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Commentary: Remembering How to Imagine and its Cultural 
Implications 
By Andrea Sandor
     Last fall I attended an International 
Relations (IR) academic internship program 
in New York City, situated cozily near the 
Time Warner Building in midtown 
Manhattan.  I enrolled in an ethics class, 
which focused on political realism.  We 
would discuss to what extent states act 
purely in their self-interest.  At times an 
important consideration was raised: “What 
about culture?” someone would suddenly 
ask.  “Yes, what about culture!?” I, the lone 
anthropology student, felt like retorting.  
The other students grinned whenever I 
entered the conversation.  As an 
anthropology student in a classroom of 
future policy makers, I felt out of my 
element.  However, I think they were sincere 
when they said they appreciated my 
“anthropological perspective.”  I was asked 
to write an article for the student-run 
political journal, just so long as it was 
anthropological.  
     Sometimes I left class upbeat, excited to 
learn about transitional justice and truth 
commissions in South Africa, where story-
telling and role-playing help a nation 
overcome its past.  Other times I walked 
away disheartened, the global economy 
materializing as a game with fixed rules my 
classmates enjoyed playing.  I was at the 
point of tears after one class when we had 
been discussing representation of third world 
peoples and how the global system addresses 
them.  While I put faces to these people from 
past travel experiences, most of the other 
students had never visited such countries.   
     I thought back to my trip to Malaysia and 
the Philippines the previous summer on an 
ethnomusicology student-faculty grant 
study.  In Malaysia, I had met Mr. Aasim (a 
pseudonym), High Priest of a certain 
indigenous tribe, when I attended a ritual 

that is no longer exclusive to the tribe but is 
celebrated by Muslims and Roman 
Catholics.  I was introduced to him by an 
English speaking Roman Catholic healer 
whom I had a conversation with earlier.  
Together we learned a little about Mr. 
Aasim’s syncretic monotheistic-animist 
religion and discussed the history and future 
of his tribe.  He showed me various ritual 
objects, including a tooth of a former leader 
with healing powers.  Later, we moved to 
another room.  Sitting cross legged on the 
floor in a small circle, Mr. Aasim did not 
speak until after he had played a ritual 
mouth harp.  He needed to call off the rain, 
which threatened to end the ceremonial 
festivities early.  When the rain began to fall 
forty minutes later, he laughed and said he 
had kept it from raining until it was time to 
go.  And it was true. 
     I want to relate to the world like this.  I 
want to play an instrument and engage 
nature with it.  I want to develop my 
perception of “nature” in such a way that I 
do not relate to it as an object, as separate 
from myself and society.  I looked around 
my class and realized that these future 
policy makers are not interested in relating 
differently to “nature.”  I doubt that any of 
them had tried to imagine what it’s like to 
relate to a world where mountains are 
spirits.  Then I realized that I had not 
imagined this myself for a long time.  And 
then I began to think about the imagination.  
And this imagination was wiped away, 
incompatible as it is, with the ongoing 
discussion about the political economy.  As I 
was becoming more and more aware of how 
complicated and serious this IR world is, 
rooted so firmly in a certain logic culture 
that leaves little room for the imagination, I 
realized that if I have this much trouble 
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understanding it, how is Mr. Aasim going 
to?  And as his tribe discusses opening itself 
up for tourism, won’t he have to? 
     My friend studying international relations 
told me last semester: “Don’t you love IR!  
It explains everything!  It explains how the 
world works!”  It is true that IR explains 
how a world works.  But after my 
anthropology of religion class this semester, 
I am convinced that I’d rather cultivate my 
autonomous imagination and see visions.  
And my previous IR classmates might say: 
yes, these metaphysical questions are 
interesting, but they aren’t practical.  But 
who’s to say what’s “practical?”  As the 
Internet and this era of globalization give 
rise to a “fragmented and distracted world,” 
evangelicalism is finding a foothold with its 
ideas of “portable charismatic identity” and 
is sending worshippers into trance (Meyer 
2001).  Arguably, religion is entering the 
global political realm in a new form, as a 
reactionary response to neoliberalism: a free 
market ideology that is a “programme for 
destroying collective structures,” as its 
fixation on (fetishism of) economic 
efficiency eclipses social relations (Bourdieu 
1998).  While I am not reacting to 
neoliberalism by joining a church, I am 
searching for alternative worldviews, for 
like-minded individuals, for a vocabulary 
outside of the neoliberal discourse.   
     The last few years I have been gripped by 
my American college culture.  I began 
thinking about how I should act in the world 
in narrow terms of “practical,” “useful,” and 
especially “productive.”  Creeping its way 
into my anatomy, I ate and exercised on a 
regimented schedule.  This semester I am 
studying in Budapest, where the pace of life 

is slower and the country is falling into 
“backwardness.”  Consequently, I am 
breaking out of my neoliberal conception of 
“productive” by taking long walks along the 
Danube, gazing at the Chain Bridge, and 
imagining the Industrial Revolution and 
comparing it to today’s technological 
revolutions.  I am writing poetry and feeling 
a creativity I associate with my adolescence.  
It is from this vantage point that Mr. 
Aasim’s worldview becomes even more 
meaningful to me.  And the perceptual 
divides between last semester and this one, 
between two schools of thought, takes on an 
unnerving new light. 
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