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ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT

This article examines two significant theoretical turns in contemporary
anthropology: the "dark turn" — or the turn toward the dark dimensions of
life — and the "the good turn." From the 1980s onward, driven by new
global conditions and the discipline's internal dynamics, anthropology
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Social resilience, from the early twenty-first century, the "the good turn" emerged,
The good life, concentrating on concepts such as the good life, happiness, well-being,
The presence of absence, ethics, hope, and the future. This new research agenda aims to illuminate the
Well-being. ways in which people across different cultures and conditions create and

pursue a desirable life. The article argues that these two turns should not be
seen as simply oppositional;, rather, they can be understood as
complementary within a dialectical logic. Discontent and the recognition of
an absence are always accompanied by resilience and a search for a path
toward flourishing and the filling of that absence. The article also examines
the contribution of anthropology to the study of social resilience, and
concludes by exploring the methodological implications of these turns for
ethnographic practice and the poetics of ethnographic writing.

Copyright © 2026 The Authors. Published by The Anthropologi Society of Iran. This work is licensed under a Creative |2 amss
Commons Attribution-NonCommercial 4.0 International license (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/).
Non-commercial uses of the work are permitted, provided the original work is properly cited.

Citations: Sarafraz, Y.; Arabestani, M., (2026). “Between Suffering and Salvation: From Dark Anthropology to Anthropology of the
Good”. Iranian Journal of Anthropology, 22(41): 277-301.
https://doi.org/10.22034/jasi.2026.2088929.1630



https://doi.org/10.22034/jasi.2026.2088929.1630
https://doi.org/10.22034/jasi.2026.2088929.1630

278 Between Suffering and Salvation: From Dark Anthropology to Anthropology of the Good

1-1- Introduction

The theoretical turns that shape academic disciplines are signs of intellectual vitality. Their
emergence and decline reflect both intra-disciplinary dynamics and broader social, political, and
economic conditions. Between the 1980s and the mid-2010s, anthropology experienced several
major turns. Among them, Sherry Ortner (2016) identifies the ontological turn, the affective turn,
and a turn in ethnographic theory. This article focuses on two additional developments: the "dark
turn" and the "the good turn."

The article addresses two related problems. First, anthropology has long privileged suffering,
pathology, and structural violence at the expense of flourishing, aspiration, and moral agency.
Second, it confronts the methodological challenge of representing people not only as victims of
power but also as agents pursuing lives they consider worthwhile.

The article has two aims: to trace the genealogy of the dark turn and the the good turn, and to
examine the concepts, research agenda, and ethnographic implications of the anthropology of the
good. The dark turn receives particular attention because many scholars (Ortner 2016; Robbins
2013) understand the anthropology of the good as a response to the dominance of the suffering
subject in late twentieth-century anthropology.

Methodologically, the article is theoretical and conceptual. It draws on key contributions by
Trouillot, Ortner, Robbins, Fischer, Appadurai, Panter-Brick, Scheper-Hughes, and others, situating
their arguments within both the broader context of neoliberal modernity and anthropology's internal
debates about representation, reflexivity, and the critique of the savage slot. The discussion
culminates in an examination of social resilience as the conceptual bridge between the two turns
and considers the methodological implications of this framework for ethnographic practice.

1-2- Discussion: Main Findings, Concepts, and Chain of Argument

The analysis begins with Michel-Rolph Trouillot's (1991) critique of anthropology's foundational
assumptions. He argues that the discipline emerged within a pre-existing "savage slot," a conceptual
space through which Western modernity defined itself against a radically different Other. The figure
of the savage functioned both as a mirror of Western identity and as a repository of political and
moral imagination.

With the decline of this figure during the late twentieth century, a new object of anthropological
attention emerged: the suffering subject. Ortner (2016) describes this orientation as "dark
anthropology," an approach focused on suffering, violence, domination, and inequality. According
to Robbins (2013), the universality of suffering allowed the sufferer to replace the culturally distant
Other as anthropology's primary figure. Yet this orientation also attracted criticism. Kelly (2013)
warned that anthropology risked becoming trapped in what Csordas called an "aesthetics of
misery," reducing social life to the documentation of pain.

The central limitation of dark anthropology, the article argues, is its insufficient attention to how
people pursue meaningful futures under adverse conditions. Appadurai (2013) locates this tendency
deep within anthropology's intellectual tradition, which has often focused more on catastrophe than
aspiration. The discipline's conceptual framework has also been largely retrospective, leaving the
future insufficiently theorized as a cultural horizon.

The turn toward the good emerged in response to this imbalance. Robbins (2013) proposes an
anthropology concerned with value, ethics, well-being, imagination, care, hope, and social change.
Rather than asking only how people suffer, it asks how they define, pursue, and create what they
consider a good life.
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Fischer (2014) conceptualizes the good life through the interaction of three dimensions: material
conditions such as health and security; non-material qualities such as dignity, aspiration, and
commitment; and socio-institutional factors including opportunity structures and social networks.
These dimensions become meaningful through individual life projects, which give concrete form to
aspirations for well-being.

The article's principal theoretical contribution lies in its treatment of social resilience as the
bridge between dark anthropology and the anthropology of the good. Drawing on Panter-Brick
(2014), Eitel (2023), and Scheper-Hughes (2008), resilience is understood not as a stable trait but as
a socially situated process through which individuals and communities mobilize resources to sustain
well-being. Central to this process is the preservation of dignity and the construction of meaningful
narratives that connect suffering to possible futures.

This understanding closely parallels Appadurai's (2013) concept of the "capacity to aspire," the
culturally mediated ability to imagine desirable futures and pursue them. Building on this insight,
the article employs Rahimi's (2021) concept of the "presence of absence" to explain the relationship
between suffering and aspiration. Experiences of lack generate the desire to overcome them;
discontent therefore becomes a source of both resilience and hope. From this perspective, suffering
and flourishing are not opposites but interconnected dimensions of human existence.

Scheper-Hughes's (2008) critique of trauma discourse reinforces this argument. Her work
demonstrates that people living under conditions of chronic hardship often reject victim-centered
interpretations of their experiences. By emphasizing courage, dignity, and political achievement
rather than trauma, her interlocutors reveal forms of agency that cannot be reduced to suffering
alone. To define people primarily through their wounds risks reproducing another form of symbolic
violence.

These theoretical developments also carry methodological implications. Drawing on Appadurai's
three-level framework—foundational moral ideas, local normative systems, and individual
aspirations—the article argues for a person-centered ethnography that follows individual life
projects while remaining attentive to wider social and cultural structures. Such an approach aligns
with Abu-Lughod's (1991) call to "write against culture" through particularized narratives that
foreground the experiences, choices, and aspirations of concrete individuals.

1-3- Conclusion

This article has examined the emergence of the anthropology of the good as a response to the
dominance of the suffering subject in contemporary anthropology. Its central argument is that dark
anthropology and the anthropology of the good should not be viewed as competing paradigms but
as complementary approaches to a common problem: the human condition under modernity.

First, the article shows that suffering and flourishing are inseparable dimensions of social life.
The anthropology of the good does not replace the study of suffering; rather, it broadens
anthropological inquiry by incorporating aspiration, hope, and moral striving. Freud's (1930 [1961])
discussion of discontent and happiness in Civilization and Its Discontents provides an early
formulation of this dialectic.

Second, the article proposes social resilience as the analytical bridge connecting the two turns.
Resilience is understood as the ongoing, culturally mediated effort to sustain dignity, meaning, and
aspiration in the face of adversity. Rahimi's (2021) notion of the "presence of absence" captures this
dynamic by showing how experiences of lack generate both suffering and the desire to overcome it.

Third, the article argues that the turn toward the good has important methodological
consequences. It encourages a movement from culture-centered toward person-centered
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ethnography, one that follows individual life projects while situating them within broader structures
of value and meaning. Far from abandoning structural critique, this approach expands
anthropology's capacity to understand agency, aspiration, and social transformation.

The anthropology of the good thus offers a framework capable of holding suffering and
aspiration, absence and desire, within a single analytical perspective. In doing so, it opens new
possibilities for understanding both the complexity of human experience and the future direction of
anthropological inquiry.
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