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chameleons’ according to the social and institutional context they were in (p. 15),
Bolotta emphasises that slum children were not passive subjects of disciplinary dis-
courses or naive innocents. Instead, they were ‘competent social actors equipped
with agency’ (p. 12). The second part of the book focuses on how individual slum
children ‘form[ed] their own sense of self through these multiple contexts and
political processes’ (p. 11) and dexterously appropriated adults’ images of slum chil-
dren as victims ‘to increase their potential to achieve specific economic, social and
affective objectives’ (p. 14). In chapter 5, Bolotta invokes James Scott-esque vocabu-
lary to argue that children organised their lives and engaged in ‘anti-structural and
cathartic behaviour’ in Thai slums in conscious rejection or usurpation of Thai
social hierarchies and norms (p. 129). Chapter 6 is an empathetic analysis of the
ten-year ‘life trajectories” of some of these children. Even as individual children cre-
atively formulated and performed multiple selves for their own benefit, the ideal
Thai self remained a psychological structure that caused them to suffer from self-
stigmatisation, guilt, and feelings of ‘social inadequacy, powerlessness and fragmen-
tation’ (p. 16). Hence Bolotta shows that children’s exercise of agency may not be as
triumphant or liberating as studies of children or youth agency tend to portray.

This is an excellent addition to the emerging body of scholarship on childhood
and youth in Asia. It shows that age relations is an invaluable lens to critique change
and transformation, as well as illuminate sociopolitical and cultural competition
between the state, religious and international organisations, missionaries and religious
practitioners, mothers, and of course the slum children themselves. While Bolotta
chiefly intervenes in conversations in social sciences, there is room for him to engage
recent conversations in the historiography of childhood and youth, especially those
pertaining to children’s emotion work and critiques of ‘agency’ (by scholars such as
Kristine Alexander, Mona Gleason and Susan Miller). Bolotta’s study should pave
the way for more studies of other groups of Thai youth from different viewpoints.
These should include the study of non-marginal groups, lest they are prematurely
mistaken as passive, obedient adherents of the Thai state’s discourses, or as less
resourceful, less creative actors.

EDGAR LIAO
University of British Columbia

Timor Leste

Haunted houses and ghostly encounters: Ethnography and animism in East
Timor, 1860-1975

BY CHRISTOPHER J. SHEPHERD

Copenhagen: NIAS Press, 2019. Pp. 419. Abbreviations, Figures, Notes,
Bibliography, Index.

doi:10.1017/50022463423000358

Ethnography in the colonial era is often seen as a ‘softer’ front of domination, as
colonial powers sought to control local systems so as to better subsume them under
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imperial power. ‘Animism’ as a term came from such efforts, as colonial ethnogra-
phers sought to categorise and understand local ways of life. But such encounters
were always two-sided; colonial powers were not only the observers, but the observed,
and just as theories of animism from Tylor to Durkheim to Freud fit local practices
into European systems of thought, animists understood colonial power in their own
way. Within Southeast Asia, Kaj Arhem and Guido Sprenger (Animism in Southeast
Asia, 2016) point out how animist thought posits and structures hierarchies—foreign-
ers and spirits, for instance, share a categorical relation; power in one sphere bleeds
into power in others. This ‘transformative animism’—the term is Shepherd’s—is
that which integrates new encounters and events into its own logic.

This two-way (mis)understanding is what frames Shepherd’s excellent Haunted
Houses and Ghostly Encounters. The book is organised into two primary sections,
dealing with ethnographies done in East Timor under the aegis of Portuguese colonial
occupation and those done by ‘professional’ ethnographers, respectively. The former
follows writings from colonial governors, missionaries, explorers and the like, and the
latter largely deals with anthropological writing. Each presents a particular confluence
of characters, each with their own expectations and assumptions, and how actions by
the Portuguese (and others) revealed their own interpellation into Timorese animist
systems of thought.

As befits work where indigenous accounts are difficult to access, Shepherd is
insightful at reading between the lines of his Portuguese literary interlocutors, reveal-
ing misapprehensions and misunderstandings between Timorese (themselves a collec-
tion of strikingly diverse people) and their would-be hegemons in ways that subvert
both Eurocentric readings of ‘primitive superstition” as well as Orientalist accounts of
indigeneity ‘in tune with nature’. For instance, in ‘The Missionary’, Shepherd
describes moments when Timorese surrendered their lulik, or ‘sacred’ objects en
masse in exchange for blessings, conversions, and Catholic interventions upon ‘the
devil’. While these moments were, for missionaries, clear examples of locals ‘seeing
the light’, Shepherd takes careful note of the way in which missionaries were treated
and to which tasks they were directed to make the compelling case that it was the
Christians, and not the Timorese, who were operating under their supposedly
opposed religion’s logic—here, instead of embracing the logic of the gospel as
preached by Catholic missionaries, locals understood priests as representatives of
another source of a recognisable power (‘white [ulik’) that could be mobilised for
the locals’ own good, for instance, against difficult spirits that local practitioners
had a hard time rooting out. In a similar way, Portuguese objects, such as flags,
were taken not only as signs of political conquest, but as the sacred objects of a related
creed, objects that had lulik power that could be appropriated by the Timorese them-
selves for their own purposes. It is a concept that is immediately familiar to those
working in the region (and, indeed, elsewhere) on religious (I use the term cautiously,
noting that the category of ‘religion’ in such instances bleeds readily into all spheres of
being) notions of power, and evokes the omnivorous and fundamentally curious
nature of thought.

Haunted Houses abounds with these illustrative and evocative encounters. In
another, an American anthropologist is inducted into Makassae legends about the
ancestors, but in his inattention seats himself on the headstone of the first ancestor’s
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grave, leading to a chain of events in which the cause of misfortune remains con-
stantly shifting, but which resulted in a slow disillusionment with the supernatural
implications of the anthropologist’s presence amongst both the living and the dead.
In another chapter, another anthropologist, Elizabeth Traube, is encouraged to assem-
ble a kind of tome of local cosmology, but is faced with the fact that mythical accounts
are highly personalised and disparate; indeed, what emerges is that the Mambai with
whom Traube worked had been understood by others to have such a synthesis, but
this had been lost generations ago. Traube’s appearance, then, offers a kind of pro-
phetic moment, one complicated by the sexual interest (and rivalry) that Traube pro-
vokes amongst her key interlocutors. Ethnographers’ presence and witting or
unwitting actions provoke animist reactions, new rituals to avert potential catastrophe
from their blunders, the selective covering of particular lulik objects, or even the ele-
vation of particular objects as local observers note what is of particular interest to
foreigners.

The point here is to illuminate how ethnographers become a part of a story, as
catalysts for animist events through the negative effects of, for instance, breaching
taboos, or the more productive but still complicated promise of a revitalisation or val-
idation of local ideas. Such a careful and humanistic reading of both sides of such an
encounter recalls Nils Bubandt’s The Empty Seashell (2014), which, in nearby eastern
Indonesia, describes how Christian conversion does not ease the fears of witchcraft (as
missionaries often promise it will), but presents new ontological concerns, inflaming
doubt in ways wholly unpredicted, and, indeed, unnoticed by agents of conversion.
Shepherd’s careful reading is further helped by his writing style; in a lively and
often comic manner, he interjects to suggest likely misunderstandings or omissions
between the lines, constantly reminding us of the profound humanness of both the
colonial subjects as well as their agents, and the limits of supposed-to-be totalising
thought, especially in the too-neatly packaged written works that emerge from
ethnography.

Haunted Houses also recalls the work of Marisol de la Cadena in understanding
the ‘pluriverse’ of political actors in local politics, where colonial (national, in De la
Cadena’s case) officials, local leaders, and spirits themselves each act, though the
nature of their influence (or, indeed, their actual presence) may not be accepted by
all involved. We have here a play of symbols where the meaning and implications
of each are not commonly held or fixed, but which impact how future encounters
will subsequently be understood. Indeed, Shepherd, pulling from ethnographic
work by Judith Bovensiepen, points out how decades of conscious mimicry of animist
forms of power on the part of colonial officials paved the way for later anthropolo-
gists’ misapprehensions in the communities in which they worked—Portuguese offi-
cials had already established the [ulik nature of foreign officials, and thus
ethnographers presented local groups with yet more foreigners, who acted in radically
different ways (and thus presented different dangers).

In so doing, Shepherd complicates notions of ethnographic authority, colonial
power, and indigenous knowledge—none of these are absolute. In reading Haunted
Houses, I am reminded of those same encounters through which I was ‘incorporated’
into a community: an identification with an old woman’s son, dead by suicide; an
affirmation of close friendship (siao) with a fisherman; a religious pledge to be a
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friend to another man’s son when I returned to the capital; an affiliation with a pol-
itical NGO; and, to echo Traube here, multiple offers of marriage (often extended by
older relatives regarding women I had never met). Each of these, too, do not come
from an abstracted ‘community’, but from individuals seeking their own connection
and understanding with and of the ethnographer. But what are the histories and
implications of such bonds? Shepherd addresses these questions and more by drawing
not only upon the situations he presents, but also with a deep knowledge of debates
within anthropological theory and an eye towards what a historical perspective can
provide.

Shepherd’s book, then, has value on multiple levels, and I enthusiastically recom-
mend it to anyone interested in histories of ethnography, animism, or reflexive or
ontological anthropology. It brings history into relevance for anthropology, and
anthropology into relevance for historical research. Additionally, it is eminently read-
able, and each chapter can productively be used on its own in an undergraduate set-
ting (to do so, of course, would be to miss his structuring insights, which would be a
shame). Overall, the book is a sensitive and lively reading of history against the grain,
of understanding the multiple ways that people seek to understand the role of the
other, the unknown, the possible, and the unseen.

ANDREW ALAN JOHNSON
Stockholm University
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This book is a fascinating ethnographic assessment of the continuity of families
in Vietnam historically, as families have coped with and emerged from tumultuous
periods over the course of the twentieth century. Shohet investigates processes that
have bound families together during anti-colonial and anti-imperial struggles against
French colonialism; war between the Democratic Republic of Vietnam in the north
and the Republic of Vietnam in the south and their American allies; and significant
political, economic, and social shifts that occurred as a result of socioeconomic
reforms, beginning in the mid-1980s, with the implementation of doi mdi
(Renovation) policies. Indeed, Shohet opens with the central theme of the book:
‘How do families hold together when turbulent forces threaten to tear them apart?’
(p- 9). In this sense, while the book provides an engaging and deeply descriptive
ethnographic portrayal of Vietnamese family life, Shohet’s analysis informs us
about family continuity in times of significant struggle and change even beyond
Vietnamese society. The author interrogates the complex ways people negotiate every-
day interactions, ethical ideals, and intergenerational relationships to tie family
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