
In her book, Downed by Friendly Fire: Black 
Girls, White Girls, and Suburban Schooling, 
Signithia Fordham offers an in-depth inter-
sectional analysis on the gendered and racial-
ized violence that girls face at school. This 
two-and-a-half-year ethnographic work was 
conducted at a predominantly-white subur-
ban school in upstate New York, which Ford-
ham calls “Underground Railroad High 
School” (2016, 5). Fordham uses participant 
observations of both classroom and 
non-classroom activities, formal and infor-
mal interviews, and diaries written by the 
participants themselves (89). However, Ford-
ham is clear that Downed by Friendly Fire is 
not a traditional ethnography. 

The book includes both autoethnographic 
third-person narratives from the author her-
self along with five second-person composite 
narratives from twenty participants (21-23). 
Ethnographically, the book uses excerpts 
from Fordham’s fieldnotes along with pas-
sages from the participants’ diaries to stay 
true to the experiences of the participants 
rather than speak for them. Fordham’s thesis 
is that differences in behavior, practices, and 
academic achievement between white girls 
and black girls at Underground Railroad High 
School are the result of how the school as an 
institution treats those differences, due to 
the “dissimilar habitus” between school offi-
cials and the two groups of girls (Bourdieu 
1984; Fordham 2016, 15). These divergent 
habitus “structures their differentiated aca-
demic performance, habitus beliefs, respons-
es, and practices” (15). Fordham finds that 
schools are mechanisms that force girls to 
channel their competition and aggression 
toward other girls because school officials 

and policies misrecognize non-physical 
forms of aggression as trivial compared to 
physical violence, leading girls toward an 
“unending quest for normality” (17).  This 
normality, formed by notions of whiteness 
and gender, creates an environment where 
girls who do not meet the standards of white-
ness and expected gender behavior are pun-
ished socially by their peers. 

Fordham points out that previous research-
ers have failed to account for the racialized 
nature of female bullying and aggression in 
United States educational contexts. Fordham 
posits that American society sets gendered 
and racialized expectations for girls, and 
those who violate socially acceptable norms 
are subject to correction through violence 
(9). Violence, Fordham argues, needs to be 
conceptualized differently in schools. While 
many school officials and students condemn 
physical violence, Fordham contends that 
violence in schools needs to be expanded 
beyond the physical. Fordham found that 
girls at Underground Railroad High School 
used “language, logics, and images” as forms 
of symbolic violence to create an “intimate 
apartheid” —  “lives lived in close proximity 
but with enormous differences in social and 
cultural practices and interactions” — 
between black girls and white girls (Bourdieu 
and Wacquant 2004; Fordham 2016, 17-18; 
Ibid., 258). These forms of violence are often 
misrecognized as the deviant feminine 
behavior of an individual rather than acts 
that maintain societal gender and racial hier-
archies.
 
Fordham argues that schools are structured 
to remedy physical violence but ignore or 
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Four Lectures on Ethics: Anthropological 
Perspectives, written by Michael Lambek, 
Veena Das, Didier Fassin, and Webb Keane, is 
a collaboration of essays related to recent 
developments in the anthropology of ethics. 
Containing similar themes on ethical rela-
tions and interpretations in historical, social, 
and cultural contexts, the included essays do 
not represent a single voice for understand-
ing ethics in everyday life. Instead, the 
authors offer new discoveries of how people 
render the world intelligible through ethical 
evaluation and hermeneutical processes. 
These discoveries present “the ethical” as a 
framework for further anthropological stud-
ies by pointing to how ethics intersects with 
every facet of human life, and also provide 
anthropologists with a theoretical heuristic 
for social analysis. 

The essays in the book are formatted to 
display each author’s independent thoughts, 
containing the authors’ related ethnographic 
accounts and philosophical references. The 
book is divided into four essays: “Living as if 
it mattered” by Michael Lambek; “What does 
ordinary ethics look like” by Veena Das; “Va-
rieties of ethical stance” by Webb Keane; and 
“Troubled waters, at the confluence of ethics 
and politics” by Didier Fassin. Although their 
voices are multiple and diverse, the authors 
of these essays discuss several similar 
themes. They depict ethics as an interpretive 
process for understanding the world into 
which people are “thrown”, as Martin Heideg-
ger described (Heidegger 1927). They treat 
ethics as an all-encompassing whole that is 
expressed in life through interactions and 
self-reflection to produce different types of 
ethical subjects and relations. The featured 

authors work to reconcile “the ethical” with 
society instead of isolating it from human 
interactions by analyzing philosophical theo-
ries of ethics alongside ethnographic exam-
ples of ethical interpretations. Their theories 
draw from philosophers such as Smith, Kant, 
Nietzsche, Wittgenstein, Durkheim and 
Weber, whose inquiries into ethics assist in 
describing ethical relationships, moral 
imperatives, and social constraints. The 
authors’ incorporation of complex philo-
sophical thought into an anthropological 
examination of interpersonal interactions 
offers anthropologists a new method for 
understanding ethical motivations for human 
behaviors. Furthermore, they analyze ethical 
interpretations among diverse communities 
to demonstrate that ethical concepts are not 
cultural inventions within distinct societies, 
but are the product of individual psychology, 
emotional response, social traditions, and 
patterns of interaction (155). The authors’ 
ethnographic examples range from displays 
of dignity among drug dealers in urban 
America to expressions of desire among com-
munities of Sumbanese highland villagers; 
this breadth of examples works to liberate 
the field from a tradition of ethical relativ-
ism, which remains trapped in an incorrect 
view of cultures as distinct wholes. 

One important point the authors raise is a 
critique of the objectification of ethical con-
cepts. Lambek provides two examples of 
slogans printed on car license plates to illus-
trate the importance of looking beyond 
objectified categories of ethics. In New 
Hampshire, the slogan “Live Free or Die” (28) 
implies an extraordinary imperative to 
defend freedom, which is grounded in the 
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United States’ longstanding liberal tradition. 
On the other hand, cars in Quebec display 
license plates that state “Je Me Souviens” or 
“I remember” (32) which, rather than an 
imperative command, suggests attentiveness 
or public consciousness and attests to the 
remembrance of Quebec’s former indepen-
dence. However, the slogans represent only 
an objectification of ethics — or the creation 
of explicit, ethical interpretations through a 
symbolic presentation of Quebec’s and New 
Hampshire’s politico-historical values. These 
slogans are imposed upon all drivers and 
their vehicles, but statements on license 
plates do not hold people accountable for 
adhering to said traditions. Instead, Lambek 
suggests that anthropologists of ethics 
should examine specific acts and practical 
judgments to understand how the drivers of 
these vehicles perform ethically (Lambek 
2010). Veena Das exemplifies Lambek’s sug-
gestion by working through the lens of the 
ordinary to describe the multifaceted nature 
of ethical life. Her own work on violence in 
India uncovers a complex world of ethical 
relations intertwined with cultural traditions 
such as the influence of karma in ethical 
decisions. Her research reaffirms James Laid-
law’s work on Jainism and the ethical impos-
sibility of living as a perfect ascetic (Laidlaw 
2014) by supporting his conclusions that eth-
ical experiences are inherently incomplete 
and composed of cross-cutting virtues that 
are subject to reinterpretation. Therefore, an 
objectification of ethical life under a cohe-
sive telos is inaccurate. Instead, anthropolo-
gists should study the “contours of ethics” 
(114) through experiences such as vulnerabil-
ity, sorrow, and joy to accurately describe 
social life.
 
Throughout Four Lectures, the authors 
attempt to recognize “the ethical” within 
sociocultural and historical contexts. In his 
essay, Webb Keane calls these cultural influ-
ences and any experiences or perceptions 
that enable ethical judgements and decisions 
among ethical subjects, ethical affordances 
(Keane 2015). These ethical affordances 
incorporate past experiences and social 
forces to “give ethics a history” (155-6). Fas-
sin’s essay offers case studies to help the 
reader understand how these ethical stances 
and affordances are infused in other forms of 
social life such as political institutions. He 
examines Kantian, virtue ethics, and utilitari-
an influences surrounding three issues: the 
United Nations’ principle of the Responsibili-

ty to Protect; different ethical stances in reac-
tions to the Charlie Hebdo attack; and ethical 
interactions between individual police offi-
cers and law enforcement organizations 
regarding police misconduct in Paris. Using 
these examples, Fassin posits that anthropol-
ogists who analyze ethics and politics must 
incorporate seemingly oppositional philo-
sophical ideas to fully describe ethical expe-
riences and the vast sociocultural contexts in 
which they exist. He argues alongside Keane 
that different ethical subjects and ethical 
actions are affected by distributions of 
power in different social positions.
 
Although Four Lectures is an effective and 
thought-provoking collection of ethical 
inquiries, ethnographic examples, and theo-
retical suggestions, it has a few shortcom-
ings. Keane reuses several sections from his 
2015 book, Ethical Life, which negatively 
affects the book’s intended mission of detail-
ing new ideas and developments in anthropo-
logical studies of ethics. Additionally, as 
Fassin claims, the authors overwhelmingly 
use positive virtues (i.e. sympathy and digni-
ty) in their descriptions of ethics and exclude 
negative characteristics (i.e. resentment and 
hatred) — which are equally prevalent among 
certain ethical actions. The book would also 
benefit from extended ethnographic 
accounts that better portray the authors’ the-
ories on ethical life. Despite these criticisms, 
Four Lectures remains a wonderful presenta-
tion of ethics as a crucial but overlooked part 
of human life. 

The anthropology of ethics is a nascent field 
that, as James Faubion described, has mostly 
philosophical and theological precedents 
(Faubion 2011). This field offers student and 
professional anthropologists a theoretical 
framework for understanding the “human 
condition at its most universal and intimate 
scales” (8). The authors of Four Lectures illu-
minate ways in which people find direction 
and value, explaining human behavior in 
both ontological and empirical terms through 
an examination of both philosophical and 
ethnographic interpretations of ethical sub-
stance. The book’s diverse examples of par-
ticipant observations and interviews can 
assist undergraduate and graduate scholars 
in observing how ethical subjects engage 
with other people, objects, institutions, and 
societal forms of ethics. The authors’ meth-
odologies encourage anthropologists to 
examine everyday ethics in order to move 
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beyond ethical objectifications and to recon-
nect the ethical with socio-political and 
historical contexts.
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