological image, I found myself turning 
my own book inside out as well.ii Where Varma turns the clinic inside out, I realized, I had tried 
to do the same with the ‘laboratory.’ 
  
Virulent Zones traces the global efforts to study and contain the emergence of viruses in China, 
a place long seen as the ‘point of origin’ of influenza pandemics, as well as the source of SARS 
in 2003 and, most recently, the novel coronavirus that caused the Covid-19 pandemic. Global 
health programs to monitor viruses and contain pandemics exhibit a distinctive geography of 
knowledge and care: violent interventions into particular sites marked as potential sources of 
future pandemics—including culling of animal hosts, quarantine of human bodies, and closure 
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of market activities—are justified in the name of protecting the health of global populations. 
Andrew Lakoff (2010) has described this as a logic of "self-protection" designed to 
“biomedically insulate” wealthy countries from emerging pathogens—and not, for instance, to 
expand access to medical care in the developing world. In order to identify these zones of 
virulence, research expeditions are sent to the fringes of nature and culture where virus 
hunters isolate pathogens from human and animal bodies, carefully preserve them, and bring 
them back to the laboratory to assess the threat that they pose. A particular relationship 
between the global and the local developed, one that could be called a “geography of blame” 
(Farmer 1992):  again and again, scientists in global laboratories (in Australia, Hong Kong, or 
the United States) identified China as a viral ‘hot spot’ because of its distinctive local ecologies 
of animal farming, live animal markets, and wild animal consumption. 
  
Medical anthropologists have often decried this “geography of blame” for ignoring the more 
complex economic, cultural, social and political “contexts” in which these viruses emerge. This, 
too, is often framed as a question of care, or more precisely, the absence of care. As Arthur 
Kleinman and colleagues (2008) put it, “Global discourses regarding the origin and spread of 
H5N1 avian influenza all too often consist of allegations of blame and assumptions of cultural 
shortcomings rather than of serious investigation of the political, cultural, and socio-economic 
realities of the societies that have come to be associated with the virus.” 
  
However, when I began to follow global health scientists, primarily working with the UN Food 
and Agriculture Organization, who had moved into China in order to work towards containing 
the emerging flu viruses, I found that medical anthropology’s classical critical lens—exposing 
the failure of biomedical sciences to locate illness in the context of culture—obscured more 
than it revealed. For far from ignoring the contextual “realities” of viral emergence, context 
had already become a primary object of global health.   
  
In addition to the surveillance of viruses or sampling of viruses, researchers began designing 
new forms of inquiry into the nonvirological: Migrations of wildlife species, rapid population 
growth trends, changes in livestock production, almost anything, I soon realized, could become 
part of the context of viral emergence and therefore part of their ever-expanding research 
programs. And as a result, their research did not center in the laboratory, even if some of it 
took place inside laboratories, but rather in particular field sites such as the Poyang Lake that 
were treated as in situ experimental systems.   
  
It would not be correct to describe this as a substitution of field science for laboratory science, 
because scientists continued to be interested in lab research and virological knowledge. I was 
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also unsatisfied with many of the metaphors used in science studies to understand the 
relationship between lab and field science, such as “borderlands” (Kohler 2002); “hybrids” 
(Callon, Lascoume, and Barthe 2001) or “trading zones” (Galison 1997).  Instead, I argued that 
the search for the pandemic epicenter involved the displacementiii of the laboratory as model of 
scientific practice. Put another way, the laboratory was turned inside out.   
  
In science and technology studies, displacement is a key concept used to understand the 
distinctive pathway of scientific knowledge. However, the concept of displacement has focused 
on the agency of the scientific expert—and the laboratory as a model of scientific practice. For 
example, Bruno Latour (1983) shows how French bacteriologist Louis Pasteur’s vaccine for 
anthrax disease relied on “the displacement of the laboratory” into actual cattle farms, where 
he conducted field experiments and tests, and then the subsequent “transform[ation] of the 
farm back into the guise of a laboratory.”   Laboratories create displacements through mastery 
of scale, as when Pasteur re-creates a cattle farm in miniature inside his lab in order to make 
microbes visible. “The change of scale,” Latour writes, “makes possible a reversal of the actors’ 
strengths; ‘outside’ animals, farmers and veterinarians were weaker than the invisible anthrax 
bacillus; inside Pasteur’s lab, man becomes stronger than the bacillus, and as a corollary, the 
scientist in his lab gets the edge over the local, devoted, experienced veterinarian.”  
  
But the scientists I observed searching for the pandemic epicenter were much less heroic than 
Pasteur, or at least Latour’s rendering of Pasteur: although they moved outside to farms and 
fields, they did not simply extract materials, bring them back inside the lab, and declare 
victory. I began to see another trajectory of scientific change that did not begin and end in the 
lab but followed a centrifugal movement that questioned the contexts of viral emergence. And 
when they replaced virus discovery with spatial ecology models of duck farming or remote 
sensing of rice paddy landscapes, they unexpectedly found the origin of pandemics retreating 
into a vanishing point. With models of planetary risk in hand, the search for points of origin 
lost its relevance, as pandemic risk appeared across a global geography that tracked modern 
practices like industrial poultry operations rather than cultural or ecological regions (cf. 
Leibler, et al 2009; Gilbert, et al., 2017). Like the empty halls, unfinished hospitals, and missing 
persons of Varma’s occupied and “disturbed” clinic, the so-called epicenter had disappeared—
or more accurately, it was turned inside out.   
  
As I finished the final typographic corrections of the book manuscript in late 2019, the other 
virus appeared, predicted and yet still unexpected. The COVID-19 pandemic both reaffirmed 
and threw into question many of my own assertions about pandemics, science, and China. The 
life of my anthropological inquiry entered its own topological twistiv: My book could not end 
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with a clean surgical exit that sewed its objects up inside a stable context once I had left 
China—instead, what had appeared to be the inside became the outside, and the epicenter was 
all around us.   
 
 
 
Lyle Fearnley is a medical anthropologist and Assistant Professor at Singapore University of Technology 
and Design (SUTD). He is author of the book Virulent Zones: Animal Disease and Global Health at 
China's Pandemic Epicenter (Duke, 2020).  
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i. For selected recent work on the ambivalence of care, see Caduff 2019; Murphy 2015; 
Redfield 2014; Stavrianakis 2020; as well as work by other participants in this  
Somatosphere forum. 

ii. In a reading of an early draft of Virulent Zones, Anthony Stavrianakis suggested that I 
think through Strathern’s topology and drew my attention to da Col’s essay. Although I 
was incapable of incorporating the suggestion into the book manuscript, Stavrianakis’ 
comments closely shaped my approach to this essay. 

iii. The displacement of the laboratory in Virulent Zones parallels the disturbance of the clinic 
in The Occupied Clinic as responses to topological configurations that go beyond 
interiorization or exteriorization. 

iv. On the topological form of the life of inquiry, see Rabinow and Stavrianakis 2020;  
Stavrianakis 2021. Rabinow and Stavrianakis use topology to show how  
(anthropological) inquiry into an object twists and returns to transform the subject. 
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Vanishing Center:  Virulent  Zones x A Time of  Lost  Gods  
 

Emily Ng  
University of Amsterdam 

 

When I began reading Lyle Fearnley’s Virulent Zones: Animal Disease and Global Health at China’s 

Pandemic Epicenter (2020), I was struck by an isomorphism of our projects in spite of their 

apparent distance of themes—pandemic prevention and spirit mediumship, which are often 

rendered, respectively, global and local in scale. But as Fearnley put it in his book: “the 

pandemic epicenter is not best understood as a local place,” and I would say the same of the 

place of mediumship (161). The starting point and geography of thought in both our works 

might be described as something like: What is it to travel toward a troubled center and 

proclaimed origin, and what might we find by tracing the spatialization of troubles? Using 

Fearnley’s term via Georges Canguilhem, how might processes of displacement operate with 

respect to this figure of origin? 

 

Virulent Zones reads like a detective novel uncanny in its timeliness to collective conditions 

today, as it follows the travails of scientists across continents, trying to locate the origins of 

viral pandemics. The mytho-etymological origin of pandemic-as-disease begins with late-

nineteenth century efforts to track the so-called Russian flu using then-novel telegraph 

technologies, from the Caucasus to Russia to Western Europe and then around the globe 

through colonial outposts in Africa and Asia (note the reversed directionality of the movement 

between metropole and colony compared to later imaginaries). 

 

Such efforts at tracking would intensify with the establishment of the WHO after WWII, with 

propositions for a worldwide influenza surveillance program, tethered to hopes of protection 

through timely vaccination—specifically, as phrased in WHO meeting notes from the time: “to 

protect countries yet unattacked” (32). Tensions arose between “national biosovereignty” (Ong 

2010) and global health ideals of a border-crossing transparency. But as Fearnley notes, his 

project takes a different approach to space and sovereignty than the duality of national claims 

to sovereignty and normative claims to global health. 
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In Fearnley’s work, the ‘globe’ of global pandemics takes shape through two forms of 

surveillance: the international stationing of labs, and the microbiological discernment of 

antigen variation, where risks at the planetary scale become visible at the microscopic scale 

(here I bring the term discernment from mediumship, as there’s also a question for the 

mediums I worked with of what becomes perceivable of the global or cosmic scale, through the 

discernment of spirits at the interface of the porous body and psyche). 

 

Yet again, the figure of the nation-state doesn’t simply retreat between the microscopic and 

the planetary. By 1957, a dramatic new hypothesis was born, writes Fearnley: “China could be 

the source of pandemic influenza viruses” (33). 

 

Curiously, this imputed spatial origin landed precisely at the vanishing point of that which did 

not allow spatial access amid Cold War politics.1 Mainland China sat precisely outside of the 

WHO’s surveillance network at the time, a black hole at the center of the map, which teams of 

international scientists would be pulled toward yet be shut out of, forced to orbit around its 

edges—Hong Kong, Thailand, Vietnam. 

 

Simultaneously, an “alternate ‘world center’” was being formed (35). While it remained 

inaccessible to certain outsiders, researchers within the People’s Republic were working in 

parallel, and were among the first to draw links between animal flus and human epidemiology; 

questions arose there as to whether new viral variants were homegrown or imported. 

 

So while the world of scientists on one side of the iron curtain approached China as the 

untouchable pandemic epicenter, an alter-world sat on the other side, itself the center of the 

virological rather than the viral. 

 

In thinking of alternate world centers, it’s useful to bring in the notion of displacement, which 

provides both the narrative movement and core argument to the operations of science in 

Fearnley’s text. Drawing on Canguilhem’s concept of scientific ideology, Fearnley shows 

ethnographically how scientists in search of a pandemic origin don’t rigidly cling to their 

scientific object, nor are they merely self-certain heroic virus hunters as they may often be 
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portrayed. 

 

Instead, moving along their paths, scientists are displaced again and again by the people, places, 

and things they encounter. To quote Canguilhem: “Scientific ideology does indeed stand over a 

site that will eventually be occupied by science… when science eventually supplants ideology, 

it is not in the site expected” (1994: 36). In this, now in Fearnley’s words, “scientific ideologies 

lay out a direction of inquiry, but the actual results of that inquiry are pushed in unexpected 

directions” (53). 

 

Across the text, Fearnley shows how theories of a centralized, spatialized origin are in fact 

quietly displaced again and again as the scientists enter rural spaces of the ‘field’: the use of 

remote sensing displaced notions of a single epicenter by identifying numerous double-

cropped rice paddies thought to heighten risk of viral transmission; previous boundaries of 

wild versus domestic birds were displaced by Chinese farmers who actually bred and cultivated 

“wild” swan geese for traits of wildness—internalizing the boundary of wildness and 

domestication through the body of the goose rather than the determining it through the 

exterior space they occupied with relation to human agricultural landscapes. The center gets 

scattered; lines of discernment shift. 

 

 

Now I turn to my own work in A Time of Lost Gods: Mediumship, Madness, and the Ghost after Mao 

(2020), attempting to displace and reread it through Fearnley’s concepts. The book is set in 

Henan, a heavily agricultural province in central China whose landlocked position once 

conjured a grand sense of civilizational center (with agriculture and sedentary settlement 

precisely a source of civilizational pride). But now—after post-Mao market reforms that 

redirected the future toward coastal factory cities—such an ‘inland’ (neidi) position conjures a 

sense of backwardness and abjection, a space out of time. A black hole at the center of the map.  

 

Beyond philanthropic evocations of impoverished rural backwaters, Henan is potent in the 

post-reform national imaginary as a source of charlatans and thieves. Urban friends and 

colleagues in the PRC tried to dissuade me from going with the term buhao, not good; those in 

Henan would speak of its own poverty as a source of lai—of the amoral, unreliable, and 
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deceitful. At the same time, I was also told by friends in the city that mediumship no longer 

existed in today’s China, at least among the Han ethnic majority. Nonmodern practices, 

accordingly, ‘remained’ only among China’s so-called ethnic minorities. 

 

My journey toward Henan in search of mediumship thus mirrored Fearnley and Fearnley’s 

scientists in some ways—in their case the sense of an unreachable epicenter filled with a 

surplus potentiality of disease, in my case the sense of a hollowed center filled with a density 

of the ‘bad’ and a sensation of what is no longer there. 

 

Such an abject rendering of a collapsed former center belies a curious interval between the 

image of civilizational origin and that of the land-locked “left behind”—an interval spirit 

mediums and villagers alike called “the time when Chairman Mao reigned.” As I describe in 

Lost Gods, the figure of the peasantry gathered a certain force throughout modern Chinese 

history, first as a new literary object of pity and concern, then as a potential propelling force 

for the revolution to come. 

 

With the vast majority of its population in the countryside and surrounded by urban-centered 

formulations of Communist revolution, Mao, building on the early Chinese Communist thinker 

Li Dazhao, refigured the Chinese peasantry as the heart of the nation’s suffering, and by 

extension, at the heart of global class struggle (Spence 1990). Through political campaigns 

involving oral storytelling practices throughout villages, the suffering of individual peasants 

were “telescoped” across local, regional, national, and world-historical scales, producing a 

cosmocratic mythologic (Apter and Saich 1998). 

 

The fate of the peasantry was thus linked concentrically to the future of world history, as the 

Chinese village became metonymic of a planetary potential for equality. To augment 

Fearnley’s phrasing: “The revolutionary epicenter is not best understood as a local place.” And it 

is this world-historical time-space, condensed in the Maoist village, that becomes inverted 

once again in the post-reform era, as the rural and the peasantry were rendered sources of 

anachronism and stagnation in China’s now marketized economy. 
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Amid this scene of chronotopic displacement, the mediums I met found themselves not just at the 

hollowed center, but also what Fearnley might call an “alternate world center.”2 In the wake of 

Mao’s death, they describe a landscape repopulated by demonic spirits and corrupted deities 

since market reforms. Mao, for them, was not the secular figure of religious repression as so 

often portrayed in Western accounts, but rather a figure if divine sovereignty sent from the 

heavens to save China from full foreign domination. 

 

During Mao’s reign, the mediums say, demonic spirits vanished in fear. With Mao’s death, 

corrupted gods and ghosts swarmed back, mirroring and provoking human greed. In their 

rituals, they work to discern between virtuous and corrupt spirits, annihilating the corrupt. 

They keep their eyes toward a messianic horizon of a “true socialism” to come—a time of true 

equality, following an apocalyptic end of this world. The center of the new world would be 

none other than the true center of the virtuous world—Henan province—no longer the “not 

there” it appears in the guise of today. 

 

To partake in this otherworldly revolutionary work, the mediums undergo continuous spectral 

displacements—the displacement of their own body and soul by invisible occupying forces. 

Spirit possession in the post-Mao era is considered especially risky, since the spirits 

themselves have become charlatans, with the bad masquerading as the good, ghosts 

masquerading as gods. Yet one cannot perceive (and therefore cannot rid of) corrupt spirits 

without opening themselves up to these displacements, which may provoke illness or even 

death. They call this spiritual work “walking Chairman Mao’s path.” 

 

In both Fearnley’s and my own text, then, there seems to be a pairing of displacement and 

what might be termed determination, with relation to a troubled space of origin. Knowledge 

through displacement and a will to knowledge. This brings me to a recent comment by 

Christian Sorace in a talk on anti-China politics in the recent US elections, reflecting on the 

role of China scholars. As Sorace (2020) put it: “It does not matter how much we know, unless 

something changes at the level of our desire;” thus, “what matters is not merely the 

production of knowledge per se, but the ways in which knowledge… is inscribed in our own 

economies of desire.” 
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I thus find myself left with a thought after walking through both our texts: to what extent is 

displacement a counterforce to centralization, given the gravitational pull of the black hole? If 

the allure of scientific ideology is precisely that it stands in the place of a science-to-come, then 

what of displacement amid grander movements? In light of the more recent history of COVID-

19, I find myself wondering if and how the desire for knowledge of China as pandemic 

epicenter, and the desire for the figure of the heroic virus hunter or vaccine inventor, are 

indeed displaced by the travails encountered during the scientific process. 
 
On the side of the mediums, I think of Hoon Song’s (2016) writing on sovereign faciality in 

North Korea, in which the face of the sovereign too lends itself to the historical gap and promise 

of a knowledge to come. Both the displacements of the scientists and the displacements of the 

mediums, in this sense, do not quite bring them to abandon the search for center, albeit the 

new center found—to return to Canguilhem—may not be at the site expected. 

 

I return, then, to the mediums, and how their embodied displacements simultaneously 

implicate a centripetal movement of recentering: of conjuring a world lost; and rather than a 

simple nostalgia or a concession to mediumship’s anachronization, they live on in the wake of 

sovereignty, as the face of the lost sovereign gazes back at the present like the angel of history, 

standing in the place of the future. I imagine the gravitational draw of this gaze, whose 

inverted pull may just turn the world inside out, catapulting it toward new horizons, viral, 

spectral, or otherwise. 

 

 
Emily Ng is Postdoctoral Researcher at the Amsterdam School for Cultural Analysis, University of 
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(2020). Her recent work has been undertaken as part of the collaborative project Imagining the Rural in a 
Globalizing World (RURALIMAGINATIONS, 2018-23), funded by the European Research Council (ERC) 
under the European Union’s Horizon 2020 research and innovation program (#772436). 
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Notes 
1 I take vanishing point from the title of Virulent Zone’s conclusion, which Fearnley draws from 
Brian  Massumi’s note on his translation of “flight/escape” in Deleuze: “Both words translate 
fuite… Fuite covers not only the act of fleeing or eluding but also flowing, leaking, and 
disappearing into the distance (the vanishing point in a painting is a point de fuite)” (1987, xvi). 
China thus sat at the horizon where the scientists’ gazes—their lines of sight—were led, but the 
there there vanished upon arrival. 
2 See Esther Peeren (2006) on the chronotope as that through which displacement and 
interpellation are occasioned, doubled through time and space. 
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Beyond Care and Corruption: A Time of  Lost  Gods  x Rituals  of  Care  
 

Felicity Aulino 
University of Massachusetts Amherst 

 
 
Emily Ng’s A Time of Lost Gods: Mediumship, Madness, and the Ghost after Mao (University of 
California Press 2020) is like a fine wine—complex, compelling, and exquisitely crafted. While I 
can only savor a few of its offerings in this short review, I hope to entice a proper read. And 
following the provocation for this forum, I will try to re-read my own work (Rituals of Care: 
Karmic Politics in an Aging Thailand, Cornell University Press 2019) through this review. 
  
In particular, I want to touch on that which, how to say it, helps to densify my own thinking 
about care in Thai contexts—and across all the projects in this collection. Indeed, I think Ng’s 
book has ethical and practical implications for our shared interest in care and social change, as 
well as for anthropological analyses more generally. 
  
A Time of Lost Gods takes us to Henan Province in central China (a so-called backward, 
externalized internal “other” in China’s national imaginary), with a founding observation that 
spirit mediums there understand Mao as divinely sent; and further, that his reign, 
unbeknownst to him, served to cast all the corrupt ghosts and deities out of China. As she 
explains, “the purportedly antireligious campaigns of the socialist state, for the mediums, 
constitute cryptic acts of divine intervention—acts inaugurated by otherworldly forces that 
allowed the earthly state to misrecognize itself as secular” (Ng 2020,13). Thus, for the mediums, 
“the end of Mao’s reign and the advent of market reforms did not mark a return of religion but 
a return of spirits—corrupt, duplicitous spirits by and large” (12). 
 
Ng is here asking us to rethink Maoism (indeed, she asks us to rethink many things, including 
the ghost, the person, madness). She is showing secular and non-secular power coalescing, 
challenging dominant readings of the socialist state’s relationship to what might be called the 
supernatural and otherworldly, and inviting an appreciation of admired attributes of Mao’s 
reign in relation to what she calls spectral sovereignty.i In a way, this is akin to Lisa Stevenson 
(2014) asking us to rethink suicide—there is a terror in the proposition, given, for example, the 
horrors of the Cultural Revolution. And so in doing this she presents us with what I want to 
call something like a morality of indecipherability (forgive me, it’s a placeholder term) to 
which I will return below. 
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First, I want to highlight her concept of spectral or cosmic doubling. 
 
The term is a kind of shorthand, helping to bring attention to the “potentiality for any seen 
and felt person, place, thing, or action to simultaneously host that which cannot be seen or felt” 
(6). Phenomena can have significance, as well as force, in at least two realms, simultaneously. 
 
Ng is not making categorical claims with this term. She writes, as she says, “descriptively to 
convey rather than categorically to define” (6). And indeed, she never denies the material or 
various other lines of inquiry or truth claims. She never rejects standard dichotomies—such as 
the heavenly vs. the earthly, the secular vs. the religious, the real vs. the fake, and so forth. 
Rather, she sustains through the book a reorientation, an invitation to see other tensions, 
those more central to her interlocutors. What a feat to sustain this through an entire book, 
given our strong academic habits that bolster definitive divides!ii So what I want to underscore 
in turn is that the main logic Ng brings forth in A Time of Lost Gods is one of correspondences, a 
logic different from linear cause and effect: in Descola’s terms, a sensibility of analogism rather 
than naturalism or animism. And she manages to do so in content as well as form. 
 
This spectral or cosmic doubling also conveys the possibility for “links across scales of time” 
(7), which brings me to Ng’s description of the person and of temporality. 
  
Ng approaches the person—again, not definitely, never definitively—but she approaches the 
person “in part as a psychic-corporeal host of a meeting of temporalities” (10). While other 
books in this set discuss temporality, Ng is pointing toward non-human timescapes of spectral 
sovereignty. In haunting detail, she shows how “temporalities near and far bump and barrel 
into the present, across geographies cohabitated by the human and nonhuman” (34). Thus, the 
person is not to be understood only as an autonomous material being in a singular plane of 
existence. “Collisions,” run-ins with the unseen, create what she describes as “distant 
intimacy.” She thereby densifies temporalscapes with ghosts, for note: “their spectral presence 
brings multiple histories into a shared ‘now,’ making the past an effective force in the present” 
(97). 
 
Mediums then are in a role to decipher some of this intermingling. As Ng describes, “To be a 
medium… is to be capable of perceiving and rendering perceptible the unspeakable thing 
spectrally driving a given situation” (96). This is a role generally met with reluctance on the 
part of the to-be medium, in part because it represents a loss of a sense of self-sovereignty for 
the mediums. And yet, Ng shows that the coerced can be dignified, for, again, rather than an 
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autonomy-centered approach to the subject, what we have here is the “always-already 
nonsovereign status of the human and the state.” (Recall too, Mao as divinely driven.) 
 
Ng provides a renewed rendering of the best of old school cultural understandings of the self 
with the “fundamental distribution of the person.” As she writes, “in spite of modern 
campaigns against classical conceptions of kinship and piety, the sense of personhood beyond 
the boundaries of the atomized individual remains central to many I met in Hexian, even if 
articulated differently across generations” (124). This is illustrated beautifully in, for instance, 
harrowing scenes in which Ng’s host mother, Cai Huiqing, kowtows on behalf of her husband 
and simultaneously on behalf of a spectral mother and that mother’s son, who were wrongly 
killed in another time and are now threatening their contemporary lives. Cai Huiqing here 
uses the Henanese pronoun for the combined “I/he/we” that marks their entangled fates. A 
distant intimacy indeed. 
 
I cannot help but note that while anthropology has taken up the term “subjectivity” in 
response to what seemed the apolitical renderings of cultural notions of the self, Ng is here, 
firstly, refusing a ubiquity or constancy to these notions of the self (e.g., people don’t always 
use that I/he/we pronoun); but more, she’s showing that these ideas are deeply political—
beyond the mere earthly political concerns that are generally rendered through social and 
historical analyses. She is drawing forth the timescapes of spectral sovereignty, which can 
render the earthly as pawn. So where in my own book I take up critical phenomenology—in 
terms of the social training of awareness and the lived experience that stems from such 
habituated attention to the world—Ng in parts upends it: for the social training of awareness is 
subject as Ng shows to cosmic collisions. And while I draw this out in part through notions of 
merit and karma, Ng’s insights push studies of subjectivity beyond both the material and any 
singular, linear temporality, the ramifications and manifestations of which deserve more 
attention. More on this below. 
 
Launching into renderings of social history, Ng affirms that “something happened to narrativity 
during the Maoist era and during the Cultural Revolution in particular” (39). She proceeds with 
a genius unpacking of changes in the symbolic order, individual and collective—including 
extraordinary contributions on the peasant and on class. She thinks with Jacques Lacan “on 
the fundamentally collective and often unconscious dimensions of the symbolic out of and 
against which the subject emerges,” deftly allowing for individual experience and “even 
seemingly idiosyncratic manifestations of delusion [to] speak to a collective dimension, both in 
the repertoires they draw on and the histories they register—including histories of disruption 
or transformation of these very repertoires" (110). 
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And thus, it is through her working and reworking of the symbolic order through the 20th 
century that Ng comes to show certain impossibilities of care in the present. 
 
For instance, in scenes set in a psychiatric hospital—located directly across from the square 
where mediums gather—Ng draws out how care registers and how it does not. There is 
resonance between the “distant intimacy” across spectral and earthly beings and the 
temporary, awkward, hospital intimacy of family members, who are usually separated across 
vast distances but are now drawn together at bedsides. Hospitalization itself is shown to be a 
form of healing that “brings family members together momentarily, a gesture of care through 
transient proximity” (105). And yet, readers are brought to feel through the book’s 
protagonists and their struggles that notions of reciprocation can be “discordant and at times 
illegible across generations” (123). Further, Ng’s historical tracings show us how “grammars of 
care lose their mutual legibility” (125). 
 
This moving insight helps to bring out the power of care as a focus of ethnographic inquiry. In 
my work, I define “care” simply as “providing for others.” This relatively simple definition 
invites exploration of what counts, for whom, in particular contexts. By tracing what people 
pay attention to, and how social worlds train their attention and their responses in particular 
ways, I developed the argument that religious, social, and political structures are embodied, 
through habituated actions, in practices of providing for others. The startling detail Ng 
provides of how Chinese social worlds have come to train attention in different ways across 
different eras is what I would call a critical phenomenology of care. Included in her 
exploration are changes in the function of language—including literalization, somatization, 
and new genre proliferation—and dramatic shifts in the identity and role of the peasant in 
individual, rural, and national imaginaries. We are brought into the shifting ground of 
reference points and modes of expression, along with their political and personal stakes, and 
thereby get a felt sense of how one set of acts can count as care for some and distinctly not for 
others. 
 
Further, as Ng writes, “madness spins out from the fissures of kinship and economy, from 
troubled forms of life and care, burdened by disappointments and debts toward pasts and 
futures—rifts that eject one from the sense of a livable present” (125). She renders traumatic 
ruptures, like that of outmigration, that usher in hollowed out places as well as new and 
haunted worlds. And she brings forth the melancholic dimensions of ghosts, where the loss 
they herald is beyond that which can be known or worked through in mourning. We are 
therefore heirs, and here she quotes Derrida: “We are heirs of Marxism, even before wanting 
or refusing to be, and, like all inheritors, we are in mourning” (see Ng, 76). There are losses, 
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unknowns, unnamables, ghosts that roam and affect us, operating in (moral?) modes beyond 
the humanly knowable. 
 
I would be remiss in ending this piece without going back to the situation in Henan as 
rendered by the mediums: namely, defined by the return of corrupted deities. Even old 
standards are untrustworthy! 
  
This is not about whether deities or ghosts exist or not. Rather than a fake vs. real dichotomy, 
the emphasis or onus for the mediums is on distinguishing the fake from the upright (see 133-
134).iii What’s more, in the logic of correspondences, damage is wrought by way of corruption 
itself. As Ng writes, “rather than a prime cause—this or otherworldly—the mediums describe a 
crossing of the human and nonhuman by the traveling attribute of corruption” (75). This is a 
logic of “mutual attraction and escalation.” Mirroring, then, is both the way of sagely goodness 
and contagion, something that deserves consideration in Thai contexts as well. Dare I venture 
one last long quote: 
 

Cosmological alignment of the past and present requires the true sage 
to endure the seemingly amoral effects of heaven’s acts—the reign of 
wrongful rulers, the exceeding of normative dynastic cycles, the 
premature arrival of one’s own death—all the while carrying on in 
moral cultivation without resentment. (Ng 2020,72-3). 

 
 
Hence the awkward notion of a morality of indecipherability offered above. 
 
In Rituals of Care, I turn to Theravada lineages of thought regarding mind and morality that 
resonate through different terms. This includes a sense of care as moral practice that stems 
from embodied habituated action rather than from more commonly rendered sincerity-based 
commitments. Through descriptions of everyday routine—bathing, feeding, bending, 
twisting—I center my analysis on what is done, the very gestures of providing for others, day 
in and day out. These habits, I argue, can productively be understood as ritual: repetitive acts 
that achieve effects through their correct performance, rather than from any particular 
internal orientation to the tasks. This matter because it interrupts the common emphasis on 
authenticity and individual autonomy that dominates so much work on care, from the 
academic to the clinical. What in the book I refer to as an Abhidhammic theory of mind serves 
to decenter intention, which is otherwise often assumed to be at the core of ethical practice, 
and underscores instead the non-agentive or passive aspects of lived experience (what Ng 
might deem part of the nonsovereign status of the person). 
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Moral agency understood as a function of habits of perception, themselves conditioned by 
social practice, brings into focus a common ethical sensibility of following traditional dictates 
as key to living a moral life. And yet, the social “harmony” trained by attention to collectives 
and group cohesion in Thailand is not only traditionally promoted but politically engineered 
and ferociously policed. From draconian lèse majesté defamation laws to differential justice 
codes for rich and for poor: even the height of one’s hands in common greetings or the 
placement of one’s head in relation to others is contingent on relative social status. By linking 
rituals at the bedside to rituals in other contexts of providing for others, Rituals of Care shows 
embodied practices of care to be a vital vantage point for phenomenological, psychological, 
and political analyses alike. So when I pose questions of structural violence in relation to 
habituation and hierarchy in Thai contexts, it serves to bring out the complicity with 
repressive social forms that arises through paradoxes of care—in which care emerges in and 
sustains structures of oppression. Where are we to find solid ground? 
 
The stark conclusion from this and all the books in this collection is that, even in the most 
robust moral terms of our earthly social worlds, forms of care are wrapped up in forms of 
violence and in disjunctures of time. What counts as providing well for others changes, and 
generations experience expulsion, loss, and suffering; what counts as providing for others 
brings with it harms and repressions, both dealt and at times felt as care; what counts as 
human care can be cosmically overturned; and what counts as care for the spectral realm can 
wreak havoc on human worlds. 
 
There is no recourse to the good offered here. And perhaps we struggle against that. I think we 
inherit a desire to write from the vantage point of the good—and this itself is generally cast as 
an all or nothing proposition. But the scenes across these books and all around us are filled 
with impossibilities. And indeed, good one moment, from another vantage, not—or the script 
is flipped and blood flows. 
 
As Ng’s medium diagnosed with the so-called “psychiatric disorder intimately related to 
culture” reports: “Who’s in command? No one’s in command!” (139). 
 
What would it be like then to try to decipher “uprightness” as part of our anthropology? The 
stakes seem high—for our analyses are worldmaking really, and we are shown here how like 
colludes with like. How easily we could escalate corrupted tendencies through our work, ey? (I 
dare say the industry is fueled on this). 
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And yet again, in the words of the medium, “no one can say for certain when it comes to these 
matters”  
…  
Ng’s last line lingers: “It is not for us to know.” 
 
Take that, anthropology. 
 
 
Felicity Aulino is a Five-College Assistant Professor based in the Department of Anthropology at the 
University of Massachusetts Amherst. She is a medical anthropologist, among other things, with primary 
area specialization in Thailand and a research focus on care, moral practice, and social change. In her 
recent book, Rituals of Care: Karmic Politics in an Aging Thailand (Cornell University Press, 2019), 
she explores habituated practices of providing for others, along with the transformative potential of such 
acts. 
 
 
References 
Aulino, Felicity. 2019. Rituals of Care: Karmic Politics in an Aging Thailand. Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press. 
Descola, Philippe. 2013. Beyond Nature and Culture. Translated by Janet Lloyd. Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press. 
Girard, William M. 2019. “Spirit‐Filled Geopolitics: Pentecostal Ontologies and the Honduran 
Coup.” The Journal of Latin American and Caribbean Anthropology 24: 162-
180. https://doi.org/10.1111/jlca.12342 
Ng, Emily. 2020. A Time of Lost Gods: Mediumship, Madness, and the Ghost after Mao. Oakland: 
University of California Press. 
Stevenson, Lisa. 2014. Life Beside Itself: Imagining Care in the Canadian Arctic. Oakland: University 
of California Press. 
 
Notes 
i The coalescing of the secular and the non-secular need not come as a surprise (see Ng page 
72). A parallel in other places and traditions invites comparison. I am thinking here of Bill 
Girard’s (2019) work on evangelical Christians in Honduras and their ideas about the (demonic) 
effect of ancient Mayan practices on the contemporary landscape. As he argues, we cannot 
understand how evangelicalism is so powerful in, say, the United States, if we think in terms of 
politics in a narrow sense; rather, people inhabit incredibly dense worlds in which secular time 
does not exist (or does not exist above all else), and where humans are not the only political 
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agents. Thus, there could be far reaching resonances of Ng’s nuanced work outside of China 
studies. 
ii See Ng page 7 on how these habits are infused by “Protestant and Protestant-inflected 
strands of thought.” 
iii I want to thank Lucila Carballo for drawing my attention to the upright here. 
 
 
 
 


