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Indeterminacy, open-endedness, and possibility have characterized the
predominant understanding of hope in anthropology. This rendering of
hope is unsettled by the practices of hope in North China where millions
of people muddling through lives in an authoritarian regime seek help
from incense seers who foretell their futures. Through an ethnography
of the individual/family-based hopes for “living the daily life,” this talk
shows how incense seeing offers an affordable and easily accessible
“ladder of hope”— a cultural toolkit from which people draw to maintain
hope and achieve goals seemingly beyond their reach. This “ladder of
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