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IN 11\ I U TION 

IlJl)111I ARQUHAR 

MAIl AR T LOCK 

III III(' 1.1\1 d . 'ad's o( the twentieth century, the topic of the body became 

,lilllu,t UlIlV 'nlional in the human sciences, In fields ranging from anthropol

uK ' III lit '"a"y studies, history to political science, researchers expanded the 

\ 1.1" 1\ ,II ~() inl s ' ience concern with either minds or bodies, meanings or 

I h ' Ii .IVio l ~, ill lividual bodies or the body of the social to focus on a new hybrid 

11'11.1111, th.ll o( the lived body, Seen as contingent formations of space, time, 

,lI ld 111 ,11 ·"ia lity, lived bodies have begun to be comprehended as assemblages 

1111" ,I Ii ' 's, di s ourses, images, institutional arrangements, and specific places 

,lIld pi oje ' IS. There has been a proliferation of fascinating empirical studies 

III1t1tlplying the kinds of bodies thate.an be perceived and widening the schol

IIIi visio n o( human capacities,l 

Thi, 'mergence of the lived body was not entirely unprecedented. Phenom-

1'lIl1 logica l philosophy had long explored problems of embodiment-a term 

Ili.lt emphasizes process and contingency-and offered a dynamic understand

lilt', of human being as inseparable from a universal human physicality existing 

IVltlllll 'omplex fields of influence,2 The related philosophical traditions of 

I'll.lii'1l1 and pragmatism also sought to understand material life beyond the 

"",ilil i 's of mind and body, and some of the key works in these orientations are 

1I0W h 'i ng productively reread.3 These intellectual movements resisted mod

(, llIi , 1 I 'ndencies to excise subjectivity and experience from material bodies 

,II III wo rlds, idea lizing them for the disciplinary attention of humanists and 

,0 i,1I sc ientists. 

I ~vc n so, most of social science continued for a long time to treat bodies as 

til , Il ,lturalized, e sentially pass ive atoms or building blocks of society. The 

hody o ffered t 0 ial thought by nineteenth- and twentieth-century biomedi-

,II SP' iall ie , th ugh a complex materi ality in its own right, was easily appro

pl'i,lIl'd in so inl th ught as a apsule o( nature that could be inhabited, but not 

,lIl l· ITd. by ullLlr' (s" p<11'1 I). The lass i problemati of the relations between 

illdivitlll.1I and wi ·ty Ihat still provid 's annlyli tool s (or mo t of the so ial 



st iences s 'ems to require a "proper" body as the unit of individu,t1it y. This 

body proper, the unit that supports the individual from which societies arc 

apparently assembled, has been treated as a skin-bowlded, rights-bearing, 

ommunicating, experience-collecting, biomechanical entity. Our common 

sense has attributed basic needs to this discrete body along with fixed gender 

t haracteristics.ln law it has been seen as the only possible basis for the citizen's 

responsibility to act and to choose. In the humanities it was long treated as the 

locus of an originary consciousness that is expressed in voice, image, and 

a tion .4 However contradictory this complex hybrid body may seem, its natu

ralness and normality tend to be reinforced by the operations of common 

knowledge and standard operating procedure in many contemporary spheres 

of activity. 

Recent scholarship in the human sciences, led perhaps by gender, ethnic, 

and rights activism in postmodern popular culture, has turned away from the 

commonsense body, however, learning to perceive more dynamic, intersubjec

tive, and plural human experiences of carnality that can no longer be refer

enced by the singular term the body. It is difficult, however, to characterize one 

object of knowledge around which new research has been organized. What has 

emerged from interest in the hwnan body, as it is lived, is a multiplicity of 

bodies, inviting a great many disciplinary points of view and modes of inter

pretation. If bodies and lives are historically contingent, deeply informed by 

culture, discourse, and the political, then they cannot be summed up in any 

one kind of narrative. There is no clear common ground, no simple founda

tion in physical human nature. One thing is clear, however: this is no longer 

the body that stands in a tidy contrastive relationship with the mind. Even if a 

clean distinction between body and mind was ever possible (and thoughtful 

rereading of the scholarly record suggests that it was not)5, what is meant by 

the body today is historically variable, suffused with discourses, thoroughly 

mindful in its practice.6 This is not a natural self-contained entity organized by 

mechanically functioning internal organs; it is not the site of will and person

ality; it is not the source of needs for food, clothing, and shelter. Or at least, it is 

not solely or completely any of these things. What the body is, however, cannot 

be simply stated or presumed in theory on the basis of our own historically 

located and spatially restricted experience. To make bodies a topic for anthro

pological, humanistic, sociological, and historical research is to ask how hu

man life can be and has been constructed, imagined, subjectively known-in 

short, lived. 

This book introduces a stellar group of writings that exemplify these 

changes. Ranging from classic works or ~Ot i.11 th t'01 , hi story, and ethnogra-
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pily to mort' 1'l'll' llt 'x plo,,"ioll" 01 iliHHIIII.tI 0111 I \ \lltlll .11 V,IIi.1tiolls ill liv'd 

'mi>odiment , forty seven <1rtid 's .IIld book ex l' 1 pts .11" presented here [oJ' 

(re )rcadin g. I ~a h of these works in sO l11 e way hallenge the taken-for-granted 

situations in whi h moderns of the Eurocentric world have lived, in certain 

respects unthinkingly, for a long time. Both in this introduction and in prefa

tory notes for each of the book's nine parts, we draw out the potential of these 

humanities and social science approaches to embodiment for expanding un

derstanding of human experience. Here the materialism of Karl Marx, with his 

emphasis on actual practical activity, joins with a structuralist reading of bodily 

symbols by Terence Turner in "The Social Skin." Maurice Merleau-Ponty's 

philosophical insights on the "lived-through" vv0rld of the body, beyond the 

reductive constructs of formal knowledge, inform the comparative history of 

the senses offered by Shigehisa Kuriyama in his article on Greek and Chinese 

pulse taking. The temporal bodies ofNuer pastoralists are compared with those 

of early modern English workers, and Chinese bodies are rendered processual 

through attention to breath and flavor. Bodies engaged in walking, birthing, art 

making, sexual foreplay, confessing fantasies, dressing, healing, reading, dis

playing themselves and being displayed are addressed in these readings. The 

articles and excerpts included here speak to each other and to the most influen

tial trends in the human scienc:es in many surprising ways. Taken together, they 

lead us far beyond the individualist, positivist, and utilitarian presumptions 

that have thus far dominated our capacitY to think about embodiment. 

This scholarship challenges a number of classic postulates about human 

nature. Even putative universal needs for sex and food can be recast as con

tingent and unpredictable forms of desire, as Judith Farquhar's study of bodily 

life in postsocialist China has shown.7 The traditional fixities of social science 

-invariant symptoms of illness,S rational self-interest, the priority of the eco

nomic in the structuring of motives9- have returned as problems to be ex

plained rather than starting points to be assumed. As anthropology and other 

human sciences have challenged sociological and biological universals, new 

"local" bodies have become visible, offering a diverse history and geography of 

human material Being. Some of these conceptions are already influential in 

anthropology and science studies: Donna Haraway's widely adopted notion of 

the cyborg has introduced a local body that is familiar in our lives but trans

gressive of our linguistic distinctions between machines and humans, objects 

and subjects. lo A hybrid of human and machine, flesh and information, the 

cyborg is a desiring and displaying creature of science fiction who eventually 

comes to stand for the normal body in the new millennium. Margaret Lock's 

n tion of 10 al biologic , moreover, an idea that demanded attention in her 
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study of experiences of midlife in North America and Japan, has prove n pro

ductive in medical anthropology. She and other researchers have begun to 

investigate whole fields of material practice-eating, aging, medical proce

dures, daily exertions, modes of attention, forms of subjectivity-as producing 

ontingent forms of embodiment. Cyborgs and local biologies are neither 

purely mental nor purely physical. Rather they are evolving and historical 

fo rms of life that are multiple and material at once, refusing all biological 

reductions and proposing a new politics that seeks solidarity among bodies 

while refusing to resort to commonsense presumptions about universal bodies 

or human nature. 

The relatively recent field of science studies has also concerned itself with 

multiple embodiments, finding cultural significance in high-tech practices 

that are situated near the heart of social life in contemporary society. Emerging 

technologies ranging from assisted reproduction to organ transplantation pro

duce bodies that are both novel and "normal." Among the most powerful of 

such technologies are those of molecular genetics, a now-dominant paradigm 

that has deeply influenced our senses of ourselves in both biomedicine and the 

popular imagination. I I One consequence of genetic testing and screening is 

that individual genomes are transformed into omens of future ill health, re

sulting in a new category of people, the presymptomatically ill. This is a 

diagnosis that may eventually include us all. The lived body is made, in effect, 

into a ticking time bomb. Popular appropriations of genetics thus increasingly 

find hope and fatality in a coded and mapped body. This is an occasion for all 

manner of medical and lay interpretations, as essays included in part IX of this 

volume attest. The body coded and decoded by genetics becomes one of many 

examples in this book in which embodiment must be seen as not just struc

tural but temporal, not just an objective presence but a moment in a process 

that is thoroughly social and historical and hence diverse. 

THE CATEGORY OF THE BODY IN THE 

TWENTIETH·CENTURY HUMAN SCIENCES 

A perusal of the literature of the humanities and social sciences published 

before the latter part of the twentieth century reveals that discussion about the 

lived body was scant. 12 This was due in large part to an unquestioned accep

ta nce of the body proper. The bounded physical body was usually bracketed 

and set aside because it fell "naturally" into the domain of the biological 

sciences. Nevertheless, as the extract by Friedrich Engels that we have se

lected shows, social thinkers influenced by Charles Darwin were interested 
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III Ih · prall ica l ill1p l.' ril li v·~ illlJ lli n l I,y Ih l' I'Vtl1t1t11l1l 01 1IIIIIl ,III oIlloll 0ltl y. 

Nineleenlh - enlury biology in ge ll lTal b .1 1 i h ,(l lil l' of d e~lr ipli o ns of the 

proper body in a tion. Resea rch of Ihe kind undertaken by Da rwin on the 

expression of emotions and by Cesare Lombroso on criminal types, for exam

ple, reveals both the natural science interest in physical variation at the time 

and the universalizing and normalizing powers of an increasingly hegemonic 

biomedical worldview. 13 The most extreme form of this natural science of 

body variations culminated in the eugenic practices of the early twentieth 

century;14 arguably social science has continued to collaborate with biomedi

cine to smuggle normative concerns with race, intelligence, and beauty into 

policy, clinical practice, and, of course, the desires of biomedicine's so-called 

consumers. 

In contrast to these nineteenth- and twentieth-century biologizing projects, 

the selections that appear in part I of this book under the title "An Emergent 

Canon:' all of which have become classics in anthropology, show how embod

ied individuals are thoroughly social. These works tend to draw from a Durk

heimian tradition in the social sciences, in that they emphasize the irreduci

bility of social phenomena to the ends pursued by individuals. In this tradition 

the body is understood as the "first and most natural tool of man:' a carnal 

template that furnishes the mind with ril.arvelous, irresistible objects and rela

tions, a source of endless symbolic and 'metaphorical analogies. IS The most 

extended social reading of the natural body has been the widely influential 

work of Mary Douglas.16 She shows how bodily analogies are utilized in both 

secular life and sacred events to make the dominant ordering of the social 

world appear to be natural. The body-society analogy, drawn on in virtually 

every culture it would seem, provides building blocks for enforcing moral 

order, as the selections by Robert Hertz, Marcel Granet, and Victor Turner in 

part I make clear. By focusing on bodies as active, intentional, and signifying 

fo rms of cultural life, Emile Durkheim, Marcel Mauss, and their anthropologi

cal descendants opened the construct of the natural individual to sociological 

analysis. 

Analyses of metaphoric uses of natural symbols in producing and repro

ducing the social order have resulted in a substantial literature on the homolo

gous relationships commonly found among physical topography, domestic 

architecture, social arrangements, deportment, parts of the body, and sexual 

behavior. Although at first glance it appears that such cultural homologies 

emphasize holism, inclusion, and uni ty, closer scrutiny reveals that more often 

Ihan nol hierarchic, difference, and excl usion are commonl y naturalized as 

parI of what omes to be underslood as Ihe onl y ju t and appropriate way to 

JlJ l) 111I ' AIi Q U Il AR AN D MAR ARrr LO C K 5 



'onduct daily life, The e say by Terence Turner, for extlmpl " i ~ Oll l' or a gen!" 

that shows how social categories are literally inscribed on and into the body 

through precepts about the treatment of body fluids and the appropriate use of 

hairstyles, ornamentation, cosmetics, clothing, and so on. An oft-cited struc

tural analysis by Pierre Bourdieu of the Kabyle (North Africa) house demon

strates the extent to which gender difference and asymmetry can penetrate 

every aspect of quotidian space and time. And Victor Turner's analyses of 

"social dramas" and their bodily correlates in healing have given anthropology 

some of its best examples of chronic local-level conflicts. 17 However, symbolic 

and structuralist anthropological methods tend to see culturally specific forms 

of daily life as affecting rather invariant or even abstract bodies. Though 

mundane practices are often noted, the multiple, variable lived body does not 

form part of the discussion-arguments move from the material body as being 

good to think with, a resource for symbolic language, directly to the social and 

moral order. Mauss and Victor Turner are partial exceptions in that they rely 

on a psychologized individual as a vehicle for mediation between the body and 

society, thus opening a door to inner worlds of experience. Yet they too pre

sume a somewhat ethnocentric "mind" or pattern of needs and motives inhab

iting the body they describe, 

In contrast to writers who follow the Durkheimian tradition and who are 

occupied above all with social worlds and moral order, the phenomenological 

movement that took root in postwar France strives to overcome mind/body 

and subject/object dualisms. The work of Merleau-Ponty has become em

blematic in this respect. (See the excerpt from The Phenomenology of Percep

tion in this volume.) Others as well have been influential in Continental philos

ophy, maintaining a materialist tradition somewhat distinct from twentieth

century debates among Marxists and political economists. IS In his book Le 

Mystere de l'etre (1997), for example, Gabriel Marcel argues that the body, "my 

body;' is always immediately present in experience. 19 To have a body means 

inevitably that one is embodied; consciousness can exist only as mediated 

through experienced embodiment. The body is never, therefore, simply a 

physical object but rather an embodiment of consciousness and the site where 

intention, meaning, and all practice originate. This phenomenological ap

proach tends to center being on a kind of presence (and temporal present) that 

can be made conscious but is most often taken for granted.20 Embodiment 

therefore seems to escape, at least in part, symbolization and discourse. As a 

result, the lived body as understood by Merleau-Ponty and other phenomenol

ogists stands in strong contrast to the approach of writers who work in the 

Durkheimian vein. Because its focus is on a body presumed to be universal and 

6 INTRODU CTI ON 

illdi vidll.ll , tkpi t 'd 11'0111 th l' point 01 vkw uilli r , "hjt'l l, l' llIhodil11 cnl in thi s 

tradition can la k both hi stori 'al dcpth ,llId ~o iologil ,1I content. The invoca

ti on of phenomenology in history and ethn graphy is thus as often a limita

t ion a an interpretive opportunity for the human sciences. 

Bourdieu drew in part on phenomenology in the early 1970S to counter 

what he understood as a misplaced objectivity on the part of French struc

turalists, in particular Claude Levi-Strauss, who was concerned above all with 

modeling the mental representations that he believed informed, cemented, 

and ordered social institutions.2! Bourdieu by contrast showed that practical 

activity, material objects, and daily life could not be understood simply as 

refl ections or expressions of structures of mind. Using a renovated under

standing of Mauss's concept of habitus, Bourdieu's approach focuses on rela

t ively inarticulate bodily practices, but he moves away from phenomenology as 

he engages explicitly with everyday life as it is acted out socially. Along with 

Michel de Certeau and Norbert Elias, Bourdieu has had a pervasive influence 

on social scientists as they struggle to show the extent to which embodiment is 

il self social,22 His insistence on making practice-a thoroughly temporal and 

dynamic category-the foundation of his sociological analysis is a continuing 

inspiration to the anthropology of embodiment.23 Bourdieu's turn from the 

hotl y- mind divide, which kept biology and anatomy distinct from symbolism 

,llld ultural form, to empirical fields of practice has opened up a new arena for 

I '~car h on social life. For an anthropology of practice, the smallest gestures 

,lIId the most taken-for-granted circumstances are infused with a historical 

.I lid 'L11t ural significance. 

Alllhropology has a long tradition of drawing inspiration from neighbor

I II ~I. Ii 'Ids, especially history and sociology. Contemporary social-cultural an-

1111 II J'oloSY is also much indebted to recent theoretical advances in feminism 

I w\, II .1s in literary and media studies. Perhaps most important, the an

I hi II jlology of the body has taken inspiration from the work of Michel Fou

I .II d I , focusing especially on his histories of madness, medicine, and imprison-

11 1l' 111. ' 4 Poucault's accounts of the particular ways of speaking about and of 

dl\ jl()~ ing bodies within the institutions, built spaces, and communities of 

11I1 11 il l' in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries have provided a carnal and 

111 , 11 l' 1 i.1I dimension to the genesis of the modern individual. Foucault argues 

I h .11 I h ' commonsense individual (discussed above) did not simply emerge by 

1111 ow i II g off the hackles of a confin ing medieval past, learning after centuries 

II I d.1I kll 'ss to expre s its essential autonomy and originality; rather our very 

IlI lH icl1l sensc that the individual i a natural linkage of material body and 

"'(lid " 1.lmc to b ' h gcm ni only quitc rec ntl y through thc practica l work 
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,llId writing of institutio ns of IIH:di <..i ne and population 1ll 11 1l ,I!-\l' lIl ·nl. Rather 

than reading through discourses to find underlying meanings, ca u es that can 

be pos ited, or essences that are expressed, Foucault demonstrated in his analy

sis of medical and welfare discourses that it is possible to learn from the explicit 

surfaces of the archive how social life changed its forms. His readings of often 

obscure historical documents show how both subjective and objective dis

cursive practices changed in ways that are deeply consequential for the life 

of bodies. Foucault's method turned away from the earlier materialist his

tories (of, for example, the Annales school of historians) that privileged sup

posedly objective structures over discourse itself, and he also eschewed the 

idealist intellectual histories that privileged canonical theories and debates. In 

other words, insofar as the disciplines of the human sciences had organized 

their methods as either more mental or more bodily, he crafted a new, post

Cartesian historical field that no longer maintained a mind-body divide. His 

plane of analysis is precisely that which is now being sought out by the anthro

pology of the body. This is the domain of the taken for granted, the mundane 

records and routines that fill everyday life, the disciplinary protocols that 

quietly maintain the (historically contingent) normal (see especially parts II, 

IV, VII, and IX below). Contemporary research that goes beyond the body 

proper is thoroughly grounded in Foucault, and readers who do not yet know 

his work will do well to seek it out separately. 

Cultural history has also been much influenced by Foucault, and there has 

been fruitful communication between cultural anthropology and cultural his

tory. In the latter field, reflection on the methods that can open the lived past to 

historical analysis has led to innovative ways of reading archival materials. 

Many of the historical articles included in this volume sensitively explore 

embodied life beyond the traces found in surviving written and pictorial 

materials. (See Caroline Walker Bynum, Gregory Pflugfelder, Peter Stallybrass 

and Allon White, Barbara Duden, and Shigehisa Kuriyama in this volume, for 

example.) This general approach became important as scholars sought to learn 

more about the history of difference-feminist history, history of sexualities, 

subaltern history-through an archive that had mostly represented the voice 

and the conditions of the literate and powerful. The gender historian Joan 

Scott has addressed the historiographic challenges posed by the new cultural 

history of differences in several discussions of the notion of experience.25 She 

has shown that experience is a crucial category for researchers who go beyond 

normative history to document the occluded worlds of the relatively voiceless 

(women, workers, the colonized), yet she argues that experience has been 

evoked by historians in naive ways. Even many cultural hi storians, she sug-
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II '~h , ".I Vl' tre.lt l·d ,I ~ illlpk id '.1 o f '~ Pl'l l l' lI l' .1,.1 fOlllld.ltio ll for ' Illpln lls t 

hi , tol il's, aClLlll1ul ,lting th ' 'v iti ' ll lc o f th ' prl'~ lIll1 cd cx p ' ri cncc of natu 

I.tli ,·d hi stori al actors as additio ns to a growing archive of unproblematic 

f.l l ts. Scott ounters this tendency by detailing the arguments of social and 

lill guisti theo ri ts that subjectivity-and thus experience and narrative ac

Willit s that claim the authority of experience-is always constructed in social 

1'1 ill! i c. he shows that "experience is at once always already an interpretation 

(/ 1/1 / something that needs to be interpreted." As she returns the category of 

l'x pcri cnce from the speculations of philosophy to the work of history, Scott 

.tI ,o rcminds us of the important contributions of feminism to social the-

0 1 y and human sciences scholarship. It still" bears pointing out that every

wh ' 1" bodies are somehow gendered. Families, communities, and societies are 

I rossnl by inequalities that are often taken to be rooted in forms of embodi

IlI l' llt ; thus it was feminist scholars who perhaps most powerfully in the twen

t i(· t h ccntury forced a political anthropology of the body.26 

SlOt t's recasting of the problem of experience has important methodologi

l, tI i 111 pi i ations for the human sciences. If we can find no natural invariants in 

hodil y cxperience, we must continue to explore the shifting terrains presented 

hy many modes of material life. Rather than taking (apparently) empirical 

IHldi '5 and (apparently) interior exP'~rience as a starting point (this is, we 

thillk, the central limitation of manY 'phenomenological approaches), com

p. II .lt ive scholarship in anthropology, history, and the humanities shows that 

t hI' problem of the body can be read from many kinds of discourses, mundane 

1".11 ti cs, technologies, and relational networks. The bodies that come into 

11I 'lli g within these collective formations are social, political, subjective, objec

t I VI', dis u rsive, narrative, and material all at once. They are also culturally and 

III , to rically specific, while at the same time mutable, offering many challenges 

to both scholarship and the everyday politics of a world compressed in time 

.Inti spacc. As Haraway has persistently argued, all manner of hopeful alliances 

Ml' poss ible once we have learned to see our worldly comrades with an ex

p,lllded objectivityY 

A turn toward embodied lifeworlds in some medical anthropology28 as well 

.h in feminist and political ethnography29 has begun to generate important 

l' l11l iri al resea rch that adds to our perceptions of human possibilities. An 

",t nthropology of the senses" has emerged to challenge a mentalist bias in 

~ymb() li anthropology, for example.30 Literary attention to "the materiality of 

til l' t 'x t" and explorati ons of embodied prac ti ces of reading have supple

III 'nt cd l1l ore lass ica ll y humanist forms of reading. 31 o ll ecti ons of "illness 

11 .II '1'ilti vcs" havc appca rcd which l1l obili,' narrati ve theo ries fro m philosophy 

lUI 1111 IA II UIIAR ANI") MARGARrT LOCK 9 



and literary criti iSI11 .12 Litcrary scholarship has thu~ IlloIdl' it ill reasingly 

implausible to separate the silent body from the exprcssive and articulate 

consciousness. Further, historical anthropologists have established important 

connections between political and bodily regimes33 (see part V), while studies 

of popular culture have emphasized the extent to which bodily practices are 

contingent on particular gender and economic inequalities.34 Perhaps most ef

fectively of all, historians have demonstrated that the twentieth-century Euro

American body (diverse enough when many versions are attended to) is far 

from natural (see especially part III). The surprise or repulsion with which 

readers respond to descriptions of some medieval and early modern body 

practices and imagery makes this point clearly.35 The body proper-that dis

crete, structured, individual myth of a European modernity-begins to disap

pear, to be replaced by an indeterminate site of natural-cultural processes that 

is full of possibilities and impossible to finally delimit. Not only is the body not 

singular, it is not very proper either. 

A MATERIALISM OF LIVED BODIES 

Perhaps what most distinguishes the anthropology of embodiment, and this 

collection of readings as well, from a more classic cultural anthropology is its 

commitment to materialist assumptions and methods in the study of cultural 

form. Yet we speak of materialism in a sense that is different from that of many 

other anthropologists. For some cultural anthropologists, materialist has been 

a negative epithet to be used against colleagues oriented to natural science 

methods and the positivist social sciences. Deep divides within anthropology 

and between its subdisciplines too often have sorted themselves out as debates 

between materialist and idealist habits of thought. Perhaps only Marxists have 

crossed this great divide with any success, but it is the rare Marxist anthro

pologist who departs from the economic sphere to consider other forms of 

materiality. 

Some medical anthropologists use the term materialism negatively to ex

press their discomfort with what they see as a biomedical reduction of human 

distress to structural-anatomic changes. They charge that medical materialism 

ignores the experience or even the humanity of patients, and they are often 

joined in this critique by health care workers. (Note especially the human

istic orientations of the "ethic of care" that has developed in nursing, itself 

an interesting site for locating nondualistic bodies.) But these critiques re

main Cartesian in the sense that they tend to portray human ideals-mental 

phenomena-as violently reduced to the simplistic material Icvcl of a struc-
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1111 ,11 01 Ill ' 1i .llli l. 11 hod y, lIy di ~ lill gl1"hlll g 11111110111 ,l1ld "l1 hj ' li ve ex!, ' ri ' 11 'S 

IlIlIll 111 .lI eri.d alld ohjellive thin g~, Ih 'y ol1tillUl' 10 foulld their ritique on a 

IllOd 'miSI hUllwnisl1l that fails 10 ca plure the life of bodies or even, we fccl, the 

\ IlIllpl'xilY ofbiomcdical practi ce. 

Sy mbolic anthropologists also remain Cartesian in relation to materialism. 

I II l' ir interpretations of ritual and cultural texts tend to dissolve the material 

WI IIld as they dccode the concrete, seeking out underlying abstractions. ab

~ I ' I v.lblc, matcrial signifiers serve only to indicate abstract, ideal signifieds. 

I hi ~ is :.lI10thcr kind of ideal/material dualism, one which (as Jacques Derrida 

11.1 \ ,hown) insistcntly privileges the ideal side of the semiotic dyad.36 Though 

'. ' Illholi " anthropological writing is replete with fascinating objects-from 

1,Igl1.11'S to woodcn saints to red and white body paint-the analysis always 

11',1\1, LI S on to abstractions like social structure, cosmology, or the uncon

" II1U ~. Thcse insistent efforts to stay on the culture side of the nature-culture 

divide, including approaches that emphasize the cultural constructedness of 

1I,ltl1l· ., have made it difficult to think about concrete existence and carnal life 

III .lIl y bUI rcductionist terms. 

The ncwcr scholarship on the body in the human sciences, we believe, has 

.ld voln "cd a ncw materialism for anthropology. With the assumptions of Carte

".111 LO l11mon sense about bodies and minds, matter and spirit cleared away, it 

Ii", h 'en poss ible to approach actuaUorms of lived embodiment in the fields 

IIf l"oIlii c in which they take form. Ethnographic and historical projects that 

11 ',11 1 oIlld delineate specific material-cultural (bodily) formations do much 

1111111' I h.1 n simply relativize cultures. The task only begins with a denaturaliz-

111 1\ 01 "so ial constructionist" critique. Rather, this new empirical research 

111'1'11\ , I domain of human experience to the imagination that is at once 

'i lil jn livc and objective, carnal and conscious, observable and legible. The 

lirohl 'mati c of perceiving bodily life in its actual empirical and material forms 

illviles scholars to see social multiplicity more clearly and to adjust our actions 

Illore scnsitively to the depths at which human Being varies. To make a topic of 

I he body is to study cultural, natural, and historical variation in whole worlds. 

Thus an anthropology and geography of space and place has combined 

l' llvironmcntal awareness with critical attention to the structured and structur

ing powcrs of built worlds over and within the bodies that live in them.3? An 

l' lhnographica lly rich medical anthropology has had to address the messy and 

vl'ry on rctc livcs of sick people and their caretakers, critiquing the logic of 

hOlh mcdicinc and sociology with an insistencc on understanding embodied 

prall ice it sc l r. IK ociologi t of bios icn c and mcdica l systcms have also been 

WI y effec tive in showing how obje "IS of l11 edi al on crn mi robcs, o rga ns, 
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diseases- have their own genealogies and a linked array of powers that loop 

back into reality.39 As we argued above, a literary criticism thal attends to the 

materiality of texts, their circulation, and their embodied reception has em

barked on exploratory and speculative technologies of reading, stepping back 

from the hermeneutic quest for ultimate or hidden meanings. 40 With actor

network theory in science studies, an understanding of networks made up of 

both human and nonhuman "actants" has emerged, presenting new questions 

for the human sciences about the concrete material linkages among bodies, 

texts, and things.4 1 All of these recent efforts could be said to be seeking a new 

style of materialism, neither reductive and economistic nor sealed off from the 

traditional humanistic concerns of signification, subjectivity, and ethics. 

A materialist anthropology of embodiment is not really reinventing anthro

pology. It seeks only to indulge a widened curiosity about arenas of life that 

have previously been kept in the dark. It does not aim to displace either 

political economy or biological anthropology, nor does it seek to banish an

thropologies of consciousness and meaning. The socially constructed forma

tions and experiences it would describe are very real, and we predict that 

embodied readers will find much to recognize in the bodily lives of even those 

who are quite remote from them in time or space. However common the 

"bodies" of this anthropology may turn out to be, they cannot be seen as 

universal. By presenting them here, we hope to expand the ways we humans 

can imagine ourselves. 

An expanded anthropology of embodiment, one with room for desires and 

microbes, significance and the taken-for-granted habitus, local biologies and 

transnational plagues, is needed and pertinent to contemporary scholarship 

and practical life. There is no shortage of sensitive and theoretically powerful 

writing that has already begun the task. A critical and ambitious rereading is 

now in order. Such a reading will not discard earlier concerns about bodily 

distinctions based on gender, ethnicity, and class, nor will it sideline the mate

riality of bodies; rather it can build on and further nuance the existing litera

ture by challenging the givenness of many received categories, among which 

the body and the mind have too long held pride of place. 

PAT HS BEYOND THE BODY PROPER 

The editors of this volume both came to read and write the anthropology of 

embodiment through their ethnographic and critical research in medical an

thropology. 

Judith Farquhar's first major project on the logic of practice in Chinese 
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II wdit illl', h,l 'l'd on fk ld dlHllih l': 1I Y n"~\.', lr\. h ill ,I "(radition,Ii " medi ca l co ll ege 

III (; II,III g;' holl , China, in the 198os, required her to acknowledge lhat a dif

kl l' lIt body seemed lO be al issue in Chinese medicine from the one presumed 

hy IIl odern hio l11 edi ine.42 In ancienl and recrafted theories of traditional 

II \l 'd i, ill e as well as in the reported bodily experiences of patients and dinner 

1I IIIIp,Inions di scourses on embodiment proved easy to grasp and identify 

With l'spe iall y when speaking Chinese-yet they contained almost no refer-

1'1I l!' to analomica l structures or scientifically verified substances. Qi, wind, 

,IIHI fI ,lvo rs were more salient to this body than muscles, intestines, and active 

1II I\ Il'di enlS in dru gs. In later work, which moved outward from the world of 

1I11'!Ii .. inc lo lhat of popular culture, Farquhar continued to look for a pro

I I',,",d hody open to the constantly changing world as she explored the every

.1 .1 lif ' of urbanites in BeijingY Even in this cosmopolitan city, where health 

I'd 11 1,1 t ion promotes all manner of globally recognized medical information, 

11,, '11' ,II'\.' ,l pproaches to lived materiality that diverge deeply from what North 

II H'I i ,Ins generally take for granted. In contemporary Chinese society the 

IlI lI g. onnected history of East Asian civilization is a constantly shifting pres

I'll t', ,Ind all manner of published and broadcast materials offer resources for 

,'lIlhodiment that challenge global common sense and cosmopolitan medical 

IId li lll1 ation. These resources flow ttil:ough the experience of modern Bei-

1' 111'0"" in unique ways. Farquhar's curr:ent research on the way of cultivating 

111 1' (),l lIIgsheng) in a Beijing neighborhood follows the routes of both tradi-

11I1I1 .d .Ind global forms of embodiment and seeks to discover the historicity of 

111,, 111" ill several modes. Embodied memories of a dramatic modern history of 

\I vll ilit io n, reform, and globalization as well as practical appropriations of 

, 1.' '' ''1 ,Ii dance, martial arts, calligraphy, and medicine contribute to lives that 

, ,"11 hi ne many threads of history and discourse, By beginning with the every

d.IY li fe of bodies, this is an anthropology that can lead anywhere except 

perhaps lo the proper body of bourgeois common sense. Working for more 

(1 1.1 II t we n t y years in China and reflecting for even longer on the foundations of 

Il l'!' own experience as an American academic, Farquhar no longer believes 

(h,1t t he body proper has ever existed anywhere. 

Tra ined originally as a basic scientist, Margaret Lock had experiences in 

)dpan while doing resea rch in preparation for a Ph.D. in medical anthropology 

Ih,1t we re not dissimilar to those of Farquhar. While collecting ethnographic 

d,lt a in the 1970S in Kyoto clinics where East Asian medicine is practiced, she 

W,IS Sl ru k by the fac ilily wi th which practitioners and patients communicated 

ill ,I dis ourse lhalmade liberal usc of such concepts as ki and blocked energy 

fl ows while althe sa m ' time drawing on Ihe language of biomed icine. Many of 
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the pr" titioners in thc~e lini s are medica l do tors who, I,k · their patients, 

themse lves made usc of biomedical services at times.44 Withoul apparenl con

f1i cl, practitioners and patients are able to conceptualize more than one kind of 

body, and pluralism in medical thought and practices was and is common

place in Japan and, for that matter, in most parts of the world.45 Lock's later 

work, a comparative project carried out in North America and Japan, focused 

on menopause. The differences in symptom reporting between Japanese and 

North American women could not be accounted for simply by resorting to an 

argument for historical and cultural construction. Recognition of the copro

duction and interdependence of biology and culture to embodiment was key 

to this research, although neither biology nor culture was essentialized; both 

are fluid in time and through space.46 In recent years Lock has carried out 

research on death, notably the condition legalized as brain death in order that 

organs for transplant can be procured from such living! dead entities. Once 

again comparative research in Japan and North America proved very useful in 

bringing to the fore the unexamined assumptions about these practices that 

are present in the dominant thinking in North America. 47 In her current 

research into molecular genetics and complex disease, in which Alzheimer's 

disease is her primary (elusive) object of study, Lock joins a rising number of 

social scientists who are observing the way in which genomics is steadily 

bringing about an end to simple deterministic arguments so often associated 

with biomedicine, in particular genetics, while at the same time resisting any 

critical decentering of the body proper. We have entered an era when we can no 

longer deny biological variation, as many social scientists have continued to 

do. Now, more than ever before, it is crucial to pay serious attention to the 

lived body in its infinite variety. 

Together, we venture to claim another characteristic that qualifies us to 

critically assemble and evaluate the literature on the body: like our readers, we 

too are embodied. This truism highlights one of the virtues of building an 

emphasis on embodiment within anthropology: embodiment has the poten

tial to unite readers and writers, anthropologists and informants, doctors 

and patients, teachers and students. It does not require orientalist distinc

tions between East and West or developmental differences between North and 

South. At the level of embodiment, we are all "primitives:' all excellent infor

mants for a global anthropology. The commonalities of the carnal, while they 

cannot be presumed, often go unacknowledged. The extent to which the em

bodied existence of one party is obscured can be linked to the discomfort or 

indignity of the other, more obviously embodied person. Doctors hide inside 

white coats to examine disrobed patients; writers become distant authorities 
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wh d,' I l', , (k l~ qll~'~lion lil L'i l OW II "hdlt y 1IIIIIId (, I',1. 1I1I1 th l' plm~'; ,lIIthl'opolo 

I'."t, h" Vl' til t' pl'ivilcg' of' lIlOhilit y ,' lId ,Ill I 'lll PV(' th ·i, hodies f'rom "undel'

d,'v\'lop 'd" envi ronmen ts that still threa ten Ihe he,dth and livelihood of their 

1("'''II'I.h subjects. Still , one ca nnot rea ll y gaze disembod ied upon another 

IlOdy; when we sec or read abo ul another's pain, we are likely to experience 

VII , II iOlls dis omfoJ'ls; when we read about sex or food, we are likely to experi

"1111' desire or disgust. 

Thus we hope a more focused attention to an anthropology of embodiment 

wdl '\ ut both ways," challenging privilege and its idealization while dignifying 

IlOdilyexisten e and chartering a new materialist anthropology. A turn to the 

il'ldy in an thropology has the potential to do more than simply add a topic to 

tll\ ' ~tudy of Man or append a footnote to our accumulated knowledge about 

11I1I1I,ln nature. Rather, as anthropology has moved beyond the body proper it 

h,I " Oil 'n 'd up a new stratum of social existence, one that offers a broad terrain 

1111 1(" "Ir h between the impossible poles of a Cartesian social science. This is 

th. , dOllla in of neither a cultural mind nor a biological body, but of a lively 

,.I , lI ,ilit y suffused with words, images, senses, desires, and powers. 
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