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Abstract. This is my BA thesis, it has not been changed since it was submitted in 2023. The basis
of this analysis is the inscriptions on the objects used for the respective methods of divination, lead
tablets from Dodona and bamboo slips from Shuihudi. This thesis explores objects as a mediator
between humans and the superhuman in everyday life. It also highlights the material dimension of
certain methods of divination. Hence, I argue it fits well under the theme ’Objects’. It is a comparative
study of divination methods seen as everyday religion in Ancient Greece and Early China.

Ingress

This thesis compares inscriptions relating to progeny concerns from individual consultations with two
specific divination methods, seen as an expression of everyday religion. The inscriptions are found in
the ’Stars’ daybook text from Shuihudi in early China (third century BCE) and on lead tablets from
the Dodona oracle site in ancient Greece (sixth to first century BCE). Divination can be a useful way
of gaining insight into the concerns of individuals by providing us with information regarding what was
important for them. By focusing on progeny-related inscriptions in early China and ancient Greece, we
gain insight into divination as everyday religion in these two cultures and time periods. By examining
individual inquiries, I hope to shed light on the contrasting objectives of the divination consultations
despite their similar topics. The examination of these inscriptions will consider structure, primary
focus, and goals of the inquiries, as well as who the diviners and consultors were, and which locations
and circumstances they relate to. This approach of the inquiries and the implications they had for
everyday life, enables a more rounded comparison.

Introduction to the topic

This comparison follows Freiberger’s (2018) methodological frame for the comparative study of religions.
The goal is not to suggest the similarities of the two chosen divination methods in structure and
function, but rather to broaden the understanding of divination. The mode of the comparison is both
illuminative and taxonomic, in that the goal is partly to illuminate the broad specter of divination
methods which might not fit perfectly into the classifications based on Greek-Roman divination. Both
comparands will receive equal attention and will be compared by examining broader topics that can
be applied to both. By comparing inscriptions from two divination methods relating only to progeny
concerns from two specific sites, the scale of the comparison is at the micro-level. However, by examining
multiple aspects relating to this in both cases the scale of the comparison broadens towards the meso-
level. The comparands are close in a historical sense, but distant geographically and culturally making
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this a cross-cultural comparison. Following the introduction to the topic, the comparative process will
take a ‘Freibergian form’ starting with a section on the selection of the comparands before each is
described in a comparatively structured manner followed by the juxtaposition. Finally, the comparison
will be concluded and based on findings, existing theories may be redescribed, rectified, or (new)
theories may be formulated based on my findings.

Divination in ancient Greece and early China consisted of multiple methods and specialists, con-
sulted both by the state and by individuals. Information concerning people in a given area, culture,
religion, or society can be found where records of consultations with different divination methods exist.
I argue that some of these sources, and the information we can extract from such inscriptions, provide
us with a window for looking into the mundane lives of people and everyday religion, by showing us
which topics and concerns were important for the people who consulted or used the divination methods
on a private basis. The questions asked or options available might also tell us what people hoped for
or wanted to achieve in relation to different topics and areas of their daily life and possibly life all
together. Therefore, a brief introduction to what divination and everyday religion is, and how it will
be applied here, is called for.

Divination refers to different ways of communicating with the superhuman (Malley, 2016), it in-
cludes a multitude of methods and tools for inquiring information or knowledge which is otherwise
hidden or unavailable to humans (Annus, 2016). This may concern the past, present, and future, and
it can also reveal something about the relations between the superhuman and humans/human activities
(Shaw, 2016). Divination might provide answers to which option is more prosperous than another, re-
veal information about a future event/outcome or knowledge regarding the fate of a person or a society.
In some inscriptions and records of consultations and inquiries with different divination methods, we
see that divination was used for everyday life as well as for rituals. That some divination methods were
consulted on private matters concerning the profane everyday life is an example of everyday religion.

Everyday religion contrasts with clearly sacred activities, both in private and public, where the
superhuman and the other-worldly is the centre of attention. Rather, everyday religion refers to the
religion found in the ‘mundane’ or profane aspects of the day-to-day life of ordinary people; their
homes, families, and other aspects of human life with the this-worldly in focus (Ammerman, 2007,
p. 5). Therefore, we can argue that everyday religion is when religion is fused with or used, in everyday
settings relating to this-worldly problems or activities (McGuire, 2008, p. 210-213), i.e. when religion
is used to help, guide or assist, in order to overcome the struggles of everyday human lives by providing
some form of superhuman assistance, guidance or knowledge. Private consultations with different
divination methods concerning topics such as hunting, moving, traveling, illness, marriage and progeny
can be seen as everyday religion as far as it was communication with the superhuman, concerning the
this-worldly aspects of human life or the everyday.

There are multiple methods of divination. However, how they have been classified has not always
taken the diversity into consideration. Beginning in ancient Greece, Plato distinguished between ‘in-
spired’ and ‘technical divination’, and in Rome, Cicero distinguished between divination by ‘nature’
and ‘technical expertise’ (Plato 22.C, trans. 1924; Cicero 1.6.12, & 1.33.72, trans. 1923). Later scholars
have to a large degree been informed by their view but the consensus on what was the ‘highest’ form
of divination changed (from ‘natural’ to ‘technical’). This change might be a result of the ability to
study technical forms as they were controlled by humans, and the inability to study natural forms as
they were controlled by the divine.

One of the scholars which was influenced by Plato and Cicero’s distinction was Auguste Bouché-
Leclercq, who distinguished between the same two forms of divination, but with the terms ‘intuitive’ (in-
stead of inspired /natural) and ‘inductive’ (instead of technical) (Bouché-Leclercq, 1879-82, in Raphals,
2013, p. 63). Later, in an evolutionist framework, scholars began to use ‘primitive’ and ‘rational proto-
science’ to distinguish between the same kinds of divination as Cicero and Plato (Raphals, 2013, p. 63).
However, by this time, what was the highest form of divination for Plato and Cicero, had become the
lowest form of divination for the evolutionist scholars, and vice versa.

The evolutionist view on divination distinguished between two opposing paradigms. Giovanni
Manetti proposed that divination should be seen as a hermeneutic process drawing on Carlo Ginzburg
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(Manetti, 1993, p. 1-5), who argued that the binary relationship between the divinatory and scientific
paradigms was more complex than what the evolutionist view held, and that acknowledging the com-
plexity would be advantageous to the divinatory paradigm (Ginzburg, 1979). However, especially with
Jean-Pierre Vernant and his efforts towards comparative study, we begin to see a larger change in the
divination paradigm where the study of divination no longer was based on the Greek-Roman notions
and methods of divination alone (Vernant, 1974, in Raphals, 2013, p. 69). Based on comparative stud-
ies, especially that on African divination, Vernant insisted that divination should be studied; not based
on binary paradigms but based on dual aspects of intellectual and social operations (Vernant, 1991).
Despite his efforts, the study of divination shifted its focus back to the Classical world.

Today we might distinguish between intuitive divination as those methods where a human functions
as a mediator and inductive divination as interpretations performed by what can be called a diviner.
Classifications as discussed above may be useful for our understanding, but divination should probably
not be studied according to strict academic classifications, based on other traditions of divination than
the one being studied. Rather, studies on divination could take such classifications as a starting point,
but keep the classifications open to new aspects, structures, functions etc., rather than making them
restrictive, by forcing Western and Greek-Roman views onto other traditions and forms of divination.

On the selection of examples

For this comparison, two examples have been chosen, one from early China and one from ancient
Greece. From early China I use the daybook titled ‘Stars’ (Xing) found in Tomb 11 in Shuihudi, dating
from the Qin dynasty (221-209 BCE) (Xinfang, 2020, p. 97), and from ancient Greece I use lead tablets
from the oracle site of Dodona (between the 6th and 1st century BCE (Eidinow, 2007, p. 87-120). The
daybook served as a manual for determining auspicious and inauspicious times for various actions and
The Shuihudi text I focus on contains twenty-eight lodges which address multiple aspects of everyday
life. Similarly, the lead tablets from Dodona, likely inscribed by individuals seeking guidance from the
oracle or participating in lot-casting, also addressed a wide range of topics concerning everyday life.

Initially I considered to undertake a comparison between the oracle at Delphi and oracle bone
divination in early China, however, they seem to have played a more central role in state divination
than for everyday life. Daybooks and the oracle at Dodona were also concerned with public and state
matters, but they appear to be more concerned with personal topics and inquiries than with state
inquiries. The daybook text and Dodona inscriptions both cover various topics such as marriage,
progeny, travel, houses, profession/work/goods, and hunting, which is why they were chosen for this
comparison, rather than other forms of divination. By examining these methods, which involved
numerous individual consultations and addressed similar topics, we gain valuable insights into the
everyday struggles and concerns of individuals in both societies. However, it is important to note that
although the inquiries may touch upon the same topics, the underlying struggles, concerns, and wishes
may differ significantly.

This comparison of divination as everyday religion will focus on inquiries and inscriptions from the
lead tablets and the ‘Stars’ daybook concerning the topic progeny. Progeny is a category found in both
the ‘Stars’ daybook and on the lead tablets from Dodona, which are examples of two very different
methods of divination. It could be argued that more similar divination methods would be better for a
comparison, as a similar structure might give a clearer view of the function and goal of it. However,
I would argue that the striking difference between the two divination methods is exactly what can
provide us with a better understanding of the term divination and its functions, as both comparands
concern the same topics despite their structural differences.
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Comparand 1: Lead tablets from Dodona

Some of the earliest written oracle records that are datable, come from lead tablets from Dodona, and
date to the 6th century BCE. Dodona was one of the most famous oracle sites in the Greek world, with
female priestesses who might even be called prophets, due to their states of divine possession. The oracle
at Dodona received consultations both by individuals and communities, and the lead tablets found at
the site can attest to this, but private matters dominate in the preserved sources. The oracular method
of divination was only available nine times a year, but other methods were possibly available for the
rest of the year, such as lot- casting (Nissinen, 2017, p. 231-235). Multiple topics can be found in the
inquiries on the tablets, including marriage, slaves, health, progeny and traveling.

Structure of inscriptions or inquiries concerning progeny

The function of the lead tablets is difficult to pin down, partly because of the tablets’ uneven sizes,
shapes, and rather chaotic writing styles. The lead tablets show inquiries in individual voices, and do
not follow any systematic structure. This makes them difficult to read, but it might also tell us that the
inscriptions on the lead tablets were made by the individuals who consulted the oracle, or by scribes
at the sites (Nissinen, 2017, p. 119).They hold questions given at the oracle site, perhaps in relation
to the oracular performance by the priestesses there and show us a part of the oracular process that
involved writing before or after the consultation. However, we cannot be sure if the lead tablets even
had anything to do with the oracular performance at Dodona at all. The priestesses at Dodona are also
associated with lot- casting and it is possible that the lead tablets relate to this method of divination,
either in relation to the oracular performance or as a separate method of divination when the oracular
method was unavailable (Nissinen, 2017, p. 164-234). Another theory is that their function might
not have been central to the consultation itself, but rather for the consulter as a visual reminder, or
attestation of the consultation they made (Piccinini, 2013, p. 74).

Nevertheless, the inquiries are binary in form and the questions appear to be carefully structured,
which might tell us two things. Firstly, the responses or answers might have been in the form of
‘which of two choices it would be best to choose or decide on’. Secondly, the careful formulations of
the inquiries might be connected to the reputation of oracle sites (which is also attested to literary),
of oracle sites or oracular performance consultations giving unclear or misleading response, and the
formulation might have been a way to try and counter that. The lead tablets show oracular divination
as a means to allocate responsibility of future events, to manage uncertainty in everyday life, and they
also demonstrate the relationship humans had with the divine (Eidinow, 2007, p. 138).

The lead tablets from Dodona are written in different styles, which supports the theory that they
might have been written by the individual consultants themselves, and the personal formulations of
the questions show that the lead tablets were not mass-produced object to pick and choose from. The
inquiries at Dodona were addressed to Zevs and show the human-divine relationship and reveal what
kind of help or assistance could be sought from the gods, as well as what responsibilities the individual
had and which responsibilities the divine had relating to different topics (Eidinow, 2007, p. 235).

Progeny concerns and goals based on the inscriptions

Based on the inscriptions from the Dodona lead tablets, the main concern was with having children or
rather descendants. As Eidinow (2007, p. 87) argues the most common Greek word used for ‘children’
in the inquiries should be translated as a poetic form of descendants, not children. The focus in most
of the questions are how and with whom a man will have descendants. Based on the names in the
questions and the feminine or masculine verbs on the lead tablets, most inquiries were made by men
who were probably alone at the oracle site. Although, there are cases of questions asked by women
concerning progeny, and some that can be argued to be by women based on feminine verbs in the
inscriptions (Eidinow, 2007, p. 87-89). None of the inquiries, however, seem to have been concerned
with the childbirth itself, or the child and its life, which reinforces the assumption that the concern
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with progeny was with the man and attaining descendants (and importantly, his own descendants, as
some questions concern the paternity of a child).

The goal of the progeny consultations at Dodona, was to secure descendants of men. Descendants
of women do not seem to be as important (at least in the published material), which reflects other
gender attitudes in the society. E.g., the language used in an Athenian ceremony where a father gives
his daughter away to her future husband and says: “I give you this woman for the plowing of legitimate
children” (Eidinow, 2007, p. 83). Cynically, the woman is pictured as ‘land’ to be worked and used
by the husband, pictured as a farmer working or using the land to grow crops, meaning children. The
goal does not seem to be concerned with a safe childbirth for women, although there are inscriptions
concerned with bringing forth children easily (Eidinow, 2007, p. 87-89). While this can be interpreted
as safe childbirth, it could possibly also refer to a woman’s fertility, related to high child mortality
rates. As long as she provided descendants for her husband the goal was obtained. The same is true
for the descendant or child itself; no inquiries seem to have been made concerning the health or fate
of a child, or the future life of the descendant. The only inquiries concerning progeny where the goal
is directly concerned with the child itself and not just securing descendants for a man, is those where
the goal is a male descendant and how to obtain this.

Progeny inscriptions: attitudes and importance

Although the tablets show personal inquiries, the structures of the questions concerning progeny from
Dodona clearly follow two main patterns; concerning a specific woman or not mentioning a woman at
all. Regarding how the progeny inquiries were formulated, there are two formulations of the question
which appear to be the most common on the Dodona tablets. These are ““Will I have children from this
woman (named or unnamed)?’ and ‘To what god should I pray in order to have children?” (Eidinow,
2007, p. 88). The questions were not open-ended but rather specified in order to receive a yes or no
answer, or a specific name of a god rather than the vague, misleading answers that the Greek oracles
had a famous reputation for providing.

One inscription says: “Hermon (asks) by aligning himself with which of the gods will there be from
Kretaia offspring for him, in addition to those he has now?” (Parke, in Eidinow, 2007, p. 89). This is
an example of the second kind of inquiry, as its main concern is which gods will be helpful in providing
the man (Hermon) with another child from his wife (Kretaia), and not if his wife will provide him
with more children. The other inquiry type is not concerned with how a man’s wife will bear children
(again), but rather if a man’s wife or woman will bear or provide him with a child (again) or not.
An example of this is: “Herakleides asks Zeus and Dione for good fortune and asks the god about
offspring. Will there be any from Aigle the (wife) he has now?” (Parke, in Eidinow, 2007, p. 90). Here
the question is addressed to the gods of the oracle site, but the question is if the wife will bear children,
and not how she will. There are also inquiries concerning children that does not concern women at all,
such as: “Whether there will be children for me, if I consult the oracle?” (Ep. Chron, 1935, in Eidinow,
2007, p. 91).

The attitudes towards progeny for individuals in ancient Greece based on the people consulting
at the Dodona oracle site, show that progeny was important in society. It was important to secure
descendants, and for some, the gender of the descendants also played an important role. The mothers
of the descendants are not prominent on the lead tablets as consulters, even though they do occur. We
do not know with certainty why inquiries concerning progeny were often made by men, and not women,
but it may reflect men’s important role for conception in the Greek society (Eidinow, 2007, p. 83). It
is also possible that the motivation behind the inquiries concerning progeny (at least those made by a
married couple) were equally motivated by both man and woman, and that the actual consultations
were done by the man on behalf of himself and his wife, since he was the authority figure.

This is nevertheless only theories and cannot be proved or disproved, as the sources do not provide
us with this information.

It is perhaps not a farfetched interpretation that the inquiries were important for both men and
women, as the results could alter the fate of a marriage based on the ability of a woman to provide a
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man with (more) descendants or not. For a woman it was important to be a good wife, which included
her ability to provide descendants for her husband. Inability to provide this could end in the woman
being divorced and replaced.

How to classify it

Based on literary sources the oracle at Dodona was an intuitive form of divination where the priestesses
communicated with the divine on behalf of the consulter. The lead tablets from the oracle site on the
other hand, might counter the literary sources and might attest to a more technical method of divination
such as lot-oracles, perhaps not even related to the priestesses oracle possession (Nissinen, 2017, p. 117—
120). However, it is also possible that the led tablets attest to a combination of the inspired oracle and
the technical lot-casting, and if so, how would we then classify the divination methods when combined?

Comparand 2: the ‘Stars’ daybook text from Shui-
hudi

Daybooks (rishu) were practical hemerological manuals or rather, calendrical systems of omens for
generalized months and days. They were not restricted to any given year, but could be used repetitively
(Harkness, 2019, p. 546). Most daybooks date to the Warring States, Qin, or West Han dynasties
(between the fifth century BCE and the first century CE) (Thote, 2017, p. 11), and the ‘Stars’ daybook
text that will be examined, date to the third century BCE. Daybooks were used by individuals, and as
such reflect the contrast between the collective religious practice and the individual oriented religious
practice (Poo, 2017, p. 335), They were everyday objects used by many people, however, they belonged
primarily to members of the local elites (Kalinowski, 2017, p. 192). Daybooks were produced locally
based on demands in the communities and were not intended to be used indefinitely, but to be expanded
or replaced if the usefulness or demand changed (Harper & Kalinowski, 2017, p. 1-7). The inscriptions
in the ‘Stars’ text concerned with progeny will be the focus of discussion, and Liu Xinfang’s (2019)
translations of the twenty-eight lodges will be used.

Structure of inscriptions or inquiries concerning progeny

The different sections in a daybook could function independently but were often arranged in a way
that encouraged cross-reading, placing the daybooks in a contextual framework of hemerological data
of relevance (Harkness, 2019, p. 546). Daybooks were primarily concerned with determining auspicious
and inauspicious times for different actions and events, also known as hemerology which is “knowledge
of good and bad days” (Harper & Kalinowski, 2017, p. 1). Excavations of daybooks from tombs, show
that those buried with the daybooks does not seem to have been specialist diviners. The manuals
were probably made and used by their owners and can be regarded as personalized compendia of
daybook sections that circulated in society (Harper & Kalinowski, 2017, p. 5-7). They were not
mass produced and while many daybooks have similar sections or seem to be based on the same
text from another daybook, the totality of sections that make up a daybook is never identical to
another. Rather, the “intertextuality and complementarity across the diversity of manuscripts that
treat hemerology testifies to the well-established body of knowledge shared among the producers and
users of daybooks” (Kalinowski, 2017, p. 192). While daybooks in general belonged to members of the
local elites, conceptions of the spirit world belonged to all social groups and regions.

Daybooks are a representation of what can be referred to as “common religion” in early China,
meaning a shared conception of the spirit world across regions and social groups throughout the early
Chinese realm altogether (based largely on the ideas of yinyang ang five- agents) (Changgui, 2017,
p. 243-244). This “common religion” was based on correlative models where the relationship between
the other-worldly and this-worldly changed as the spirit world became part of the ordered cosmos that
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embraced everything. Thus, demons and spirits obtained new roles and functions, now as elements of
the structured world, giving meaning to the routines of everyday human life. This religion was centered
around ancestor worship based on hemerologically auspicious days, while also acknowledging that the
deceased relatives could be harmful spirits on hemerologically inauspicious days.

While the inscriptions on the bamboo slips from the Shuihudi A daybook text titled ‘Stars’ (Xing)
consists of 28 lodges (which corresponds to the number of days in a lunar month) and lists which
activities are auspicious and inauspicious for each day. The structure of “[...] the daybook itself is
not arranged in the format of months and days” (Harper & Kalinowski, 2017, p. 6). This means that a
daybook is not a hemerological calendar. Therefore, the daybooks relied on almanacs or year calendars
to be useful. The hemerological information of the corelative cosmos, contained in daybooks were
applied to year calendars in order to obtain the hemerological knowledge relating to the this-worldly,
human, everyday life, and affairs.

Progeny concerns and goals based on the inscriptions

The main concern with progeny was time of birth and the consequences hemerology had for the fate
(ming) of the child. Based on the ‘Stars’ daybook from Shuihudi the future life of a child, its relations
to others, its personality and future in society generally appears to have been the main concern with
progeny in early China (Xinfang, 2020). The only concern with progeny that has to do with the parents,
regards their ability to providing the child with the best possible time of birth in order to have a good
ming (Raphals, 2005, p. 70)

As mentioned above the goal was to determine, and possibly secure an auspicious time of birth
which would secure a good ming for the child, which in turn would provide the child with prerequisites
for a good life (Poo, 2005). However, the goal of a good ming for a child could perhaps have more to
do with the parents than initially assumed. A child’s ming could be important for the legacy of the
parents in this world, therefore, the goal could also be to secure the parents’ legacy in the world by
providing their child a good ming of status and wealth. Another goal with progeny that concerned the
parents could be to secure a future caretaker (Solomon, 2003, p. 452).

Progeny inscriptions: attitudes and importance

The twenty-eight lodges of this text contain different outcomes (good and bad) for multiple activities
and topics for each day of the month. These activities include progeny, marriage, sacrifice, travel,
all affairs, etc. (Xinfang, 2020) Among the multiple topics found in the translation of the ‘Stars’ text,
childbirth and the child’s fate based on time of birth are the only ones mentioned in all the twenty-eight
lodges. The fact that childbirth is mentioned for every day of the lunar calendar could be explained
by the fact that childbirth can happen at any time and that it is not easily controlled. Thus, it would
be necessary to have childbirth as a topic in all the twenty-eight lodges so that all days of the month
were covered. On the other hand, it might stress the importance of childbirth in relation to ming
(Lupke, 2005, p. 8). In early Chinese religion ming was mostly concerned with two things; time of
birth which determined the prerequisites of a child’s life and time of death (Raphals, 2005, p. 70).
Ming is very prevalent in the lodges of the ‘Stars’ daybook, and all the sections pertaining to childbirth
say something about the fate of the child, its personality, occupation, or life expectancy (Puett, 2005,
p. 52).

That parents wanted to secure a good ming for their progeny is not a farfetched thought, and their
ability to affect the different prerequisites of a child’s life based on their own wants seems somewhat
possible, to the degrees that childbirth could be influenced. The daybook text gives hemerological
information on many different outcomes/results of ming in the progeny sections. To gain a better
understanding of the (multitude of) possible outcomes and for who this was important, some examples
of the different concerns will be useful. Sections including outcomes relating to profession and social
status can be found in lodge 27: “If one gives birth, a son will [grow up to] be a shaman and a daughter
will [grow up to] be a shamaness” (Xinfang, 2020, p. 105) and lodge 17: “If one gives birth, the child
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will certainly be dispatched as an emissary” (Xinfang, 2020, p. 103). Other aspects of a child’s life,
determined by ming, found in the daybook, include health and wealth e.g., in lodge 19: 19: “If one
gives birth, the child will have an eye disease” (Xinfang, 2020, p. 103), lodge 4: “If one gives birth, the
child will [grow up to] be wealthy” (Xinfang, 2020, p. 100) and lodge 6: “If one gives birth, the child
will [grow up to] be poor” (Xinfang, 2020, p. 100).

It is possible that parents tried to match childbirth to the days corresponding to the lodges of
their desired wishes for their child’s ming and future (Poo, 2005, p. 121). Nevertheless, life expectancy
was probably the most important concern for the parents, since concerns for a good life would be
unimportant if the child died early. There are 3 lodges in the ‘Stars’ daybook concerned with the death
of a child (8,10,22) and one with the child going missing (16). Altogether the lodges show concerns
about the child’s fate in relation to profession, social status, role in society, wealth, life quality, sickness,
relation to others, and treatment by others, as well as personality or bodily appearance and function,
not to mention death (Xinfang, 2020, p. 99-105). It is possible to organize the progeny concerns with
the outcome of a child’s fate from least to most desirable; early death being least desirable and a
good life being most desirable. Parents most likely wanted a good fate for their child and therefore
childbirth during auspicious time, as this determined the prerequisites for the life of the child. What
parents could do to affect the outcome of the time of birth or whether they consulted the daybook
before conceiving to have some control over the time of birth, is difficult to say and possibly varied
based on local customs. What is known, is that ming determined the prerequisites of life and time of
death, meaning that each person had some ability to change the outcome of their life, not their ming.
Nevertheless, hemerology was important for determining a child’s ming and thus the expected outcome
of life and the future of a person, based on time of birth.

How to classify it

Daybooks are full of sections that make up a divination system which is somewhat mechanical and
calendrical (Harkness, 2019, p. 546). As practical hemerological manuals, daybooks could probably best
be classified as technical if we were to classify based on the distinction that has been commonly used
since Greek-Roman antiquity. As Harper and Kalinowski (2017, p. 5) points out, daybooks attest to
hidden processes and powers in the world and reveal hidden knowledge through its application rather
than interpretation. As such, neither technical nor intuitive divination seem to be entirely fitting
classifications. A classification for the divination method of the ‘Stars’ text, and daybooks in general
that would be more fitting, could perhaps be hemerological divination. For as Harper and Kalinowski
(2017, p. 2) points out “[...] the term hemerology is useful for texts in which calendrical science and
religious custom coincide in providing guidance for daily life”.

Comparison

I have looked at inscriptions relating to two different divination methods with emphasis on those
concerned with the topic progeny. The inscriptions used from ancient Greece are found on multiple
lead tablets from Dodona dating from the sixth to the first century BCE. The inscriptions from ancient
China on the other hand are all found in one daybook text from Shuihudi and dates to the third century
BCE, (while daybooks in general date between the fifth century BCE to the first century CE). The lead
tablets from Dodona carry inscriptions of inquiries made by consulters at the oracle site of Dodona,
however we do not know exactly how they were used or with which method of divination they played
a role. In contrast we know the ‘Stars’ text was a practical hemerological manual, used to divine with
in order to determine auspicious and inauspicious time.

One clear difference between them is that we know the divination method and use of the daybook
and not of the lead tablets. Furthermore, inscriptions from multiple lead tablets from different time
periods are compared with only one daybook text, from one time period. On the other hand, the
daybook text contains twenty-eight inscriptions relating to progeny, while each lead tablet concerned
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with progeny only contains one inscription. The most prominent difference in my comparands is
possibly that the inscriptions making up the daybook text is a tool or method of divination in itself,
while the lead tablets attest to another method of divination and were perhaps not even divination
tools. Nevertheless, the inscriptions were both consulted on progeny (and other) concerns, they both
relate to a divination method, and most importantly, the inscriptions can tell us about the inquirers
concerns and wishes relating to progeny.

Both comparands contain inscriptions relating to both public and private matters, on multiple
topics. However, private matters stand out in the inscriptions on the lead tablets, and the daybooks
were personal manuals used by individuals, both inscriptions might therefore provide useful information
on everyday matters. These everyday matters when combined with something superhuman or other-
worldly is what can be called everyday religion. How this superhuman/other-worldly relates to the
divination methods is therefore important. At Dodona specialist diviners interpreted signs from the
gods with lot-casting and worked as mediators through oracular consultations. The lead tablets attest
to divination at this site, which was also the site of Zeus, and by consulting the gods on everyday matters
we see a form of everyday religion. In early China the daybooks were not used by specialist diviners, but
by the specific daybook owner. The consulter divined by applying the hidden hemerological knowledge
revealed through the daybook to a year calendar (almanac) which determined what actions would be
auspicious or inauspicious at different times. In contrast to the Greek inscriptions relating to the gods,
the Chinese inscriptions relate to the larger cosmological scheme of correlations, and by inquiring about
topics such as progeny this becomes everyday religion.

On the Dodona tablets the questions are strictly formulated in a binary manner and most of the
progeny inscriptions follow two main patterns (relating to a specific woman, or no woman at all) and
two main formulations. The main formulations concern ‘whether a man will have descendants (with
a specific woman)’ and ‘to what god he should pray to in order to have descendants (with a specific
woman)’. We also see three outcomes; either the man will, or will not, have descendants (with a
specific woman) or he will know which god will help him if he prays. For the progeny inscriptions in
the daybook text there are no questions, except for the self-evident progeny question of when the best
time to give birth is. There are twenty- eight lodges, one for each day of the lunar month, all with
information on the ming that will be given to a child depending on time of birth. In contrast to the
three main outcomes from the Dodona inquiries, the daybook inquiries would in the case of the ‘Stars’
text have twenty- eight possible outcomes (inevitably some more similar than others). However, even
though there are no questions concerning progeny in the daybook, there are two different formulations
concerning childbirth, even though one of them is only found in one lodge. The formulation found in
twenty-seven of the loges starts with ‘If one gives birth,” followed by which ming a child would have.

It has become clear through this comparison that the goals of the examined progeny inquiries are
very different. While the goal in Greece was clearly to secure a man’s descendants, in China it was to
secure a good ming for the child. However, in-depth conclusions based on a comparison with such a
small sample size may not be accurate. Regardless, the goal in the Dodona inscriptions seems selfish
and reflects mostly the wishes of men with seemingly little to no regard for women or children. In
contrast, the goal in the ‘Stars’ text seems to be selfless in many regards, as the main concern is the
child’s prerequisites for a good (or bad) life and life expectancy. This does not rule out that there might
have been some selfish thoughts behind daybook inquiries, as there might have been those aiming for
a short life for the child if they did not want it, or those seeking wealth and status through their child.
Likewise, a man could inquire about descendants with the goal of making his wife happy, if she perhaps
wanted another child, or he could desire a descendant for the joy of fatherhood. Nevertheless, the
sources suggest that the child was the main concern in the Chinese inscriptions and the man in the
Greek inscriptions. Based on the goal and main concerns with progeny in the inscriptions it would seem
that progeny might have been close to equally important for the man and woman in both societies. In
Greece, even though the inquiries show the man more clearly, the woman could suffer consequences if
she was unable to have children, such as losing her marriage. In China the focus in the inscriptions is
so clearly focused on the child’s ming that I did not find anything in my research that would suggest
that progeny was more important for one parent than the other.
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Conclusion

While the comparison shows that the concerns and goals relating to progeny consultations are vastly
different, they both center around everyday concerns of individuals. The many different outcomes
found in the daybook text and the various individual inquiries on the lead tablets both provide insights
into individual consulters and their personal struggles. These divination inscriptions serve as windows
into the lives of individuals, though they offer different perspectives. The Chinese window emphasizes
the significance of auspicious times, particularly in relation to birth and a child’s (ming). The Greek
window on the other hand, highlights the importance of (a man’s) descendants and the importance of
children in society.

The lead tablets from Dodona likely serve as evidence of oracular performances, while also possibly
indicating lot-casting practices at the site. As such they could represent both inspired and technical
forms of divination. In contrast, while the daybook was a practical manual and as such can be clas-
sified as a technical form of divination, the classification of daybooks into Greek-Roman and Western
divination categories, may overlook their contextual complexities. As daybooks rely on cosmological
forces and hemerological knowledge more then they rely on human expertise, technical might not be a
suitable term.

In conclusion, the Greek-Roman distinctions and classifications of various divination methods can, if
used consciously, serve as a valuable starting point for comparison if they are applied with the flexibility
to evolve and adapt. Hemerological divination emerges as a promising area for further research based
on my findings and understanding. Classifications and distinction should be changed as new insight
is gained, and only by comparing different forms of divination can we begin to develop a more fitting
theoretical discourse, that reflects the diversity of divination methods that exist. The multiple forms
of divination practiced in early China offers contrasting perspectives to Greek-Roman divination and
can therefore contribute to a deeper understanding of divination.

References

Ammerman, N. T. (2007). Everyday religion: Observing modern religious lives. Oxford University
Press.

Annus, A. (2016). Divination. In R. A. Segal & K. V. Stuckard (Eds.), Vocabulary for the Study of
Religion. http://dx.doi.org/10.1163/9789004249707 _vsr_COM_00000277

Changgui, Y. (2017). Daybooks and the Spirit World. In D. Harper & M. Kalinowski (Eds.), Books
of Fate and Popular Culture in Farly China: The Daybook Manuscripts of the Warring States, Qin,
and Han (vol. 33, pp. 207-248). Brill. https://doi.org/10.1163/9789004349315

Cicero, M. T. (1923). De senectute; De amicitat; De divinatione (W. A. Falconer, Trans.). Loeb Clas-
sical Library. https://doi.org/10.4159/DLCL.marcus_tullius_cicero-de_divinatione.1923
(Original work published ca. 44 BCE)

Eidinow, E. (2007). Oracles, Curses, and Risk among the Ancient Greeks. Oxford University Press.
https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:0s0/9780199277780.001.0001

Freiberger, O. (2018). Elements of a Comparative Methodology in the Study of Religion. Religions,
9(2), 1-14. https://doi.org/10.3390/re19020038

Ginzburg, C. (1979). Clues: Roots of a Scientific Paradigm. Theory and Society, 7(3), 273-288.
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF00207323

Harkness, E. (2019). Good Days and Bad Days: Echoes of the Third-Century BCE Qin Conquest
in Early Chinese Hemerology. Journal of the American Oriental Society, 139(3), 545-568. https:
//doi.org/10.7817/jameroriesoci.139.3.0545

RELIGION OF TANKAR (R&T) — EIT RELIGIONSVITSKAPELEG TIDSSKRIFT




84 DIVINATION AS EVERYDAY RELIGION IN EARLY CHINA AND ANCIENT GREECE

Harper, D., & Kalinowski, M. (2017). Introduction. In D. Harper & M. Kalinowski (Eds.), Books of
Fate and Popular Culture in Early China: The Daybook Manuscripts of the Warring States, Qin, and
Han (vol. 33, pp. 1-10). Brill. https://doi.org/10.1163/9789004349315

Kalinowski, M. (2017). Hemerology and Prediction in the Daybooks: Ideas and Practices. In D.
Harper & M. Kalinowski (Eds.), Books of Fate and Popular Culture in Early China: The Daybook
Manuscripts of the Warring States, Qin, and Han (vol. 33, pp. 138-206). Brill. https://doi.org/
10.1163/9789004349315

Lupke, C. (2005). Diverse Modes of Ming: An Introduction. In C. Lupke (Ed.), The Magnitude of
Ming: Command, Allotment, and Fate in Chinese Culture (pp. 1-20). University of Hawai‘i Press.

Malley, B. (2016). Agents: (Superhuman / Counterintuitive). In R. A. Segal & K. V. Stuckard
(Eds.), Vocabulary for the Study of Religion. http://dx.doi.org/10.1163/9789004249707 _vsr_
COM_00000011

Manetti, G. (1993). Theories of the sign in classical antiquity (C. Richardson, Trans.). Indiana Uni-
versity Press.

McGuire, B. M. (2008). Lived Religion: Faith and Practice in Everyday Life. Oxford University Press.

Nissinen, M. (2017). Ancient Prophecy: Near Eastern, Biblical, and Greek Perspectives. Oxford Uni-
versity Press. http://doi.org/10.1093/0s0/9780198808558.001.0001

Piccinini, J. (2013). Beyond Prophecy: The Oracular Tablets of Dodona as Memories of Consultation.
Incidenza dell’Antico, 2013(11), 63-76. https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo . 7806896

Plato (1924). Plato 1: Euthyphro; Apology; Crito; Phaedo; Phaedrus (H. N. Fowler, Trans.). Harvard
University Press. (Original work published ca. 390 BCE)

Poo, M.-C. (2005). How to Steer through Life: Negotiating Fate in the Daybook. In C. Lupke (Ed.),
The Magnitude of Ming: Command, Allotment, and Fate in Chinese Culture (pp. 107-125). University
of Hawai‘i Press.

Puett, M. (2005). Following the Commands of Heaven: The Notion of Ming in Early China. In C.
Lupke (Ed.), The Magnitude of Ming: Command, Allotment, and Fate in Chinese Culture (pp. 49-69).
University of Hawai‘i Press.

Raphals, L. (2005). Languages of Fate: Semantic Fields in Chinese and Greek. In C. Lupke (Ed.), The
Magnitude of Ming: Command, Allotment, and Fate in Chinese Culture (pp. 70-106). University of
Hawai‘i Press.

Raphals, L. (2013). Divination and Prediction in FEarly China and Ancient Greece. Cambridge Uni-
versity Press.

Shaw, S. (2016). Other-Worldly and This-Worldly. In R. A. Segal & K. V. Stuckard (Eds.), Vocabulary
for the Study of Religion. http://dx.doi.org/10.1163/9789004249707 _vsr_COM_00000399

Solomon, R. C. (2003). On Fate and Fatalism. Philosophy East € West, 53(4), 435-454. https:
//doi.org/10.1353/pew.2003.0047

Thote, A. (2017). Daybooks in Archaeological Context. In D. Harper & M. Kalinowski (Eds.), Books
of Fate and Popular Culture in Farly China: The Daybook Manuscripts of the Warring States, Qin,
and Han (vol. 33, pp. 11-56). Brill. https://doi.org/10.1163/9789004349315

Vernant, J.-P. (1991). Speech and mute signs. In J.-P. Vernant & F. 1. Zeitlin (Eds.), Mortals and
immortals: collected essays (pp. 303-317). Princeton University Press.

Xinfang, L. (2019). A Comparative Reading of the Shuihudi Qin Daybook “Stars” Text and Ancient
Theories on Astrological Divination. Bamboo and Silk, 3(1), 97-129. https://doi.org/10.1163/
24689246-00301005

Xinfang, L. (2020). (As cited in the thesis text; see discussion of the Shuihudi daybook “Stars” text.)

RELIGION OF TANKAR (R&T) — EIT RELIGIONSVITSKAPELEG TIDSSKRIFT




RELIGION OF TANKAR (R&T) — EIT RELIGIONSVITSKAPELEG TIDSSKRIFT

) Nr. 1 (2026) S.61-66

Book Review

Asif Al Hasan

Religious Diversity in a Globalised World (ReD Global)
Faculty of Religion, Culture and Society
University of Groningen, The Netherlands.

Maia Kotrosits. The Lives of Objects: Material Culture, Ezperience,
and the Real in the History of Early Christianity

The University of Chicago Press, 2020. 232 pages. ISBN 9780226707587, USD 30.00 (paper-
back); ISBN 9780226707440, USD 90.00 (hardcover); ISBN 9780226707617, USD 10.00- 29.99
(e-book).

Introduction

Maia Kotrosits’s The Lives of Objects: Material Culture, Experience, and the Real in the History of
Early Christianity is not a conventional work of ancient history. Rather than offering a reconstruction
of events or beliefs from the ancient Mediterranean world, the book invites readers to think more
carefully about how reality itself is formed, experienced, and interpreted. Drawing on psychoanalytic
theory, postcolonial thought, and material culture studies, Kotrosits approaches early Christian texts
as a lens through which broader questions about power, experience, and historical meaning can be
explored.

Instead of treating history as a collection of stable facts waiting to be recovered, Kotrosits presents
it as an ongoing and often uneasy process of interpretation. In her account, historical understanding
is shaped by emotional investments, attachments, and forms of desire that influence how scholars and
communities decide what counts as real. Early Christian literature, in this sense, does not function
as a closed archive or a self-contained tradition, but as a narrow passage through which much wider
social, political, and theoretical concerns come into focus.

The book positions itself between two influential movements in the humanities. On the one hand, it
challenges approaches that rely heavily on language and abstract theory, which can sometimes distance
scholarship from lived experience. On the other hand, it questions the assumption that material objects
(artifacts, bodies, or ruin) can provide a firm foundation for historical certainty simply by virtue of
their physical presence. Kotrosits argues that the apparent stability of objects is not self-evident, but
produced through sustained psychological and social processes.

To develop this perspective, the book engages deeply with psychoanalytic thinkers such as D.
W. Winnicott, Melanie Klein, and Jessica Benjamin. Through this framework, fantasy is understood
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not as escapism or illusion, but as the work through which individuals and communities organize a
fragmented world into something livable, even when that organization remains fragile or inconsistent.
What resists this process (what cannot be fully absorbed or controlled) marks encounters with the real.
Such moments expose the limits of interpretation and unsettle the scholar’s sense of mastery.

This approach allows Kotrosits to examine how identities, both collective and individual, take shape
through enduring attachments to objects. These objects may be physical, such as ruins and bodies,
or conceptual, such as disciplinary categories and historical narratives. Across its chapters, The Lives
of Objects demonstrates how materiality, experience, and power are inseparable, and how historical
analysis is always entangled with the psychic conditions that make interpretation possible in the first
place.

The Perils of Description and the Pygmalion Com-
plex

In the opening chapter of The Lives of Objects, Kotrosits examines the role of description in historical
scholarship. Conventional historical methods often treat detailed description as a means of approaching
the thing itself. Kotrosits questions this assumption, suggesting that description is not a neutral practice
but one that can contribute to objectification. When historians emphasize objectivity and detachment,
the subject of analysis may be rendered passive, controllable, and stripped of agency.

Kotrosits makes a critical theoretical move by reversing the expected narrative query: ”So what
if the fantasy of Pygmalion was not that his beloved object d’art becomes real? What if the fantasy
was that she was ever an object in the first place?” The ultimate deception is not the statue coming to
life, but the intellectual and political process of rendering someone dead matter, thereby effacing their
subjectivity. This act of objectification renders the subject both more and less material: a dense mass,
a knot of limbs, a piece of castaway debris (Kotrosits, 2020, p. 26).

Kotrosits applies this framework to debates in early Christian studies, including scholarly discus-
sions of the walking, talking cross in the Gospel of Peter. She notes that attempts to emend the text
in order to preserve historical plausibility often reflect an effort to maintain clear distinctions between
animate and inanimate forms. At the same time, scholars frequently accept the animation of Jesus’s
dead body without similar hesitation. In Kotrosits’s analysis, both the crucified body and the cross
function as body-objects whose reality emerges through their disruption of established expectations.
These examples illustrate how judgments about materiality and plausibility are shaped by underlying
assumptions about power, agency, and the boundaries of the real (Kotrosits, 2020, pp. 28-29).

Ruination, Diaspora, and the Visceral Archive

The materialization of psychic life receives its widest historical treatment in Kotrosits’s discussion of
empire, ruination, and colonial belonging in Chapter 2. Rather than framing civilizations through a
familiar narrative of ascent and decline, Kotrosits argues that ruination is not a later consequence of
imperial power but one of its foundational conditions. From this perspective, stability and authority
are sustained through ongoing processes of deterioration, fragmentation, and breakdown (Kotrosits,
2020, p. 45).

Kotrosits develops this argument through her reading of the Revelation of John, which she ap-
proaches not as a straightforward Christian text but as an exaggerated fantasy shaped by the symbolic
vocabulary of Roman imperial power. The imagined destruction of Babylon alongside the elaborate
vision of a New Jerusalem provides a way of expressing the psychological and social damage produced
by colonial forms of belonging. These scenes articulate injury and corrosion rather than resolution,
reflecting the pressures of life under empire.
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The ambiguity over whether Revelation mourns Jerusalem or Rome draws attention to the unstable
position of diasporic identity. Ruins, in their continued presence, become a means through which
difference and attachment are negotiated. Kotrosits connects this dynamic to the writings of Josephus,
whose conflation of Babel and Jerusalem reflects the overlapping and contradictory affiliations produced
by imperial rule. In this account, destruction does not simply erase Judean identity but participates
in its formation. Kotrosits further aligns this logic with postcolonial reflections, such as those found in
the work of Aimé Césaire, where the refusal of restoration becomes a response to colonial demands for
renewal and assimilation.

In Chapter 3, Kotrosits shifts from architectural ruins to what she terms the visceral archive.
Rather than being preserved only in monuments or texts, imperial violence is shown to be recorded in
the body itself. She argues that recurrent attention to the stomach or stomachos in ancient sources
should be understood as an embodied register of social pressure rather than as individual pathology.
These physical symptoms, often dismissed as hypochondria, function as collective expressions of distress
that resist simple psychological resolution. Drawing on discussions of diasporic affect, including Ann
Cvetkovich’s work on Black diasporic sadness, Kotrosits situates bodily pain as a response to historically
specific forms of harm (Kotrosits, 2020, pp. 79-81).

Kotrosits concludes this section by turning to the letters of Ignatius of Antioch, whose desire to
become food for animals and grain for Christ is read as a reflection on sacrifice and interdependence.
In this framing, life is sustained through processes that also entail loss and death. Ignatius’s attempt
to impose meaning through martyrdom does not escape these structures but reproduces them, binding
his self-understanding to the same cultural and political systems he confronts. The visceral archive, as
Kotrosits presents it, marks the point at which history’s claims to coherence and sovereignty begin to
unravel.

Captivity to the Juridical Grid: Tertullian and Trans-
lation

The political and psychological dimensions of ancient subjectivity are brought into focus through
Kotrosits’s analysis of what she describes as grids of legibility, a conceptual frameworks that determine
which experiences are recognized as meaningful, credible, or real. These grids shape how bodies, actions,
and identities are rendered intelligible within structures of power, while simultaneously marginalizing
other forms of experience.

In Chapter 4, written in collaboration with Carly Daniel-Hughes, Kotrosits examines the writings
of Tertullian of Carthage as expressions of the imaginative life of power in Roman North Africa. She
situates Tertullian’s repeated attention to torture and legal procedure within the instability of colonial
law, where justice operates unevenly and unpredictably. Against this background, Tertullian’s longing
for a properly functioning juridical order reflects a desire for moral clarity and certainty absent from
colonial conditions. His texts, including the Apologeticum, repeatedly return to scenes of discipline
and judgment, revealing an attachment to the very legal structures that regulate recognition and
punishment. In this reading, Tertullian seeks legibility within the Roman juridical system, aspiring to
be identified as a Christian only through the moment of violent adjudication, when his identity would
finally be fixed by the state.

Chapter 5 extends these concerns to the problem of translation and its relation to colonial power.
Drawing on the work of Rey Chow and Jacques Derrida, Kotrosits treats the act of speaking within a
dominant language as one that carries both psychological and bodily consequences. Derrida’s reflections
on his position as an Algerian Jew illustrate how experiences of estrangement must often be articulated
through the very linguistic systems that have excluded the speaker. Kotrosits describes this tension
as the cultural materiality of speech, emphasizing the embodied costs of linguistic mediation under
conditions of domination.

These dynamics are further explored through the Gospel of Mark, which Kotrosits reads as an
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archive of colonial vulnerability. Jesus’s final words on the cross, spoken in Aramaic but preserved
through Greek transliteration are immediately misunderstood by those present (Kotrosits, 2020, p.
111). In this scene, linguistic specificity coincides with extreme exposure under imperial power. Speech
in the native tongue briefly asserts identity but also produces risk, whether through death or loss of
control. Throughout these examples, the production of authenticity is closely tied to bodily suffering
and juridical violence. The practice of extracting truth through physical coercion (basanos) reflects
an underlying assumption that meaning can be forced from the body of another, revealing the violent
foundations of claims to knowledge and legitimacy (Kotrosits, 2020, p. 116).

The Erotics of the Mundane: Friction Beyond Pene-
tration

Kotrosits’s discussion of legibility reaches a methodological turning point in Chapter 6, where she
examines the dominance of the penetration model in the study of ancient sexuality. This model, shaped
by influential scholarship such as that of Foucault and Halperin, organizes sexual and social relations
around a hierarchical opposition between active, penetrating subjects and passive, penetrated objects.
Kotrosits questions the explanatory reach of this framework, arguing that its focus on penetration
narrows the range of experiences that can be recognized as erotic and tends to privilege scenarios
associated with injury or trauma.

In response, Kotrosits draws on her own experience of trauma therapy to argue for a broader
understanding of erotic experience. Rather than centering analysis on penetration and its associated
harms, she introduces friction as an alternative analytical concept. Friction, as she defines it, allows
for multiple configurations of agency and power and does not presume that erotic encounters must be
categorized in advance as either positive or negative (Kotrosits, 2020, p. 136).

Kotrosits develops this alternative model through her reading of the Acts of Paul and Thecla. In
this narrative, Thecla repeatedly avoids sexual violence, confinement, and execution, and her story is
used to explore forms of attachment and pleasure that do not depend on bodily violation. Thecla’s
erotic life emerges through moments of touch, attentiveness to speech, trust in a benevolent cosmic
order, and relationships with both humans and animals. These experiences exemplify what Kotrosits
describes as an erotics of the mundane, composed of ordinary sensations, tensions, and small comforts.
Thecla’s story, in this reading, challenges the assumption that erotic meaning is inseparable from harm
and suggests that resilience and pleasure can coexist with vulnerability rather than being defined solely
by it (Kotrosits, 2020, pp. 135-143).

Darkening the Discipline and the Public Intellectual
Fantasy

In the final chapter of The Lives of Objects, Kotrosits turns her attention to the contemporary academic
field itself, examining the fantasies and attachments that shape disciplinary self-understanding. Using
a psychoanalytic framework, she reflects on how areas such as Classics and Biblical Studies negotiate
questions of whiteness, authority, and relevance within current institutional conditions.

As part of this analysis, Kotrosits discusses debates surrounding the polychromy of ancient statues,
often invoked to challenge assumptions about the racialized aesthetics of antiquity. She treats these
discussions as symptomatic of a broader disciplinary desire to intervene politically by reshaping visual
narratives of the past. Rather than rejecting these efforts outright, Kotrosits interrogates the forms
of power that accompany them, asking whether such projects position the presumed white scholar as
the agent who enables recognition for others. In this reading, initiatives aimed at inclusivity can also
reproduce a hierarchical fantasy in which authority remains centered on those who control interpretation
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and representation (Kotrosits, 2020, p. 149).

This concern extends to what Kotrosits describes as the figure of the Public Intellectual. Within
an academic environment marked by increasing precarity, expanded teaching demands, and declining
material security, public visibility offers a form of symbolic compensation. The ideal of the Professor
of the People functions as a means of restoring a sense of purpose and influence that may be lacking
in everyday academic labor. Kotrosits suggests that this figure can sustain a fantasy of efficacy that
masks institutional vulnerability and, in some cases, draws on familiar narratives of moral rescue.

Kotrosits further develops this critique through her engagement with Eve Sedgwick’s reflections
on pedagogy, fantasy, and scrutiny. She draws attention to the tension between intellectual authority
and exposure, particularly in moments when scholars are evaluated or judged. Figures such as the
“bad student” disrupt pedagogical confidence by revealing the limits of disciplinary transmission, of-
ten prompting renewed attachment to evaluative structures rather than reflection on their failure. In
this context, Kotrosits questions the assumption that historical scholarship can function as an ethical
corrective on its own. She argues instead that ethical claims grounded narrowly in disciplinary prac-
tice risk overstating their effectiveness, and that alternative forms of engagement may require greater
attention to relational dynamics and present conditions.

The Book Itself as an Unwitting Student

A defining feature of The Lives of Objects is Kotrosits’s sustained effort to subject her own schol-
arly position to the same process of reality-testing that structures the book’s theoretical claims. This
commitment is not limited to methodological reflection but extends to the author’s discussion of per-
sonal experiences, including bodily distress and emotional upheaval during the writing process. These
moments are not presented as explanatory keys or confessional disclosures, but as part of the book’s
broader insistence that scholarly knowledge is shaped by vulnerability, attachment, and uncertainty.

Drawing on Winnicott, Kotrosits contrasts this stance with the figure of the “good student,” whose
role is to confirm the authority and coherence of an existing framework. The book resists this posture,
instead positioning itself within forms of disciplinary and psychic instability. In doing so, it challenges
expectations that academic work should culminate in mastery, resolution, or ethical clarity. Rather
than offering closure, The Lives of Objects remains committed to exposing the conditions under which
such expectations emerge.

The book develops this orientation through several recurring gestures. First, Kotrosits integrates
subjective fracture into her analysis, placing personal experiences alongside ancient materials such as
Aelius Aristides’ accounts of bodily distress. This move unsettles the convention of scholarly detach-
ment, but it also raises questions about the limits of experiential disclosure as analytical evidence.
While the inclusion of personal material underscores the book’s critique of objectivity, some readers
may find that it complicates the distinction between illustrative resonance and methodological necessity.

Second, the book applies its process of reality-testing to Christianity itself as an analytical cat-
egory. By questioning whether early Christianity constitutes a stable or coherent object of study,
Kotrosits performs an important act of disciplinary self-examination. At the same time, this move
leaves unresolved how the field might proceed once its central object has been destabilized. The re-
sulting uncertainty is clearly intentional, but it places a significant burden on readers and scholars to
determine what forms of analysis remain viable in the absence of shared categorical ground.

Finally, Kotrosits’s reflections on pedagogy, including the anecdote drawn from Eve Sedgwick’s
writing, extend this critique to academic authority more broadly. Learning is presented not as the
transmission of expertise but as a process shaped by misrecognition, dependency, and relational nego-
tiation. While this perspective offers a compelling challenge to models of rigor grounded in evaluation
and surveillance, the book is more hesitant when it comes to articulating how such insights might
translate into concrete pedagogical or institutional practices.

For these reasons, The Lives of Objects is best understood not as a guide for methodological reform,
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but as a sustained intervention into the assumptions that organize scholarly life. Its contribution lies
less in providing solutions than in clarifying the desires and attachments that structure historical
inquiry. By foregrounding doubt, instability, and the limits of disciplinary authority, Kotrosits offers
a demanding and, at times, unsettling account of what it means to work within the humanities today.
The book’s refusal to resolve the tensions it exposes may frustrate some readers, but it is precisely this
refusal that gives the work its critical force.
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