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The 1988 Stirling Award Essay

Embodiment as a
. Paradigm for
Anthropology

THOMAS J. CSORDAS

The purpose of this essay is not to argue that the human body is an
important object of anthropological study, but that a paradigm of
embodiment can be elaborated for the study of culture and the self.
By paradigm I mean simply a consistent methodological perspec-
tive that encourages reanalyses of existing data and suggests new
questions for empirical research. Although I shall argue that a par-
adigm of embodiment transcends different methodologies, I will not
attempt to synthesize the broad multidisciplinary literature on the
body.! The approach I will develop from the perspective of psycho-
logical anthropology leans strongly in the direction of phenomen-
ology. This approach to embodiment begins from the methodolog-
ical postulate that the body is not an ebject to be studied in relation
to culture, but is to be considered as the subject of culture, or in other
words as the existential ground of culture.?

The work of Hallowell is a useful point of departure, since his de-
nomination of the “self as culturally constituted” marked a meth-

THOMAS J. CSORDAS is Assistant Prolessor of Anthropology at the University of Wiscon-

sin, Milwaukee.



-~

-Ipoquud Jo swirdy ur Sunjuiyl Moy Jo suonelisuowsp pue s3dsouco
[eotdofopoyiouwr jo uoneuasaad ySnoayy Surpio jJo asuds oymods
P urdnnaudULY 9q [[Im uonisodxa Ay “ay9p.4 Jo.9smoosIp [eorSo]
-odonpiue ue Ul JUdWIIPOqWID SIENIIS OYM “(¥861 ‘LL61) na1pinog
pue ‘woydaisd jo onewnjqosd ayy ur JUSWIPOqUIY $31RI0QR[D OYM
“(2961) Aruog-nesprapy UsUIIPOqUID JO SITICIYR OM) Jo uoneurwe
“X3 [e2011 B yiIm suifaq wiipered e yons Suruipno o5 uerd Apy
JusuIpoqua Jo wdipered
JUDISISUOD B UNIIM SSI] [[13S ‘121112307 WAL} 18213 294 J0U PNod SSnepy
‘[[PMO[[B] 210J3q SIPEIIP OM] Apresu Sunum ng pes panins
-1t0d A[[eany[no a1 jo surewop se sonoerd pue uondaouad Jo sowarp
2y puy om wede 200y (0S61 [$£61)) sdhor np sambuuyssy sap Jo 1R
woyy Apuspuadapur aynb auresiad np uworou 7 3o 3daouod sy Sunes
-0qe[d Aq Aiirenp sty3 peonpoudax Apearpe pey Jeswny ssnepy jeqy;
22UBAD[DI JO ST 3T 41| stp uy '199[qo pue 109(gns ‘Apoq pue purw
u29m19q sanienp jo asdeqjoo oy onsuagsereys redpund e se sey
uRwrpoquia jo wiipered oy oours ‘ezourdq pue sajressa(q £q pores
-[nwouid se puom [eLIEW 2y} pue JySnoy) jo PlIoMm 213 uaamiaq
uonounsIp 9y yim pajeinosse se uosrad oY) mes 9Y Jey) wIduoo
[ea130[opoylow Jo st )1 Juapeambs Amyuo-yipz 1Py wory swoo
MO[3q dzA|eUE [ ©IRP DY) 0UIS ‘SAINIUID IQ] PUL Y/ | a1 Jo s3us
“PAOW UTLIRIDIS JO BURIE 3Y) Ul 1o pakeld uosiad onsipenprarpur
°u3 Jo 1udwidopasp ayy mes oy ey JuawnSie Awr 01 uIdou0d {201
-nidwd jo 513 “uosiad uensuyn ay) pue “euosiod [ea1ssed oy a8e
-uosaad a11s1M230) 913 Suowe saoudIAIp AN eIEnD UM PATBIDOSSE
219 SUORIPUOD [edos renonted yeqs pandre oy ‘own swres ay; 1y
“Aifenpiatput yesodi0o pue reniuids jo ssuss v ARy surwIny [[e jey)
pa1saB8ans ‘uostad ay) Jo uorssnosip renusnyur inq Areyuswisesy sog
ut (061 [8€61]) ssnepy ouo &juo vopuaw [reys J yorym jo Guou
-poquia jo wigipesed e 10j poou o3 owely 01 sdem IIYI0 2IB 2I3Y [,
"Apoq pauwiojur A[[eroos oy} ur papunoid 9q 1s9q ued aonoead jo
A10ay3 ® 908 [jeys om se ‘Osnenaq JuswnGre Juasard 9} 0} IDUBAI[IL
JTenonsed jo st siy 1, -oonoeld pue Jolaryag UIMIaqg auoys-guiddoys
[E202.100Y3 © SE SJUnoo 90Uy pue ‘4no parured st aouoserd yomym ur
1X21U0D 21 10 SpuEss ey} 91sodwiod [edrSo[ourtd) € ST JuauoIA
-U3 [rI01ATYDq JO 3AIIUOD IR UDY) JUIUIOW [EDHII0Y} UILIIDD € JE
Pa1an200 2opoead jo uonezijenidaouod eorSojodoxyue ay) ‘pongie
ey ($8B1) 1PUMQ S T "UIDUOD S [[3MO[JRL] 9QIIOS3P O] JUBAD[II
st @onoead,, wioy oy yeys 9suss sIyl uT st 1] suLou pue ‘uonean

/ ADCTOdOUHINY H0OJd WOIAVEVA V 8V INTWNIAOTINT

o’
c\

Jh
o

-ow ‘o pue 20eds ‘5109[qo f[os 0 303dsas ynm  UONBINDLIO,, SeM
UOIIR[MULIOJ S [[PMO[[BL] JO STID0] 1) ‘Snif], "STUIUBIW [eIn)[nd pue
SIURLISUOD [e100s Yim sasseoold [emydaoaad payury osfe 1nq ‘prrom
2an02[qo dy3 0} JoaRyRY Sunjuy ‘9IMI[NO Uf [enpIAIput Ays averd
ugy) atow pip snyy 1dedouoo Sy, ‘WAl Ylm. parerdosse saonoeid
oy pue sSurdq eanjeuradns Ajpewadss | ‘s109lqo payray Ljpeanyno,,
1nq s10lqo eamyeu Ajuo jou sapnpour 31 1eyl A[PWEY JUIWUOIIAUS
[BIOIARYD( 3]} JO SINIBIJ [ETIUISSI UB 10] SIUNOIDE PIYUIPI IARY M
1ey3 uondoorad 03 yoroidde reorBojouswouayd-ojoxd 2y, o3|
jo ABojoyaAsd 3e1sa8 213 woly pomoiroq  IUSWUOIIAUD [RIOT
-ABUD(,, WJI) DY} Ul PIZLIBWILWNS ST LLIIDUCD PUOIIS 5 [[PMO[[BE]
A[[eIn3no-55040 UOKEOYNO[qo-J s Jo s29130p Burkrea
10 30q ‘S21321008 2WOS Ul 35ueyd AN JOJ ATuo,jou santjiqissod
oy Surpnpaur 4as ) Jo UONNINSUCIAL JULISUCD I} JO 20UEZIUS0D
[y Sugyes InoyIm ‘uonezi[eros jo ssa001d onouadoruo syl ur parmy
-nsuod s j[os 2 1ey) 3doouod [eordojodonyiue [BUORUIAUOD JY3 SE
Iej se A[uo juam [[Pmo[eH 92[qo pue algns udamiaqg-uonduUnsIp
onkeue ayy 03 zoud feanyno Apedie s uoresynaalqo-jas jo ssaooxd
a3 Jeyy Summoys ‘Apoq 2y Jo ssudnadxo aandaperaxd pue sanoaf
-qoa1d ay3 ym Sutuursaq jo dois 2AISIDIP 93 O3Bl PINOM JUNODOR
UE 21Ig "SINDD0 WOP[As 1yl J1[ L[rep ul ‘sas[asino o} s102[qo Bunuod
-2q jo 2[qeded a1e am IIYM 18] ZIEF022I p[rom Junodde Jesidojoud
-urouayd A[[nj v “Jas paynoalqo Apeaife ay) jo [2as] 911 12 sisA[eue
S1Y] 15D [[2MO[[Z]] ‘POOW 2AIXII B JO Jonpoxd a3 pue nouwuﬁﬁm.ﬁ
-0-J[3S & S J[os oY) paziusodas Apoidxe ay ySnoyipe ‘19a2mo
"102{qo
h pue 103[qus uaam1aq uonduUnNsip ay] Jo anbpuo Rummomo.mwﬁwnm ue
paansyoxd [emoqey ‘uondesiad jo warqoxd oyy Suissarppe Apoar
-Ip U1 ‘s8R 13949 N “ASojoudwoudyd yno pajiom A[prenbape alow
sem PaYoe[ 3Y Teym Iy} InIIe PNOM [ Ing WIS I3Y3q ® Jojuesm
10j,, reordojoudwoudyd se jjas 3y) Apr3s 0} poyIaW € JO SUIRNO SIY 0
p2113ja1 3 “aanionns Ayjeuosiad uwewny jo 10adse puoual e se pue
£191008 Jo Butuonouny a3 03 A12SSIDIU YIO( S SSTUIIBMB-J[3S MBS I
. '$192[qo Jo plrom e ur 192[qo,, ue se J952U0 Jo UONIUBE0DT 3Y) ‘ssOU
-9.IEME-J[95 SE J[3S OUJ JO UOUIULDP S [[PMO[[E]] UI JuSW3[a A3y & I
uondasrag 'onodeid pue uondaoiad urxa [[im T sesodand juasaid aoj

yo1ym ‘suroouod feddutid om) pajenonie (GGET) [[PMO[[eH ‘SpnIe -
[eriuanyur 1sow sy uy "1ydnoy) residojodoayiue ur JUBLIND SUIBUAI -
pue ‘Qanionns Aneuosiad m uIdu0d woxy Aeme JIys [ed130[0PO

. soHIT .@.,.




8  ETHOS!i s«
_ _,;r'me‘nt_ has influenced my own rescarch on healing and ritual lan-
*"“giiage in a contemporary Christian religious movement. I first ex-
- "amine two religious healing services, interpreting multisensory im-
"~ agery as an embodied cultural process. Then I examine the practice
“of speaking in tongues or glossolalia as embodied experience within
- - aritual system and as a cultural operator in the social trajectory of
. the religious movement. Finally, I return to a general discussion of
the implications of embodiment as a methodological paradigm.

METHODOLOGICAL ORIENTATION TO EMBODIMENT

" The problematic of both theorists is formulated in terms of trou-
blesome dualities. For Merleau-Ponty in the domain of perception
the principal duality is that of subject-object, while for Bourdicu in
the domain of practice it is structure-practice. Both attempt not to
mediate but to collapse these dualities, and embodiment is the
methodological principle invoked by both. The collapsing of duali-
ties in embodiment requires that the body as a methodological fig-
itre must itself be nondualistic, that is, not distinct from or in inter-
action with an opposed principle of mind. Thus, for Merleau-Ponty
the body is a “setting in relation to the world,” and consciousness
is the body projecting itself into the world; for Bourdicu the socially
informed body is the “principle generating and unifying all prac-
tices,” and consciousness is a form of strategic calculation fused with

- a’system of objective potentialities. I shall briefly elaborate these
views as summarized in Merleau-Ponty’s concept of the preobjective
and Bourdieu’s concept of the habitus.

.- THE PERCEPTUAL CONSTITUTION OF GULTURAL OBJECTS

;- Merleau-Ponty lays out his position as a critique of empiricism.*
He examines the constancy hypothesis, which asserts that since per-
ception originates in external stimuli that are registered by our sen-
sory apparatus, there is a “point by point correspondence and con-

. stant connection between the stimulus and elementary perception”
© (1962:7). This is not experientially true, he argues—far from being
constant, perception is by nature indeterminate. There is always
more than meets the eye, and perception can never outrun itself or
‘exhaust thepossibilities of what it perceives. When we make a spe-
cial effort to see two apparently unequal lines in an optical illusion
as really equal, or to sce that the triangle is really three lines related

EMBODIMENT AS A PARADIGM FOR ANTHROPOLOGY 9

by certain geometric properties, we are making an abstraction, not
discovering what we real],§ perceive and later name as a triangle or
illusion. What we ‘freally” perceive is, in the first case, that one line
is longer than the other, and in the second, the triangle. To start
from the objective point of view (the triangle as geometric object and
the lines of objectively parallel length) and analytically work back-
ward to the perceiving subject does not accurately capture percep-
tion as a constituting process.>

Merieau-Ponty thus wants our starting point to be the experience
of perceiving in all its richness and indeterminacy, because in fact
we do not have any objects prior to perception. To the contrary,
“Our perception ends in objects . . . ,”” which is to say that objects
are a sccondary product of reflective thinking; on the level of per-
ception we have no objects, we are simply in the world. Merlcau-
Ponty then wants to ask where perception begins (il it ends in ob-
jects), and the answer is, in the body. He wants to step backward
from the objective and start with the body in the world. This should
also be possible for the study of the sell conceived in Hallowell’s
terms, as an object among other objects.

Since the subject-object distinction is a product of analysis, and
objects themselves are end results of perception rather than being
given empirically to perception, a concept is necessary to allow us
to study the embodied process of perception from beginning to end
instead of in reverse. For this purpose Merlcau-Ponty offers the con-
cept of the preobjective. His project is to “coincide with the act of per-
ception and break with the critical attitude™ (1962:238-239) that
mistakenly begins with objects. Phenomenology is a descriptive sci-
ence of existential beginnings, not of already constituted cultural
products. If our perception “ends in objects,” the goal of a phenom-
enological anthropology of perception is to capture that moment of
transcendence in which perception begins, and, in the midst of ar-
bitrariness and indeterminacy, constitutes and is constituted by cul-
ture.

It may be objected that a concept of the preobjective implies that
embodied existence is outside or prior to culture, This objection
would miss what Merleau-Ponty means by the body as ““a certain
setting in relation to the world” (1962:303) or a “general power of
inhabiting all the environments which the world contains®
(1962:311). In fact, the body is in the world from the beginning:

o
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ditions do not cause practices, and neither do practices determine
~ objective conditions:
The habitus is the universalizing mediation which causes an individual agent’s
practices, without either explicit reason or signifying intent, to be none the less
sensible” and *reasonable.” That part of practices which remains obscure in the
eyes of their own producers is the aspect by which they are objectively adjusted to

other practices and to the structures of which the principle of their production is
- itself'a product. [1977:79]

In other words, as a universalizing mediation the habitus has a dual
function: In its relation to objective structures it is the principle of
generation of practices (Bourdieu 1977:77), while in its relation to a
total ‘repertoire:of social practices, it is their unifying principle
(1977:83).1° With this concept, Bourdieu offers a social analysis of
practice as “necessity made into a virtue,” and his image of human
activity is Leibniz’s magnetic needle that appears actually to enjoy
turning northward (Bourdieu 1977:77; 1984:175).

- ‘In this section I have shown that the paradigm of embodiment is
superordinate to the different empirical interests and divergent
methodological propensities of two influential theorists. Thus we
have the apparent paradox of positions compatibie within the par-
adigm of embodiment, but articulated in the methodologically in-
compatible discourses of phenomenology and what I term dialecti-
cal structuralism.!! It is natural, however, that contradictions
emerge between incipient attempts to forge a paradigm. In the re-
mainder of this essay I will elaborate a nondualistic paradigm of
embodiment for the study of culture. The concepts of the preobjec-
tive and habitus will guide analysis in the empirical domain of reli-
gious experience and practice.

EMBODIED IMAGERY IN RITUAL HEALING

The healing practices I describe are those of Charismatic Chris-
tianity as practiced in contemporary North America. This religion
is essentially a form of Pentecostalism, which since the late 1950s
has introduced a complex of practices, including faith-healing and
speaking in tongues, into established Christian denominations such
as Methodist, Episcopalian, and Roman Catholic. Historically, the
movement can be said to have originated in the post-World War 11
search for stability, to have accelerated and acquired a more youth-
ful following during the social turmoil of the 1960s, to have reached
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a peak of apocalyptic fervor.and popular appeal in the 1970s, and to
have settled into a sociaily/conservative but theologically enthusias-
tic niche in the religious ecology of 1980s North America. Its most
visible manifestations are in “televangelists” ranging from the Bak-
kers of the “PTL Club” to the Roman Catholic Mother Angelica.
Less well known are healing services conducted by “spiritually
gifted” laypeople or clerics, or networks of intentional communities,
nondenominational congregations, and small denominational-
based prayer groups. Participants range from lower-middle to
professional classes, and except for the slightly younger membership
of charismatic intentional communities, the modal age distribution
is in the 50s. The data I present in this section include two examples
of multisensory imagery'? in group healing sessions conducted by
well-known charismatic evangelists (cf. Csordas 1983, 1988).

DEMONS AND SELF-OBJECTIFICGATION

The first healing session is one led by the Reverend Derek Prince,
a leading figure in the practice of deliverance, or casting out of evil
spirits. Reverend Prince typically prays by naming evil spirits of dif-
ferent types, which he then commands to depart their hosts. As the
spirits are expelled from those present in the assembly, they produce
a physical manifestation as a sign of their departure. Let us first turn
our attention to the nature of evil spirits in contemporary Charis-
matic Christianity, both for ethnographic background, and because
the way they are constituted as cultural objects illustrates the im-
portance of Merleau-Ponty’s concept of the preobjective.

If we ignore the methodological implications of the dictum that
“Our perception ends in objects,”” we begin with the already con-
stituted object, the Christian evil spirit. It can be described as an
intelligent, nonmaterial being that is irredeemably evil, is under the
domination of Satan, and whose proper abode is Hell. Evil spirits
interact with humans by harassing, oppressing! or possessing them.
Given this cultural definition, one might hope to reconstruct a de-
monology similar to the abstract, speculative demonologies of the
Middle Ages, and to discover a discourse of interiority/exteriority in
which demons transgress body boundaries and are expelled. In-
deed, references to spirits being “cast out,” and the cultural defini-
tion of physical manifestations as “signs” of the spirits “coming
out” support the experiential salience of interiority/exteriority, al-
though it may be descriptively as illuminating to say they are being

-
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" tress. There is too much of a particular thought, behavior, or emo-
tion. Self-awareness of this transgression may have already oc-
curred, and self-objectification may have taken place by adopting
the conventional demonic idiom. However, the expressive moment
that constitutes this form of self-objectification as healing is the em-
bodied image that accompanies the casting out of the spirit. This
* image has a multiple signification: “I have no control over this—it
has control over me—I am being released.”

This interpretation challenges the common ethnographic descrip-
tion of evil spirits in the language of interiority/ exteriority, as trans-
gressors of body boundaries. In Charismatic Christian healing, the
language of control/release appears to have as much or greater ex-

' periential immediacy. The healer stresses “rclease” from bondage
to the evil spirit over “‘expulsion” of the spirit that invades and oc-
cupies the person. Why this should be is understandable when we
are reminded again that the preobjective is not precultural. Control
(of one’s feelings, actions, thoughts, life course, health, occupation,
relationships) is a pervasive theme in the North American cultural
context of this healing system. Crawford (1984), for example, offers
an ideological analysis of “hcalth” as a symbol that condenses met-
aphors of self-control and release from pressures. A substantial de-
gree of cultural consistency is evident with the formulation in the
charismatic healing system of problems as loss of control to demonic
influence, healing as release from bondage to that influence, and
health as surrender to the will of God, whose strength helps restore
self-control.

A brief methodological aside is in order to emphasize that analysis
in a paradigm of embodiment does not immediately grasp onto
transgression of body boundaries as the description of demonic ac-
tion. Such a description would count as objectivist in the sense that
it assumes the demon as already objectified, already a conventional
means of expression. Bringing to the fore the rather Foucauldian
metaphor of bondage points to the concretely embodied preobjec-
tive state of the afflicted rather than to the conventionally expressed
invasive action of the demonic object. The metaphor of bondage si-
multaneously invokes a material/corporal as well as a psychologi-
cal/spiritual condition addressed by healing.

The analysis of control and release helps us as well to understand
certain features of experiential indeterminacy in dealings with evil

EMBODIMENT AS A PARADIGM FOR ANTHROPOLOGY 1/

spirits. There are two loci at which the preobjective perception of
d'emons as emotion, thought, or behavior arc indeterminate in prac-
tice. First is the threshold:of control at which an emotion such as
anger becomes the evil spirit of Anger, and the subsequent deter-
mination of the degree of purchase that spirit has on a person’s lile—
in order of severity from harassment to oppression to possession.
While the degrees of control are thus ‘“‘objectively” categorized,
there are no objective criteria for their determination in practice,
since practice operates at the level of preobjective intersubjectivity
(empathy and intuition); healers do not “diagnose” but “discern.”

.Se§ond is the threshold of-generalization, where the suflerer’s mal-
aise is expressed in multiple characteristics portrayed as clustcrs of
related spix:its. Again, although it is established in healing practice

that spirit clusters are hierarchically organized around a dominant
“manager” or “root” spirit and that certain spirits tend to appcar
together, in healing with a single person any number of spirits may
emerge. In principle, the identification of spirits can be an open-
ended excursion through the entire domain of possible spirit names.
Again, this domain is culturally predetermined, and both the spon-
taneous discovery of a series of typically related spirits, and their
experiential salience to the supplicant, can be understood in terms
of the way dispositions are “‘orchestrated” within the habitus.

This orchestration is also the basis for the apparently spontancous
coordination of kinesthetic images culturally defined as manifesta-
tions of discrete types of evil spirits in the session narrated above:
vomiting, writhing on the floor, hissing, rolling the eyes to the top
of the head. Given the ethnographic fact that “evil spirits departing
a person typically produce a physical manifestation as a sign of their
departure,” which we can account for in purely cultural or conven-
tional terms, how do we account for the regularized association of
particular spirits with particular signs?

Two instances are narrated with enough detail for comment. That
the spirit of witchcraft departs with the “shrick of a hyena” must be
understood with respect to the cultural definition of witchcraft as an
“occult” practice connected to Satan, and hence profoundly evil.
The bloodcurdling scream is a deeply ingrained somatic component
of the experience and symbolism of evil in North America—hence
the apparently “natural” connection between the scream and the
spirit. In a group setting such as described by the informant, it
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divine power. The group leaders’ enumeration of the physical ac-
companiments of divine power that some participants would expe-
rience (heaviness, heat, tingling) recapitulates a repertoire acquired
from their own experience and from reports of participants in simi-
lar events. These somatic images are here being inculcated as fech-
niques du corps that will embody dispositions characteristic of th<.: re-
ligious milieu. Laughing, crying, and falling can also be objectified
as sacred if their spontaneous occurrence is thematized as out of the
ordinary, the “otherness”. which according to Eliade (1958) is the
- formal criterion of the sacred. '

"On the other hand, the leaders’ inspired enumeration of predom-
inantly physical ailments is formally similar to Reverend Princ‘e’s
identification of evil spirits in the psychological domain of negative
emotions, thoughts, and behaviors. In a group of two hundred, in-
spirations that single out culturally common illnesses, or illnesses of
particular organ systems; are statistically likely to obtain a response.
This is reinforced when the culturally shared knowledge of the body
and its ailments is exploited by inviting participants to experience
similar inspirations, such that the technique operates communally,
rather than unidirectionally from leaders to participants. That this
knowledge is not purely conceptual is testified to by the presentation

- of these revelations in a variety of sensory modes: participants do
not merely draw on a cognitive list of diseases, but are just as likely
to visually image a part of the body, or experience pain in their own
body. Neither is there a cognitive act of “scanning,” either of a.hst
of diseases or of body parts, for the one that “feels right.”” Inspira-
tions emerge spontaneously, insofar as participants have immediat_e
access to bodily knowledge inculcated as culturally shared disposi-
tions.: =~ e

- Thatit is a structured form of knowledge, however, is affirmed by
the possibility for a poorly formed inspiration to misfire. During the
session each participant who had an inspiration was to be ap-
proached by the person or persons who recognized their own prob-
lem, and they would pray together for that problem. The problems
enumerated were specific and localized, specific enough to seem spe-
cial, but not so specific as to be improbable: the arca from the left
knee to the lower thigh, left earache, right ear drainage, right dca{'—

ness, severe lower back pain, alignment problems with ankles,. vi-
sion (especially right eye), lump near right part of throat, arthritis,

EMBODIMENT AS A PARADIGM FOR ANTHROPOLOGY 21

left tendon pull, bad hcmorrhqfds, pregnancy prevented by twisted
ovaries, loss of hair due to scalp eczema, gricfover lost child, hernia,
smoking, chronic stomach acidity, need for counseling. All who ar-
ticulated a problem appeared to receive responses from the audience
except one, a somewhat obese woman with the appearance of not
being well-adjusted to the collective proccedings. She said that
someone was suflering from pain in the right lung, and her overspe-
cificinspiration fell flat. Finally, a young woman approached her for
prayer, admitting to me later that she had no “pain in the lung.”
Instead, she was motivated by a feeling that the woman with the
unsuccessful inspiration was the one identified by yet another word
of knowledge as being in need of counseling. Since the poorly ad-
Jjusted woman apparéntly could not recognize that need, and since
the younger woman was herselfin training as a counsclor, the latter
took it upon herself to step forward, forestalling disappointment and
offering a supportive interaction.

The interplay of sensory modalities, social interaction, and mean-
ing attribution is illustrated by the experience of another person I
was able to follow during the session. He was 30 years of age, mar-
ried, and working as an assistant store manager. The episode oc-
curred following a period of guided healing prayer during which one
of the leader’s themes was the need for healing from experiences of
rejection. The man was being prayed over with laying on of hands
by a friend who had accompanied him and a member of the healing
team; the free hand of the latter fluttered continuously during the
prayer. The young man broke out laughing, continuing for several
minutes until one of the leaders responded by taking all three to the
back of the hall, where the prayer could go on more privately. He
asked the young man what was happening, crouching at his side
while he and his friend both sat and the healing team member stood
by their side. The man recounted having responded to the theme of
rejection, and secondarily to that of passivity, with the image of a
stream flowing over rocks through a broken wall. At the emergence
of this image he felt joy, and began to laugh. To the leader he stated
that this had been a double release for him, both from the sense¢ of
not being accepted by others, and in that usually he only laughs in-
wardly, and was suddenly able to laugh quite openly. His friend
then reported an image of a clothes washing machine in action,
which was understood as divine “confirmation” that the experience
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ing as an inspired form of praise to God, and can also be called into
play as an experientially profound prayer for divine intercession or
guidance. At times it is even understood as the utterance of an in-
spired message or prophecy from God. It can be spoken or sung im-
provisationally, and can be used in private devotion or collective rit-
ual, It is a basic tenet that the expressive powers of glossolalia tran-
scend the inadequacies of natural languages (cf. Csordas 1987).

SEMIOSIS AND EMBODIMENT IN THE GESTURAL CONSTTTUTION

' o OF SELF

When I first began the study of ritual language, Pentecostal glos-
solalia was being examined in one of three ways: as a phenomenon
of trance or altered state of consciousness (Goodman 1972), as a
mechanism of commitment to a fringe religious movement (Gerlach
and Hine 1970), or as a ritual speech act within a religious speech
community (Samarin 1972). Each of these positions adds to our un-
derstanding of the phenomenon, but none exhausts the cultural
meaning of glossolalia as a form of utterance that both is and is not
language. The question for me became not what social function glos-
solalia served in religious commitment or as a ritual speech act, or
by what mental states it is accompanied, but what can the ritual use
of glossolalia tell us about language, culture, the self, and the sacred.

In my own view, the two key facts were that glossolalia took the
form of nonsense or gibberish, and that its speakers regarded ver-
nacular language as inadequate for communication with the divine.
Glossolalic utterance thus seemed to challenge taken-for-granted
canons of vernacular expressivity and intelligibility, and in so doing
to call into question conventions of truth, logic, and authority. That
glossolalia has this potential for challenge and critique is implicit in
contemporary Pentecostal efforts to build the kingdom of God on
earth. It 1s even more strongly borne out by Field’s (1982) account
of the outlawing. of tongues as subversive by British colonial au-
thorities during a post-World War I Watchtower movement in
Zambia (then Northern Rhodesia}. In the absence of violence, in-
deed of any. overtly political act, the authorities were totaily un-
nerved—and speaking in tongues was the focus of their attempts to
repress.'* By a semiotic account, then, glossolalia ruptures the
world of human meaning, like a wedge forcing an opening in dis-
course and creating the possibility of creative cultural change, dis-
solving structures in order to facilitate the emergence of ncw oncs.
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The creative potential in glossolalia lies in the phenomenological
fact that it is “gibberish,” and hence threatening, only to nonpar-
ticipants. Yet what is compelling about glossolalia is that it is more
than a dramatization of the post-Babel loss of a unified tonguc. On
the contrary, speaking in tongues is experienced as a redemption of
pre-Babel lucidity (Samarin 1979), for despite the existence of dis-
tinctly recognizable glossa, the global meaning of glossolalic utter-
ance can be apprehended immediately. :

The semiotic interpretation is not incorrect, but additional light
is thrown on the creative potential of glossalalia’s immediacy when
it is viewed as a phenomenon of embodiment. Merleau-Ponty
(1962) sees at the root of speech a verbal gesture with immanent
meaning, as against a notion of speech as a representation of
thought. In this view, speech is ¢oterminous with thought, and we
possess words in terms of their articulatory and acoustic style as one
of the possible uses of our bodies. Speech does not express or rep-
resent thought, since thought is for the most part inchoate until it is
spoken (or written). Instead, speech is an act or phonctic gesture in
which one takes up an existential position in the world. To follow
this line of reasoning does not mean that we are to treat glossolalia
only as a gesture, for we must grant its phenomenological reality as
language for its users. I would argue, with Merleau-Ponty, that a//
language has this gestural or existential meaning, and that glosso-
lalia by its formal characteristic of eliminating the semantic level of
linguistic structure highlights precisely the existential reality of in-
telligent bodies inhabiting a meaningful world. In playing on the
gestural characteristic of linguisticality, speaking in tongues is a rit-
ual statement that the speakers inhabit a sacred world, since the gift
of ritual language is a gift from God. The stripping away of the se-
mantic dimension in glossolalia is not an absence, but rather the
drawing back of a discursive curtain to reveal the grounding of lan-
guage in natural life, as a bodily act. Glossolalia reveals language as
incarnate, and this existential fact is homologous with the religious
significance of the Word made Flesh, the unity of human and divine.

The experience of contemporary glossolalists lends support to this
position. A common charismatic practice is speaking in tongucs to
make onself open to divine guidance. These inspirations frequently
take the form of imagery, but also include fully formed verbaliza-
tions that scem to emerge spontaneously. Here I would suggest that,
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note again that Pentecostal glossolalia is consistently thematized as
prayer of praise, and that it is often sung or chanted with improvised
harmony and melody lines.

The musical performance of tongues in charismatic ritual suggests
that its temporal structure may be more akin to music than to lan-
guage, and indeed it has been analogized to scat singing in jazz. The
principal difference is that scat is a form of instrumental music in
which the voice is the instrument, whereas glossolalia insists on
being sung specch. Even when freely improvised, it lacks the tem-
poral contours and resolution of musical form. Because glossolalia
lacks the lineality of semantic utterance or music, but also because
it highlights” the gestural meaning of language as a pure act of
expression, it allows language to exist outside time. To the speaker
in tongues, temporality becomes eternity, because there is no logical
progression, but also because every moment is an existential begin-
ning. '

. EMBODIED LANGUAGE AND RITUAL PRACTICE

.. If embodiment really does advance our understanding of a par-
ticular practice, it should also advance our understanding of how
practices are related among themselves—this is the contribution of
Bourdieu’s concept of habitus. “Resting in the Spirit” is one char-
ismatic practice that on first glance appears quite different from
speaking in tongues as a religious experience. In this technigue du
corps, a person is overcome by the power of the Holy Spirit and falls
in a state of motor dissociation, while retaining some awareness of
the surroundings and subsequent memory of the experience. It is
typically characterized as peaceful, relaxing, rejuvenating, healing,
and imbued with a sense of divine presence. Among Roman Cath-
olic Charismatics,'® this practice has incited much more contro-
versy than has speaking in tongues. The principal issue is the “au-
thenticity’’ of the experiencé. The fact that this problem never arose
with glossolalia can be understood in terms of different uses ol the
body in the two practices.

In brief, glossolalia cannot be inauthentic as long as it is accom-
panied by an intention to pray. One cannot have the intention to
rest in the spirit, because by definition the experience occurs spon-
taneously. To be more precise, a person who first begins to speak in
tongues is said to “yield to the gift,” that is, passively to allow it to
be manifest through more or less spontancous utterance. At the
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same time, it is said that the ncophyte should “step out in faith,”
actively uttering whatever nonsense syllables he or she can formu-
late. The combination of active and passive uses of the body in one
practice seems to be the concrete operator that allows for experien-
tial communion of human and divine in a speaking body. The ritual
status of resting in the spirit is different, emphasizing the subjective
passivity of “resting” and the objective passivity of being “over-
come.” The Protestant term for this practice, “‘Slaying in the
Spirit,” even more strongly emphasizes the external force over-
whelming a passive or weaker recipient. There is no act of will in-
volved in resting in the spirit, neither is there a wiliful act of
speech—the practice is mute as well as passive. Hence there is the
possibility of “inauthenticity’ if a person chooses to fall, or falls in
conformity to those around him.

This interpretation offers an embodied understanding of the re-
lation between ritual and social life in the Roman Catholic Charis-
matic movement over its 20-year history. The introduction of rest-
ing in the spirit came considerably later than that of speaking in
tongues, and corresponded with a social transformation of the
movement from a self~perceived vanguard of active renewal in the
late 1960s to a source of passive refuge, one conservative movement
among others in the Roman Catholic church of the late 1980s. In
conjunction with the changed sociopolitical climate across these
decades in the United States, the demographic base of the move-
ment has shifted to an older and more conservative group predom-
inantly in their 50s, as well as to a group that includes more working
and lower middle-class people. Thus, the relation between speaking
in tongues and resting in the spirit represents the embodiment in
ritual practice of differences in generational and class habitus.

The perspective of embodiment can also help us understand the

s relation between glossolalic prayer and a second form of Gharis-

matic ritual language, prophecy. Prophecy includes a semantic
component of the most sacred sort, for the prophetic utterance is
understood as a direct message from God. The speaker is not en-
tirely passive, for he or she must “discern” when, where, and
whether to utter the inspired words, but the utterance is invariably
in the first person, with God as the ostensible speaker. Charismatic
prophecy rarely foretells the future, but instead ritually cstablishes
a state of affairs in the world (e.g., You are my people, T am doing
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and learning are inadequate to.account for the phenomena dis-
cussed above. In the group setting, the “power of suggestion™ takes
us no further than the healer’s invocation to “release more power,
Lord.” It accounts for the setting of mood and tone, but not for the
structure and efficacy of embodied ritual practices, and not for their
character of apparent spontaneity. Neither can learning account flor
why glossolalia has a particular place in the ritual system (why glos-
solalia and not some other practice?). Learning may begin to ac-
count for its transmission in response to cues, and for its culturally
consistent theological meaning, but not for how it can be perceived
as power in ritual practice.

Likewise, physiological explanations in terms of trance and al-
tered states.of consciousness, or catharsis and nervous-cmotional
discharge, do not take us very far unless we are willing to accept
trance and catharsis as ends in themselves rather than as modus op-
erandi for the work of culture. For example, the most advanced the-
ory of catharsis, that of Scheff (1979), defines cathartic Jaughter as
the expression of embarrassment. It cannot go beyond this objectiv-
ist formulation to account for how such laughter is thematized, or
systematically. misrecognized, as “joy” in the vignette of the store
manager analyzed above, or as “mocking’ in other instances in
which a demon “refuses to take seriously’ attempts of the pious to
deliver one of the faithful from its influences.

- Part of the inadequacy of these explanations is that they are often
derived from research in experimental settings, and research fo-
cused on concrete events that does not attempt to transcend those
events. These approaches share a weakness outlined by Bourdieu as

... the occasionalist illusion which consists in directly relating practices to prop-
erties inscribed in the situation . . . the truth of the interaction is never entirely con-
tained in the interaction. This is what social psychology and interactionism or cth-
nomethodology forget when, reducing the objective structure of the relationship
between the assembled individuals to the conjunctural structure of their interaction
in a particular situation and group, they seek to explain everything that occurs in
an cxperimental or observed interaction in terms of the experimentally controlled
characteristics of the situation, such as the relative spatial positions of the partici-
pants or the nature of the channels used. [1977:81-82]

This is true both of the psychological and of the physiological expla-
nations outlined above. The former assume a kind of immediate in-
terpersonal influence, and the latter that ritual interaction operates
as a triggering mechanism, as well as that the phenomena of reli-
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gious experience are results of7a stimulus-response pattern operat-
ing entirely within the circumscribed ritual event.

In contrast to these positions, to collapse the duality of mind and
body yields a phenomenology of perception and sclf-perception that
can pose the question of what is religious about religious expcerience
without failing prey to the fallacies of cither empiricism or intcllec-
tualism.'® To explain this approach I must return to my earlicr con-
clusion that certain preobjective phenomena arc misrecognized as
originating in God instead of in the socially informed body.!® I
would take issue with Durkheim, who identified this misrecognition
but adopted a functionalist definition of the sacred as society mys-
tifying and worshiping itself and thereby establishing morality and
social solidarity. This was one of the fundamental arguments by
which he established the social as a category sui generis, but I be-
lieve that in doing so he mistakenly also abolished the sacred as a
category sui generis for anthropological theory.

Durkheim’s argument was that the way socicty creates the sacred
is by appearing as something radically other and outside the indi-
vidual, and in the massiveness and mystery of this otherness cstab-
lishing an absolute moral authority ([1915] 1965). By restricting the
human experience of otherness to the category of the social, how-
ever, Durkheim committed a major error of reductionism. Subse-
quent generations have followed him in this sociological reduction-
ism, in large part precluding an authentically phenomenological
and psychocultural theory of religion. Thus Geertz (1973) can posit
a definition of religion, and symbolic anthropologists take up the no-
tion that it is a system of symbols, articulated in a system of social
rclationships. For the psychological anthropologist it is the next part
of Geertz’s definition which is of principal concern, that religion acts
to establish long-standing moods and motivations. I submit that the

theoretical power to get at these moods and motivations may be

found among phenomenologists and historians of rcligion such as
Otto ([1917] 1958), van der Lecuw (1938), and Eliade (1958).
These theorists conceived the sacred in terms of the same “other-
ness” identified by Durkheim. They differed, however, in regarding
this otherness not as a function of society, but as a generic capacity
of human nature.

This approach can be applied to the above analyscs of embodi-
ment in the Charismatic data, especially the perception of spon-
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gories, the analyses I have presented raise issues of the perceptual
constitution of cultural objects.

In taking up a paradigm of embodiment, it is critical to apply the
analysis of subject and object to our distinctions between mind and
body, between self and other, between cognition and emotion, and
between subjectivity and objectivity in the social sciences, particu-
larly psychological anthropology.

First, if we begin with the lived world of perceptual phenomena,
our bodies are not objects to us. Quite the contrary, they are an in-
tegral part of the perceiving subject. Contrast this with the perspec-
tive of Piaget, who argues that “the progress ol sensorimotor intel-
ligence leads to the construction of an objective universe in which
the subject’s own body is an element among others and with which
the internal life, localized in the subject’s own body, is contrasted™
(1967:13). Merleau-Ponty would not deny that we construct an ob-
jective universe, nor that development of the capacity to objectily 1s
critical to our makeup, but that the fully developed adult moving
about in the world treats his or her body as an object. The slippery
moment of Piaget’s thought comes in the difference between observ-
ing that in reflection the internal life appears localized in the sub-
ject’s body, and accepting this artifact of consciousness as the end
point of development. To do so is to accept the mind-body distinc-
tion as given. My argument has been that on the level of perception
it is not legitimate to distinguish mind and body. Starting [rom per-
ception, however, it then becomes relevant (and possible) to ask
how our bodics may become objectified through processes of reflec-
tion. ‘This contrast is so basic that it gives one pause to think how
much psychological anthropology has been influenced by Piaget,
and how little by that other professor of child psychology, Mcrleau-
Ponty.22 The first defines the body as “an element among others in
an objective universe,” the second as “‘a setting in relation to the
world.”

When the body is recognized for what it is in experiential terms,
not as an object but as a subject, the mind-body distinction becomes
much more uncertain. Psychological anthropology has tended to
operate within the mind-body duality, conceptualized as the rela-
tion between the subjective mental domain of psychocultural reality

and the objective physical domain of biology. The approach I am
proposing certainly does not negate the problematic of biology and
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culture, but by a'shift of perspective offers an additional problem-
atic. When both poles gf the duality are recast in expceriential terms,
the dictum of psychological anthropology that all reality is psycho-
logical (Bock 1988) no longer carries a mentalistic connotation, but
defines culture as embodied from the outsct.

If we do not perceive our own bodies as objects, neither do we
perceive others as objects. Another person is perceived as another
“myself,” tearing itself away from being simply a phenomenon in
my perceptual field, appropriating my phenomena and conferring
on them the dimension of intersubjective being, and so offering *“the
task of a true communication” (Merleau-Ponty 1964:18). As is true
of the body, other persons can become objects for us only second-
arily, as the result of reflection. Whether or not, and under what
conditions, selves do become objectified becomes a question for the
anthropology of the self. In addition, the characteristic'of being “an-
other myself ” is a major part of what distinguishes our experience
of the social other from that of the sacred other discussed above,
which is in a radical sense “not myself.”

Embodiment also has paradigmatic implications for the distinc-
tion between cognition and emotion (Rosaldo 1984; Jenkins 1988a).
Emotion has attracted growing attention from anthropologists, but
has remained conceptually subordinate to cognition. Emotions have
been defined as cognitive by making methodological choices to
study them through essentially cognitive card-sorting tasks (Lutz
1982), by focusing on the culturally provided schemata for dealing
with them (Levy 1973), or by defining them explicitly as interpre-
tations constituted of concepts, beliefs, attitudes, and dcesires {Sol-
omon 1984). A step toward the present position was taken by Ros-
aldo (1984), who suggested that cmotions arc a kind of cognition
with a greater “sense of the engagement of the actor’s self] . . . em-
bodied thoughts, thoughts seeped with the apprehension that ‘I am
involved’ » (1984:143, emphasis in original). Although thought and
emotion dre thus placed on a more even footing, to define emotion
as embodied thought preserves the fundamental duality. It pre-
cludes the question of how thought in the strict sense is itself em-
bodied, and does not take up the challenge of an authentically “‘af-
fective” theory of emotion corresponding to the ““cognitive” theory
{(Jenkins 1988b).
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(the habitus) grounded in the body leads to collapse of the conven-
tional distinction between subject and object. This collapse allows
us to investigate how cultural objects (including selves) are consti-
tuted or objectified, not in the processes of ontogencsis and child
socialization, but in the ongoing indeterminacy and flux of adult cul-
tural life. To be sure, the empirical examples I have chosen (evil
spirits, multisensory imagery, glossolalia, prophecy, and “resting in
the spirit”) come from the specialized domain of ritual practice. Yet
if, as I suspect, embodiment has paradigmatic scope, the many anal-
yses of other domains that have begun to be published in the past
decade share common features that can be elucidated in future
work. This is suggested, as I have argued, by the way embodiment
poses additional questions about religious experience and percep-
tion beyond those typically asked in psychological anthropology. It
is even more strongly suggested by the application of the subject-
object analysis to other dualities (mind-body, self-other, cognition-
emotion, subjectivity-objectivity) that underlie much of anthropo-
logical thought.
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. 'In addition to works cited in the text, several major theorists have developed perspectives

on the body {Douglas 19%3; Foucault 1973, 1977; Straus 1963; Ong 1967). Anthropologists
have periodically examined the social and symbolic significance of the body and the senscs
(e.g., Hertz [1909]1960; Leach 1958; Benthall and Polhemus 1975; Blacking 1977; Obeye-
sekere 1981; Howes 1987; Hanna £988; Tyler 1988). Particular ficlds that have made recent
contributions include medical and psychiatric anthropology (Devisch 1983; Scheper-Hughes
and Lock 1987; Frank 1986; Good 1988; Marsin [987; Kleinman 1980, 1986; Kirmayer 1984;
Favazza 1987), social anthropology (Jackson 1981), sociology (Armstrong 1983; Turner
1984}, philosophy (Johnson 1987; Levin 1985; Tymicniecka 1988), history (Bell 1983; Bynum
1987; Feher 1989}, and literary criticism (Scarry 1985; Berger 1987, Sulciman 1986). This is
naturally only a sampling of relevant works, and the list continues to expand,

2The argument I am developing about the body as existential ground of culture is to e
distinguished from that of Johnson (1987), who analyzes the body as cognitive ground of cul-
ture. .
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t
3Thesc distinctions roughly presage the empirical delineation of a continuum of person-
concepts between egocentric and sociocentric by Shweder and Bourne (1984).

"Whercas cmpiricism erroncously posits a world of impressions and stimuli in itsclf, the
antithetical error of intellectualism posits a universe of detcrmining, constituting thought,
Intellectualism {cpitomized by Descaries) confuses perceptual consciousness with the exact
forms of scientific consciousness, Both positions start with the objective world rather than
sticking closely to perception, and neither can cxpress the “peeuliar way in which pereeptual
conscipusness constitutes its object.” Intellectualism is weakened by its lack of “contingency
in the occasions of thought,” and its requirement of an abstract capacity of judgment that
transforms sensation into perception {Merleau-Ponty 1962:26-51),

SMericau-Ponty's reference to the uncqual lines of an optical illusion is to the well-known
Muller-Lyer diagram, Cross-cultural studies suggest that both shaping ol geometric pereep-
tion within the behavioral environment (the carpentered-world hypothesis) and psychophysi-
ological factors (variations in retinal pigmentation) may play a role in whether the diagram
is pereeived as illusory (Cole and Scribner 1974). It is these very differences that make it
important to begin with the perceiving subject rather than the analytically constituted object
in the study of perception as a psychocultural process, especially when we move from visual
perception to self-perception,

5Hallowell (1955) makes a similar point that envirenmental resources are not ohjectified
as “‘resources”™ until they are recognized as such by a people and until there is a technology
developed to exploit them,

*The first umpire declares, “T calls "em as they are.” The sccond replics, “I calls "em as [
sees 'em.” The third 2nngunces, “They ain’t nothing tll T calls 'em.”

SBourdicu rejects phenomenology in the guise of Schutz and the cthnomethodologists on
the one hand, and Sartre on the other, while including favorable citations of Merleau-Ponty’s
(1942) early work on behavior.

“The distinction between existence and being is essential to the thought of Merleau-Ponty
and, in general, to phenomenology and cxistential psychology. In anthropological terms it
can be roughly translated as the distinction between intentional action and eonstituted cul-
ture.

191 do not believe that Bourdieu’s reference to a generative principle implies a scarch for a
“dcep grammar of practices” reminiscent of Chomsky's linguistics. Insofar as Bourdicu’s gen-
crative and unifying principle is the socially informed body, it must be considered as given in
an existential sense rather than as inrate in the sense of cognitive hard-wiring. Bourdicu cx-
plicitly includes Chomsky in his critique of the objectivist conception of rule in social and
linguistic theory (1977:10-30). The critical distinction is that the habitus and its constituent
dispositions arc nonrepresentational, as opposed to the objectivist model and its constituent rules.
In accounting for practices governed by rules unknown to agents and thus outside their ex-
pericnce, it thus avoids the “fallacy of ihe rule which implicitly places in the consciousness of
the individual agents a knowledge built up against that experience” (1977:29).

10n the relation between Merleau-Ponty and structuralism proper, sce Edie (1971). Boon
offers a brief but insightful analysis of parallclism between the mutual attempts by Lévi-
Strauss and Merleau-Ponty to overcome the subject-object duality promulgated by Sartre:
“For Lévi-Strauss totemisms institutionalize reciprocal object-object relations from the view-
point of the totalizing elassification system (languc). For Merleau-Ponty pronouns, art, and
so forth institutionalize reciprocal subjeet-subject relations (artists and pronouns ‘view’ ol)-
Jects as subjects) from the viewpoint of intersubjectivity” (Boon 1982:281).

'*I avoid the term “mental imagery™ because it begs the question of our problematic dis-
tinctions between bolly and mind, because it tends to immly a focus on visual imagerv rather
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