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Preface

In Marxism and Literature Raymond Williams says:

The strongest barrier to the recognition of human cultural activity is
this immediate and regular conversion of experience into finished
products. [. . . It is misleading to habitually project endings] not only
into the always moving substance of the past, but into contemporary
life, in which relationships, institutions and formations in which we
are still actively involved are converted, by this procedural mode,
into formed wholes rather than forming and formative processes. (Wil-
liams 1977: 128–129; quoted in Harvey 1996: 24–25; interpolation by
Harvey)

Williams’s admonition is important for cultural studies of the person

and for our focus on identity. Identities—if they are alive, if they are

being lived—are unfinished and in process. Whether they be specific to

the imagined worlds of romance or the careers of mental illness, or

generic to ethnic, gender, race, and class divisions, identities never ar-

rive in persons or in their immediate social milieux already formed. They

do not come into being, take hold in lives, or remain vibrant without

considerable social work in and for the person. They happen in social

practice.

Cultural studies of the person, in particular, need to move more sol-

idly to process. They must be predicated upon continuing cultural pro-

duction: a development, or interlocking genesis, that is actually a co-

development of identities, discourses, embodiments, and imagined

worlds that inform each moment of joint production and are themselves

transformed by that moment. It is this processual understanding of iden-

tity and agency that we seek to build, through concepts offered by two

scholars of society and the person, whose work began in the aftermath of

the Soviet Revolution of 1917, L. S. Vygotsky and M. M. Bakhtin.
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Although not, as far as we know, directly intertwined, the intellectual

lives of Bakhtin and Vygotsky were influenced by the same currents of

thought in 1920s Russia. The two men addressed the common questions

and objectives that characterized the great ferment of social theory about

the “new society” and its inhabitants, the new “socialist man.” Each had

a thoroughly sociocentric view of human thought and feeling, and both

saw speech, language, literature, and art as the pivotal media through

which consciousness and subjectivity develop. Bakhtin relied upon some

of the same concepts as Vygotsky did, such as the important notion of

“inner speech,” but Bakhtin’s center of gravity remained in the areas of

sociolinguistics and literary criticism, while Vygotsky turned to the task

of building a sociohistorical school of psychology. Bakhtin’s search was

less for a social science of what we will call heuristic development—the

contingent formations of subjectivity over time—and more for the social

grounds of “personal” creativity and authority. Vygotsky and Bakhtin

together articulated a powerful version of human life as necessarily me-

diated: as produced by social interchange among persons whose activity,

however circumscribed by material and social circumstances, and how-

ever cast in forms of discursive and practical genres, nonetheless re-

makes these conditions. Theirs is a social world that is necessarily per-

sonal, not automatic; a world of agents and of hope carried forward from

the Revolution. It still has much to say to us today.

Williams’s admonition against supposed endings reminds us of our

manuscript. This book has been in process for a long time, and the

intellectual projects it reflects are certainly not finished. Carole Cain,

Dorothy Holland, Renée Prillaman, and Debra Skinner started talking

about the subject matter more than ten years ago. Because of work and

family obligations, Renée Prillaman had to drop out of the project, but

the book profited from her ideas. Meanwhile, William Lachicotte joined

our discussions and writing.

The plan for the book has remained fairly constant. We wanted to

develop our ideas about identity collectively through our discussions of

other scholars’ writings and through our own research projects, which

we undertook individually or in pairs. The result is a book that some-

times plays havoc with current notions of authorship, just as our view of

subjectivity must surely grate against common ideas of identity and per-

sonhood.

If authorship of a collective venture is hard to square with individual-

viii     Preface
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istic notions of cultural production, so too are our acknowledgments. A

multitude of people have contributed to our field research, among them

the residents of the area in Nepal where Holland and Skinner lived and

worked, the members of the Alcoholics Anonymous groups attended

by Cain (especially those we call Hank, Ellen, and Andrew), the clients

and staff members of mental health institutions who gave their time and

assistance to Lachicotte, and the students of the two universities where

Holland learned about the figured world of romance. A host of readers,

listeners, and partners in discussion have also been crucial to the devel-

opment of our ideas. We cannot name them all. Our solution is to thank

the following people, who have significantly aided one or more of us:

G. B. Adhikari, Richard Ashmore, Alan Benjamin, Katherine Bunting-

Howarth, Roy D’Andrade, Robert Daniels, Mary Des Chene, Margaret

Eisenhart, Glen Elder, Sue Estroff, Terry Evens, Judith Farquhar, Alison

Greene, Marilyn Grunkemeyer, Erin Hannan, Jean Harris, Peter Hervik,

Lee Jussim, Willett Kempton, Jean Lave, Bradley Levinson, Robert Levy,

Tanya Luhrmann, Donald Nonini, Alfred Pach III, Maheswor Pahari,

Steven Parish, Jim Peacock, John Peterson, James Poling, Laurie Price,

James Reeves, Bob S., Sapana Sharma, Claudia Strauss, Renu Lama

Thapa, Julia Thompson, Jaan Valsiner, Joanne Waghorne, and several

anonymous reviewers.

Funders for our research projects were crucial as well: the National

Science Foundation (BNS-9110010), the Fulbright Foundation, the Na-

tional Institutes of Mental Health (Grant RO1 MH40314), the National

Institute of Education, the University Research Council of the University

of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, and the University of North Carolina at

Chapel Hill Dissertation Fellowships. Thanks also to the Nepal Offices of

the United States Educational Foundation and Save the Children, U.S.A.

We dedicate this book to some special people whose voices we

brought with us to our task: Ashby Gaines Holland; William S. Lachi-

cotte Sr.; Willard Skinner; Mack and Delores Cain. They are part-authors

of this story and shape it still in ways not even we can fully tell.

Preface     ix
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I

On the Shoulders of
Bakhtin and Vygotsky
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1

The Woman Who Climbed up the House

People tell others who they are, but even more important, they tell

themselves and then try to act as though they are who they say they are.

These self-understandings, especially those with strong emotional reso-

nance for the teller, are what we refer to as identities. A man interviewed

by Lachicotte, Roger Kelly,1 diagnosed as having a mental disorder, strug-

gled with who to be: “I’m only 35. I mean I wi—kind of wish I was 60,

and I was done with all . . . It would make things simpler, you know, ‘I’m

disabled. I’ll just live out my last few years and do a little good works and

try to enjoy my day.’ But when you’re only 35 there’s pressure to get back

in there and try it again. I’ve tried four or five times. I’ve been up in the

hospital five times now. How many more times do I have to try?”

Tika Damai, a girl of fifteen in a community in central Nepal, when

asked by Skinner to tell about herself and her life, answered by singing a

series of folksongs, which began:

Parents have earned a little money,
But my life will be spent in cutting grass and wood only.
Daughters are married off, crossing nine great mountains,
But the sons are always kept at home.
Mother, am I not your daughter,
Am I not your daughter?
Brothers are given wealth and property, but nothing is given to
me. (Skinner, Valsiner, and Basnet 1991: 19–20)

Although from widely divergent cultural worlds, Tika Damai and

Roger Kelly were engaged in similar identity-making processes. They

3
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were producing, from the cultural resources available to them, under-

standings of themselves that seemed to be not only “of” (about) them-

selves, representing the dilemmas of their respective social situations,

but also “for” themselves. These productions figured in their communi-

cation with themselves about their past and present actions. We picture

Roger, Tika, ourselves, and other individuals and groups as always en-

gaged in forming identities, in producing objectifications of self-under-

standings that may guide subsequent behavior. This vision emphasizes

that identities are improvised—in the flow of activity within specific

social situations—from the cultural resources at hand. Thus persons

and, to a lesser extent, groups are caught in the tensions between past

histories that have settled in them and the present discourses and images

that attract them or somehow impinge upon them. In this continuous

self-fashioning, identities are hard-won standpoints that, however de-

pendent upon social support and however vulnerable to change, make at

least a modicum of self-direction possible. They are possibilities for me-

diating agency.

Identity and Its Theories

“Identity” is a concept that invokes and relates theories from various

streams of psychology, social psychology, anthropology, sociology, and

now from such interdisciplinary fields as cultural studies. Our own

take on this concept is at heart an anthropological and cultural studies

adaptation of sociogenic concepts of personhood developed within

the American school of social psychology that claims G. H. Mead as its

founder.

Mead began with humans’ instinctual ability to coordinate their ac-

tions and traced the career of this coordination through the person’s

engagement in social life. Self-consciousness and self-reflection develop

in the active child as the product of a social history. The person acquires

the ability to take the standpoint of others as she learns to objectify

herself by the qualities of her performance in and commitment to various

social positions (for example, in the United States, mother, activist, black

woman, Marxist anthropologist, student, environmentalist, public ser-

vant, good person).2 Such objectifications, especially those to which

one is strongly emotionally attached, become cores of one’s proactive

identities.

4     Identity and Agency in Cultural Worlds
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Identity is a concept that figuratively combines the intimate or per-

sonal world with the collective space of cultural forms and social rela-

tions. We are interested in identities, the imaginings of self in worlds of

action, as social products; indeed, we begin with the premise that identi-

ties are lived in and through activity and so must be conceptualized as

they develop in social practice. But we are also interested in identities as

psychohistorical formations that develop over a person’s lifetime, popu-

lating intimate terrain and motivating social life. Identities are a key

means through which people care about and care for what is going on

around them. They are important bases from which people create new

activities, new worlds, and new ways of being. In some chapters we will

pay great attention to the ways in which persons are malleable, change-

able, and subject to discursive powers. In others we will show more

respect for persons’ generativity, their capacities—embedded always in

collective meanings and social relations—to imagine and create new

ways of being. Human agency may be frail, especially among those with

little power, but it happens daily and mundanely, and it deserves our

attention. Humans’ capacity for self-objectification—and, through objec-

tification, for self-direction—plays into both their domination by social

relations of power and their possibilities for (partial) liberation from

these forces.

The “metatheoretical” shift to practice, coupled with what might be

called the critical disruption in the social sciences, the humanities, and

some areas of psychology, has cleared a space for new understandings of

persons. Cultural studies, joined to feminist theory’s engagement with

issues of identity, invite us to see persons taking form in the flow of

historically, socially, culturally, and materially shaped lives.3 At the same

time, a more sociogenic approach to personhood has developed. The

task we undertake here is inspired not only by contemporary cultural

studies but also by the intellectual tradition that includes the great Soviet

psychologist L. S. Vygotsky, his students, and other members of what has

come to be called the cultural-historical or sociohistorical school of psy-

chology. Equally important to our tradition is another figure from the

same period and place, the critical theorist and semiotician M. M. Bakh-

tin. To comprehend and articulate a vision of both person and society

true to the parts played by cultural forms, the machinery of power and

social positioning, and the continual processes of identification, we join

the work of Bakhtin, Vygotsky, and their colleagues to contemporary

The Woman Who Climbed up the House     5
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debates (a link that, especially in the case of Vygotsky, has been made

before; see, for example, Gergen 1994; van der Veer and Valsiner 1991;

Wertsch 1991).

Bakhtin’s work was inspired by a neo-Kantian tradition of philosophy

that emphasized aesthetics.4 But Bakhtin did not rest content with this

difficult kind of idealism. He took his work in two directions, both of

which were more concerned with specific practices and persons than

with the generic practice of abstract (indeed quasi-transcendental) sub-

jects. First, he studied literature and verbal art, looking most closely at

the means for representing characters and (therefore) authors. Second,

he began, with V. N. Voloshinov, a study of the sociology of human

expression, which also became a social psychology. Their works of 1929,

Marxism and the Philosophy of Language and Problems of Dostoevsky’s

Poetics, intertwine these two lines to create an understanding of human

expression that seems more at home in the cultural studies of today than

in either the social science or the literary studies of the time.

Vygotsky came to his study of persons from interests in literature, art,

and linguistics. His 1925 dissertation, The Psychology of Art, included an

analysis of a short story, Bunin’s “Gentle Breath.” His fascination with the

way the closing image of the story transformed the whole feeling of the

piece was part of his more general engagement with the potential of

symbols to affect and reorganize experience. He carried this fascination

with symbols into his psychology and organized his later studies around

it. He construed symbols, particularly cultural symbols learned through

social interaction, as so many ways in which people free themselves from

the tyranny of environmental stimuli. But this work of freedom, for

Vygotsky, demanded an appreciation of time and timing. He took a ge-

netic or developmental approach because, in his handling, it was

difficult, if not impossible, to understand a person’s behavior without

knowing the opportunistic history of its formation.

Bakhtin’s concern with the social weighing of expression and the crea-

tive life of association, combined with Vygotsky’s emphases on historical

development and on the potentiality of symbols for (re)formation, af-

fords a means by which “cultural studies of the person” may avoid a com-

mon conceptual dilemma—one that traps persons permanently, either in

“cultural logics” or in “subject positions” or in some combination of the

two. This is our objective here: to respect humans as social and cultural

creatures and therefore bounded, yet to recognize the processes whereby

6     Identity and Agency in Cultural Worlds
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human collectives and individuals often move themselves—led by hope,

desperation, or even playfulness, but certainly by no rational plan—from

one set of socially and culturally formed subjectivities to another.

Our view of identity and human agency differs in some important

ways from two interrelated and influential streams of work that have also

treated these issues. When anthropologists and other contributors to

cultural studies of the person write about “identities” they are usually

concerned with “cultural identities,” identities that form in relation to

major structural features of society: ethnicity, gender, race, nationality,

and sexual orientation. Our concept of identity is both broader and more

particular. We focus on the development of identities and agency specific

to practices and activities situated in historically contingent, socially

enacted, culturally constructed “worlds”: recognized fields or frames of

social life, such as romance, mental illness and its treatment, domestic

relations, Alcoholics Anonymous, academia, and local politics.

Identifications of people within these worlds are often, if not always,

structurally marked. That is, they may be divided by gender, race, ethnic-

ity, or any other durable structural feature of the society. We address the

structural aspects of world-specific identities in Chapter 6. There are also

culturally constructed worlds where “woman” or “lesbian” or “white

woman” is a salient identity in and of itself (for example, some worlds of

feminist debate) or where “wife” or “daughter” or “daughter-in-law” is

practically coterminous with female as a general status. Chapters 10 and

12, on Nepal, address the latter case. Still, we are always interested in the

grounding of cultural identities in the specific worlds of which they are

a part.

Cultural studies of the person—including a significant proportion of

the anthropological research on (cultural) identity—share an opposition

to a general “Western” notion of identity that takes as its prototype a

coherent, unified, and originary subject (see, for an extreme example,

Stuart Hall 1996). The projects of these newer studies are quite unlike

that of Erik Erikson (1963, 1968), for example, with its focus on the

tasks any person must successfully accomplish to resolve the psychody-

namic dilemmas of maturation and thus establish a consistent identity.

Instead the newer studies rely upon feminist and later psychodynamic

approaches, both of which recognize those social forces which make

such an integrated subject an extremely unlikely occurrence.

At this point we differ. It is not that we have an inclination to the idea

The Woman Who Climbed up the House     7
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of a unified subject; we conceive persons as composites of many, often

contradictory, self-understandings and identities, whose loci are often

not confined to the body but “spread over the material and social envi-

ronment,” and few of which are completely durable. We also concur with

the emphasis on cultural forms and the inevitable importance of socially

distributed power. But we take a different path to theorizing identities

and processes of identification. Though we share an interest in many of

the same issues and a critical focus on the importance of cultural forms

in the production of subjectivities, we develop different aspects of the

relation between society and subjectivity. We do not attend to the psy-

chodynamic processes that may lead to the identification of self within

the structural inscriptions of gender, race, and so forth. Rather we build

upon notions of inner activity and inner life, drawn from Bakhtin and the

sociohistorical school, that cast the development of self-understandings

(identities) on intimate terrain as an outcome of living in, through, and

around the cultural forms practiced in social life. Bakhtin and Vygotsky

give us a means of theorizing history-in-person that allows us to con-

ceive of identities as always forming, but that differs from history-in-per-

son conceived primarily through psychodynamics (see Chapter 2).

The case studies we employ to trace out these processes include cul-

turally constructed worlds in the United States: the world of Alcoholics

Anonymous, the world of romance and attractiveness, and the world of

mental health care. They also cross what are usually considered more

profound cultural boundaries into the constructed worlds of domestic

and political relations in Nepal. How do these culturally constructed

worlds become matters of desire? How do people’s senses of themselves

in these worlds become engaging? How do persons become agents in

these worlds? How do these worlds become prisons? How do people

together create new cultural worlds? How do their subjectivities expand

or reform so that they are able to inhabit new worlds? These are the sorts

of questions that we try to answer through alternating expositions of

concepts and the ethnographic details of the case studies.

Our frame is what might be called, following Bakhtin, a dialogic one;

following Vygotsky, a developmental one. We aim to build upon and

move beyond two central approaches—the culturalist and the construc-

tivist—to understand people’s actions and possibilities. All the perspec-

tives we discuss assume, at least implicitly, that behavior is mediated by

senses of self or what we call identities.5 In the older of the two ap-

8     Identity and Agency in Cultural Worlds
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proaches that we work to transcend, the person is driven by an internal-

ized cultural logic; in the more recent, by social situation. In order to

communicate what we find important about these two approaches, we

simplify them to two ideal types.

Two Perspectives on Identity

An incident told from Dorothy Holland’s perspective can be used to

exemplify the two approaches.6 The incident happened in Naudada, a

rural hill community in central Nepal:

Debra Skinner and I were interviewing people for a small research

project. Debra had been carrying out ethnographic fieldwork in the com-

munity for about a year and a half. I had recently joined her.

Naudada was occupied by people of different jat (caste/ethnic

groups). Since we wanted to interview people from a range of jat, we

had asked members of the various castes, from the highest (Bahun) to

the lowest (Damai), to come to Debra’s house to be interviewed.

In Naudada, persons of lower caste were usually prohibited from en-

tering the houses of those of higher caste. Food and cooking were con-

sidered especially vulnerable to pollution, and, since the only entrance

to most houses was on the first floor, where the hearths were, people

of lower castes kept away. Under normal village circumstances, then,

lower-caste people would have expected to be barred from Debra’s house.

She was accorded, in most contexts, a status analogous to that of a

higher-caste person, and, in addition, her Bahun landlord lived on the

terrace above her, practically next door. Debra, however, throughout her

residence in Naudada, had insisted that lower-caste people enter her

house to talk. People all around had come to know of her unusual

practice.

One day we were interviewing on the second-floor balcony of the

three-story house. We were in the process of interviewing a woman of

the Sunar caste—historically associated with the occupation of

goldsmithing and considered “untouchable.” The woman seemed un-

comfortable. We guessed that her discomfort was due to the proximity of

the next person to be interviewed, a Chetri (higher-caste) woman, who

was sitting around the corner of the balcony.

About that time another woman arrived at the house to be inter-

viewed. The new arrival, Gyanumaya, a woman in her late fifties, was

The Woman Who Climbed up the House     9
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also of the Sunar caste. Debra called down to Gyanumaya that we wanted

to talk to her on the balcony, and went down to greet her, intending to

bring her through the kitchen and up the stairs. However, as Debra was

on her way downstairs, Gyanumaya took a different route: she scaled the

outside of the house. She somehow crawled up the vertical outside wall,

made her way around the balcony to an opening in the railing, came

through the opening, and sat down. Gyanumaya knew that Debra did

not prohibit lower-caste people from entering her kitchen, but she found

a way to get to the place of our interview without going through the

house.

I later questioned Debra about her knowledge of the community. Did

she know of other people who scaled the outside of houses to get to the

second floor? Was Gyanumaya in particular known to enter houses in

this way? As far as we could discern, no community members were

accustomed to getting to the second stories of houses by climbing up the

walls. Nor did Gyanumaya have a reputation for whimsical or unusual

behavior.

How Gyanumaya herself interpreted her climb we do not know. We

did not ask her to explain her action. For me, her climb became an icon

of limitation—an example to use in writing, in talks, and in teaching to

point out the limitations of culturalist approaches (see, for example,

Holland 1992b). Here the story lends itself to both a culturalist and an

opposing constructivist interpretation. Gyanumaya had undeniably

climbed above a culturalist approach, but her actions raise issues about

the constructivist one as well.

After I had said to myself, “Yes, she really did climb up the house!” my

next thought was about caste. I had an image of caste identification,

ingrained in the Sunar woman, propelling her away from the sin of

polluting another’s hearth, to the extreme that sent her up the wall. I

tried in vain to think of a culturally given sense of myself that could have

moved me to such a physical feat. My image, rapidly conceived in reac-

tion to a startling event, provides a good caricature of the culturalist

approach. Culture—the cultural significance of caste and pollution

learned from childhood—was an essential force inside Gyanumaya, di-

recting her behavior.

According to this first interpretation, Gyanumaya’s climb lent dra-

matic corroboration to a culturalist theory and justified careful and

10     Identity and Agency in Cultural Worlds
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painstaking attention to all of the details of caste, pollution, sin, dharma,

and other related concepts. It demonstrated the potency of cultural

“meaning systems.” My attention, for a time, was directed toward a

deeper understanding of caste. Only later did other aspects of the situ-

ation begin to intrude on my attempts at culturalist analysis, accumulat-

ing as contradictory evidence, until the incident slowly became for me a

reminder of lacunae in the culturalist approach.7

I remembered, for instance, that Debra and I had attributed the dis-

comfort of our other Sunar interviewee to the presence of the Chetri

woman. We had also wondered, in retrospect, if Gyanumaya had some-

how been reminded of the close proximity of the Bahun landlord’s house.

This was another way to understand Gyanumaya’s action. Perhaps the

presence and proximity of these higher-caste persons evoked an implicit

discourse of caste that held sway in many contexts of life in Naudada, a

discourse about relations between members of different castes. In avoid-

ing the kitchen Gyanumaya conformed to the positioning that the dis-

course of caste imposed upon her and the other Naudadan participants

in the situation. Had the social situation been different—had Debra been

there alone, for example—then perhaps Gyanumaya would not have

been obliged to take up her caste position; rather she would have com-

plied with Debra’s wishes, entering through the kitchen and using the

stairs. But as the situation stood, Gyanumaya was liable to construal, and

subordination, by the discourses of caste that were hegemonic there and

then.8 Her behavior was not an index of the cultural impetus of a caste

identity embodied in her, but of the social significance of a caste identity

imposed upon her. She was propelled up the house, not by cultural tenets

that long ago had formed her outlook on hearths, food, and pollution,

but by the social forces that determined whether the discourse of caste

would be salient in that particular situation.

The constructivist position emphasizes the social positioning that

goes on whenever people interact. Constructivists extend to all behavior

the point that sociolinguists and ethnographers of communication have

made about linguistic behavior. No matter what one person says to an-

other, there is always more to the message than its semantic content.

How the message is said—through accent, tone, or tempo, what lan-

guage or dialect it is said in, what style (formal or informal), what mode

(whether phrased as a question or command)—all these index the rela-
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tionship among speaker, addressee, and audience and constitute signs of

the speaker’s claim to social position.

Irvine (1980) is one of many who makes this point. Her elegant exam-

ple addresses the social meaning of asking a favor in Wolof. One day

early in her stay in Senegal, she asked a woman, very politely, to make

room for her on a bench. Taking pity on her ignorance of sociolinguistic

convention, a bystander pointed out that she should not put such small

requests in such polite form. In fact, the request should not even be

phrased as a question (“Would you please do x?”) but as an imperative

(“Do x”). Her request was more than a simple indication of need. It was

also an indication, inexplicit to be sure, of her status relative to that of

the other woman. And, Irvine later learned, she made three mistakes in

the space of one short utterance, twice claiming a lower status than she

merited and once a higher status. To give another example, Lutz (1987)

argues that Ifaluk attributions of emotion were not just about feelings,

but also about social position. To attribute fago (glossed in English as

compassion/love/sadness) to another or oneself was to make a claim of

high social position. Only a person of accomplishment, status, or wealth

could have cultivated the sort of sensitivities, and carried through the

kinds of action, that fago required.9

Gal (1987) and Irvine (1985) point out that studies of language use

show situation to be extremely important; people usually command a

range of alternative ways of speaking, which they vary in response to

social situations. It is not that American women, for example, use hedges

and other linguistic markers of deference automatically, as though they

were characteristically deferential. Both women and men use deferential

markers when and only when they are in situations that demand their

deference (O’Barr and Atkins 1980).10

Social constructivists urge the same conclusion with respect to other

behavior. For Hindu Nepalis, approaching the hearth of someone whose

caste is higher than one’s own—no matter whether it is an act significant

in a moral world—is a sign of and a claim about social position. In

Gyanumaya’s case, entering through the kitchen could be construed as

claiming a higher-caste status than she was known to have. She avoided

such a claim by avoiding the kitchen. According to constructivists, Gy-

anumaya and others from Nepal, like everyone else, are always propelled

by their “subject position” within the social situation in which they find

themselves.

12     Identity and Agency in Cultural Worlds

Copyright © 1998 The President and Fellows of Harvard College



E
xa

m
 C

o
p
y

Cultural Logic or Subject Position?

It is possible to think of linguistic behavior from a culturalist position,

explaining how one speaks (for example, saying “please” when asking

for favors) as reflecting precepts learned in childhood about conducting

(and thus identifying) oneself as a moral person. One strives to say

whatever upholds the culturally constructed, moral world. A construc-

tivist approach, in contrast, would emphasize that linguistic behavior

depends upon maneuverings, negotiations, impositions, and recreations

of relations of status and entitlement. Saying or not saying “please”

makes a social claim about one’s status or relationship vis-à-vis one’s

addressee. It is as though a speaker is always of two minds, attending to

two consuming concerns. The culturalist speaker seeks to conduct her-

self so as to do right by a preconstituted, culturally given, and moral

world. The constructivist speaker responds instead to the social claims

implied by the utterance, making and sustaining the claims that the

particular situation allows.

Bourdieu (1977a), for one, has shown that the two perspectives we

have considered cannot be collapsed into each other. Culturalists might

be tempted to claim that they can encompass the constructivist position.

They might say that, as a child, Gyanumaya learned a context-sensitive

cultural principle: in the presence of higher-caste persons, ideas about

the hearth and pollution are important; otherwise, they are not. But this

argument by “context rule” turns out to be unending, impossible. We

know from our ethnographic research in Naudada that certain caste-re-

lated restrictions are contested and often not followed in the local

schools. Does this mean we should add another aspect of context sensi-

tivity: when in school ignore the former context-sensitive rule? We know

that Debra, who was neither within nor without the caste system, invited

people of lower caste into her kitchen. Had the lower-caste people who

came into her kitchen really learned context-sensitive rules to take care

of such an eventuality? Bourdieu explains that context-sensitive rules are

impossible because situations always arise that do not fit the rules. It is

simpler to admit the possibility that different discourses can be

hegemonic in different locales, an admission that obviates the need for a

myriad of context-sensitive rules.

Once culturalists admit that people use culturally meaningful behav-

ior to bring about contested social ends, they have stepped outside their
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own position. Disagreements over (and even recognitions of) a person’s

social position, relative status, and relationships belie the possibility that

the social uses of culture can be totally dictated by cultural logics. In-

stead differences are resolved by other means. The constructivists sug-

gest that power makes a difference as to whose version will prevail.

Yet the culturalist position cannot be totally rejected, as it might be by

a radical constructivist.11 Clearly there is more to saying “please” in

Wolof than one more way of indicating one’s social position. No doubt

for Gyanumaya there was more to her climb than simply indicating to

the Chetri woman that she knew her place. Culturally constructed moral

worlds, aside and apart from how their discourses can be used to posi-

tion others, have a persuasion of their own.

In a familiar optical illusion, two faces, silhouetted in profile, look at

each other across a small space. But looking again we see the space in the

middle as not-space, and the lines of the faces disappear into the lines of

a vase. The extreme culturalist and constructivist perspectives on behav-

ior are also a sort of interpretive illusion. In the extreme culturalist

vision, Gyanumaya, the person, is a bearer of “culture”—historical

events and conditions that have been distilled through group processes

into culture and passed somehow into her mind/body. In the radical

constructivist vision, Gyanumaya is an instrument and an outcome of

“the situation,” a person pushed first into one subject position (when

Debra’s greetings and invitations positioned her as a person whom Debra

welcomed into her house) and then into another (when the higher-caste

woman saw Gyanumaya, and, perhaps through posture or movements,

communicated to Gyanumaya that she saw her as a bearer of pollution).

Looked at from the culturalist position, behavior follows cultural princi-

ples; it falls in line with heartfelt moral precepts that transcend the actual

people with whom one interacts and the actual situations surrounding

those interactions. From the constructivist position, behavior instead is

the acting out (or refusal) of subject positions; it is pushed into line by

relations of power and influence that obtain in the venues where, and

among the particular people with whom, one interacts.

What propelled Gyanumaya, then? Must we choose one perspective or

the other? Are we doomed to oscillate between the two visions of what

we all “know” to be a continuous field? The answer, we think, is clearly

no. These perspectives can be separated, and indeed we have found it

immensely helpful to recognize dimensions missing from the culturalist

14     Identity and Agency in Cultural Worlds
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perspective and offered by the constructivist one, and vice versa. But

there is no reason to pretend that they are so separate in action. Gyanu-

maya was no doubt swayed, as most of us are in any situation, by multi-

ple and mixed thoughts and feelings. Dialogic perspectives, such as Bakh-

tin’s (1981), explicitly free us from the idea that we as a group or as

individuals can hold only one perspective at a time. Humans are both

blessed and cursed by their dialogic nature—their tendency to encom-

pass a number of views in virtual simultaneity and tension, regardless of

their logical compatibility. Our own perspective puts together the cultu-

ralist and the constructivist positions in a dialogic frame.

Improvisation and Heuristic Development

Gyanumaya’s climb can also introduce another parameter of our dialogic

position. It brings into focus the iconic potential of both the behavior

and the artifacts that are produced in interaction, and the roles these

symbols may play in changing or preserving identity and subjectivity.

Again, the move to such a perspective depends upon entertaining the

wisdom of both the culturalist and the constructivist.

As the vision of Gyanumaya being propelled up the house by the

cultural principles of caste identity faded, I (Holland) began to marvel at

the improvisational nature of her entry onto the balcony. Gyanumaya

was, as far as we could learn, not accustomed to making her way to the

second stories of houses by scaling exterior walls. Instead she had come

up with a spectacular improvisation in the face of a problematic situ-

ation. The house belonged, in her eyes, to an upper-caste person, and

thus—at least in the usual circumstances of community life—she would

not be allowed to enter. Yet she needed to get to the second-floor balcony.

She devised the solution of climbing up the outside of the house.

My original training as an anthropologist did not direct me to attend

to such improvisation. Rather I was taught to attend to culture, to com-

mon conventions, to shared organizing themes. Even though ethno-

graphic studies invariably noted variations and sometimes marked dis-

sent, the job of the anthropologist was to find the culture. One of my first

experiences with fieldwork took place in Trinidad, where I went in 1967

to study the religious practices referred to as Shango. At first, as I at-

tended Shango ceremonies around the island and talked to leaders and

participants, I was greatly impressed by the differences among the cere-
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monies and the ideas and practices of the leaders. Within weeks I was

mired in a crisis of confidence. I had been taught that people followed

cultural patterns. Where were the obedient pattern-followers? I even

began to doubt that anyone ever coordinated his or her behavior with

anyone else. If the newspaper reported that two people had engaged in

the same activity, I was skeptical.

But I continued to attend Shango feasts. After several more weeks I

calmed down and concentrated on the commonalties I had started to

notice across the Shango practitioners. I noted the conventionalized em-

phases and understandings that threaded their way through the cacoph-

ony of differences. I was at last a successful anthropologist: I had found

the culture that was there. Other truths—a great deal of improvisation,

provoked by a great variety of social and material conditions—became

evident (see Holland and Crane 1987). The connections of the forms

created by the participants to postcolonial relations, to the location of the

particular groups in relation to urban centers, and to the position of

Shango in relation to the larger field of religious activity (including the

established churches, Spiritual Baptism, and a more secretive activity,

“circle-side work”) are all clear in hindsight. But in my writing I paid

little attention to these features and instead distilled “the culture of

Shango” and detailed “its” effects, reshaping the values and lifestyles of

participants.

Gyanumaya’s climb up the house repeated, in microcosm, the same

opportunity to focus on commonalities and forget the differences. One

could ignore the improvisational character of her feat and instead won-

der, as I first did, at the power of the cultural proscriptions of caste, the

products of collective social history, to guide an individual’s actions.

Constructivism takes the opposite tack. It invites notice of the im-

provisation as a sign of positioning by powerful discourses. Gyanumaya

then becomes an instrument and an outcome of the situation, a person

pushed first into one subject position (as a welcome guest) and then into

another (as a bearer of pollution). In the extreme, especially in circum-

stances deemed postmodern, according to constructivists, people con-

stantly face such disjoint situations. Feminist poststructuralists empha-

size that women and other oppressed people are especially subject to

situations like Gyanumaya’s, situations replete with contradictions. Op-

pressed people are constantly climbing up houses.

We advocate paying more attention to the improvisation itself, to what

was produced. We try to see both culture and subject position at the
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same time. We do not look directly at either cultural logic or subject

position as a phenomenon unto itself. Instead we consider the practical

artifacts of the moment—the verbal, gestural, and material produc-

tions—emerging from the situation, and ask how, and to what end, these

artifacts might be taken up and, in later events perhaps, become conven-

tionalized or made into culture. In our vision, Gyanumaya and the rest of

us, individually and collectively, are not just products of our culture, not

just respondents to the situation, but also and critically appropriators of

cultural artifacts that we and others produce.

By climbing up the house Gyanumaya produced an unusual form of

behavior, one that did not, but conceivably could have, become an icon

for reflection. There were other such productions as well. Debra and I,

together with the people of Naudada, co-constructed the interview situ-

ation, making Debra’s house a somewhat unusual social space in the

community and a notional artifact perhaps more appealing for future

appropriation than the idea of climbing up houses. The space was one

where prevalent caste restrictions were not authorized by the person

who was at least in nominal charge.12 The situation also figured in vari-

ous improvisations: of material that could be incorporated into later

gossip sessions about the strange foreigners, of research materials for

later use by Debra and me, and, obviously, of an icon that could be useful

for our purposes in this chapter.

Constructivists think of improvisation as an expected outcome when

people are simultaneously engaged with or pushed by contradictory dis-

courses. They view it as an endpoint, however, not a beginning. Others

have attempted to connect culture and subject position conceptually in

order to understand people’s behavior. Bourdieu has made one of the

most significant efforts in this regard, and his metatheory of practice has

been extremely consequential for anthropological theories of culture.

Under the tutelage of Bourdieu and others, anthropological attention has

turned from the analysis of culture as an objectified and abstract system

to the immanent analysis of cultural forms, of their constant improvisa-

tion within ever-changing social and material conditions (see Ortner

1984 for an early review).

Gyanumaya’s climb up the house, no matter how striking and dra-

matic an improvisation, is, in the regard of Bourdieu’s practice theory,

characteristic of everyday behavior. Improvisations are the sort of im-

promptu actions that occur when our past, brought to the present as

habitus, meets with a particular combination of circumstances and condi-
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tions for which we have no set response. Such improvisations are the

openings by which change comes about from generation to generation.

They constitute the environment or landscape in which the experience

of the next generation “sediments,” falls out, into expectation and dispo-

sition. The improvisations of the parental generation are the beginning of

a new habitus for the next generation. Pace Bourdieu, we suggest that the

process is also condensed into the space of a lifetime. In our view, im-

provisations, from a cultural base and in response to the subject posi-

tions offered in situ, are, when taken up as symbol, potential beginnings

of an altered subjectivity, an altered identity.13

Such productions, we believe, are always being appropriated by people

as heuristic means to guide, authorize, legitimate, and encourage their

own and others’ behavior. As an often unintended but sometimes pur-

posive consequence, there is a continual process of heuristic develop-

ment: individuals and groups are always (re)forming themselves as per-

sons and collectives through cultural materials created in the immediate

and the more distant past. In this process of heuristic development,

culture and subject position are joined in the production of cultural

resources that are then subjectively taken up.

The possibilities of heuristic development do not mean that humans

are free to develop whatever subjectivity they wish and to do whatever

strikes them at the moment. Far from it. One’s history-in-person is the

sediment from past experiences upon which one improvises, using the

cultural resources available, in response to the subject positions afforded

one in the present. The constraints are overpowering, yet not hermeti-

cally sealed. Improvisation can become the basis for a reformed subjec-

tivity.

The ethnographic case studies we present in later chapters range

widely in their subjects—from persons coming to identify themselves as

non-drinking alcoholics to women workers and students living and

sometimes resisting the cultural politics of gender that position them;

from Roger Kelly, assembling identities from his psychiatric diagnoses, to

Tika Damai and other young women in Nepal imagining, through songs,

a world in which women escape patriarchal control. The conceptual

discussions interspersed among these ethnographic chapters emphasize

not only the contemporaneous processes but also the long-term, devel-

opmental character of identity formation as it moves through improvisa-

tion, conflict, embodiment, and dialogue in social and historical time.
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2

A Practice Theory of Self and Identity

Discourses and Practices of the Self

In all places across the world—in Nepal, for example, or American Sa-

moa—there are ways of talking about what we might call a person’s self

(or selves). That is, there are conventional means for representing the

intrinsic capacities and processes that are presumed to shape a person’s

actions. These intrinsic capacities and processes are implicated in

reflexive mediation of behavior, the objectifying, monitoring, and evalu-

ating stances that a person sometimes takes toward his or her own be-

havior.1 This talk of, this discourse about, what we will call selves takes

many forms. It may consist of expressions implying a subjective sense of

oneself as an actor/subject; it may be embedded in claims about others or

expressed directly in pontifications about the self by specialists. Nepalis

and Samoans have ways of talking about selves, but their discourses

differ from those prevalent in the United States. They also engage in

activities thought to affect the self, “practices of the self,” that are not

necessarily common in the United States (see, for example, Clement

1982 on Samoan therapeutic procedures for mental disorders).

Parish (1991, 1994) has written about people living in the Kathmandu

Valley of Nepal who identify themselves as members of the Newar ethnic

group.2 At the time of his fieldwork in the 1980s the Newar people he

met did not use any term that might be easily glossed in English as

“self,” but they talked about the heart in ways akin to our talk about the

self.3 Memories, thoughts, and feelings were stored in the heart (nuga);

willful actions came from the heart. English speakers in the United States

sometimes say things like “Who knows what’s in his heart?” but the

19

Copyright © 1998 The President and Fellows of Harvard College



E
xa

m
 C

o
p
y

Newars talked about the heart in ways that would be readily understood

in English. They spoke, for example, of someone with no ability to

commit himself or follow through on moral action as lacking “heart

blood.” Furthermore, the self/heart was an abode of the sacred. They

spoke of a deity residing in their hearts and dictating morally commend-

able actions.

Parish’s account of a distinctive self-discourse is not without company.

Fifty years of research by anthropologists and other cross-cultural re-

searchers have provided examples from all parts of the globe. It is now

clear that there exists a huge variety of discourses, practices, concepts,

means, and modalities of the self.4 The question now is not so much

whether there are differences but rather what they signify. At issue is the

role of historical, social, and cultural phenomena in constituting the self.

How, if at all, do they inform the self that is their object? Stances toward

the ontological status of these self-discourses and practices lie at the

heart of the debates in the vast literature on the self.

The Universal versus the Culturally Specific Self

Before the 1970s, anthropological work on culture and the self, like other

cross-cultural inquiries, developed primarily through a dialogue, some-

times implicit, sometimes explicit, between universalist and culturalist

perspectives.5 The oft-remarked division of labor between anthropology

and psychology (for example, Bloch 1985, Miller 1988) cast psychology

and psychologists as the champions of universalist perspectives and an-

thropology as the bastion of culturalist positions, but the dialogue was

also conducted within anthropology.

The debate is very familiar and can be recounted quickly. The point of

particular importance is the status attributed to specific discourses and

practices of the self. For those who assign theoretical priority to the

“natural self,” culture is subordinate to universal properties of human

psychology. The human self is, first and foremost, a complex of natural,

species-given structures and processes. The selves found in Samoa are

simply refractions of an underlying natural self, as are those in Nepal.

Pliant to scientific probing, the natural self exists beneath the sometimes

dazzling but always thin overlay of cultural expression, of the ways of

enacting and talking about the self—much as the species-given human

body exists beneath culturally variable kinds of clothing.
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In this view, the natural self is akin to the heart or the liver. It is as

invariant as these organs and for the same reason: its ontology is that of a

natural phenomenon. From such a perspective, culturally distinct dis-

courses of the self are simply more or less correct, more or less produc-

tive of scientifically sound interventions, but scarcely significant in any

other way. Even in the field, we could often amalgamate the under-

standings of different groups to our own. So the Newars of Nepal talk

about a deity in their hearts. Could we not simply say that they have a

metaphorical way of talking about the superego? Misguided childrearing

practices may lead to pathologies of the natural self, just as poor eating

habits affect whether the heart becomes diseased, but the relationship is

the same no matter what the culture. One’s “cultural background” may

affect such things as whether one’s self-esteem is high or low, yet self-es-

teem remains not only ascertainable but also a significant correlate of

other aspects of the person, no matter the culture. Whether in a given

culture there exists a comparable concept, a similar discourse about

self-esteem, is irrelevant.

Countervailing culturalist positions cannot be captured by the cloth-

ing/body analogy. For them, culturally specific concepts are not cover-

ings of the universal self. Instead they are indicators of contours of

culture that shape the self in profound ways. South Asian religious and

philosophical writings and pronouncements on the self, for example,

have been read by anthropologists such as Dumont (1980) and Marriott

(1976a, 1976b) as indicators of a culture deeply at odds with Western

culture. These anthropologists argue that South Asian cultures, espe-

cially dominant Hindu forms, grant value principally to the collective.

The culture derogates individuals to the point that, especially for Du-

mont, the Western concept of the individual is not very helpful in the

study of Indian societies.

Culturally variable discourses and concepts of the self are, in the cul-

turalist view, not simply more or less accurate maps of the same territory,

but different maps that bespeak a difference in the territory. Shweder and

Bourne (1984), summarizing a large amount of cross-cultural literature,

identify two ideal types of self: a “Western” concept that is autono-

mous, acontextual, abstract, and independent; and a non-Western no-

tion that is context-dependent, concrete, and socially defined: “To the

question ‘Does the concept of the person vary cross-culturally?’ our an-

swer is obviously ‘yes’; we have tried to identify two major alternative

A Practice Theory of Self and Identity     21

Copyright © 1998 The President and Fellows of Harvard College



E
xa

m
 C

o
p
y

conceptualizations of the individual-social relationship, viz., the ‘ego-

centric contractual’ and the ‘sociocentric organic’” (193).

For many anthropologists this research implies the proposition that

culture profoundly shapes selves.6 Different cultural conceptions of the

self are treated as indicators of underlying cultural themes that affect not

only conceptions of the self but also conceptions of emotion, child devel-

opment, and mental disorders, as well as individuals’ patterns of cogni-

tion and affect. As Miller (1988: 280) puts it, “the studies imply that

cultural content must be regarded as an essential influence on the pat-

terning of psychological structures and processes.” The differences in

collective meaning systems, in other words, are productive, and there-

fore indicative, of profound and thoroughgoing differences in the selves

of those who are cultured in these systems. These cultural discourses and

their relationship to the self are not like the relation of the clothes to the

body, but more like that of a bottle to the liquid it contains. Self-dis-

courses and practices must be scrutinized, for they are clues to the con-

tours of the bottle—the culture—that shapes the malleable self.

Few anthropologists, if any, fully embrace the extremes of either the

universalist or the culturalist position. Rather they try to reconcile the

tensions between universalism and cultural specificity. For example, Hal-

lowell (1955a, 1955b), who pioneered anthropological theories of the

self, argued that every person anywhere had a sense of himself or herself

as a separate being and could thus become an object to himself or herself.

For Hallowell, self-awareness and self-reflexivity were universal, species-

given characteristics.7 He pointed out other invariant aspects of selves as

well, yet argued that many seemingly natural aspects of the self are, in

fact, culturally shaped and cannot be universally interpreted.8 For in-

stance, in a culture where demons are taken seriously, a feeling that one

is being threatened by demons is indicative of culture, not of pathology

as it probably would be in a demonless culture.

More recent approaches to the problem of articulating the univer-

sal with the cultural include the work of the anthropologist Gananath

Obeyesekere (1981), who builds upon psychodynamic theories an ac-

count of important, universal structures and processes that, at the same

time, emphasizes cultural symbols. In his view, individuals appropriate

cultural symbols to assuage and manage the psychodynamically gener-

ated dilemmas that we all face.9 The medical anthropologist Thomas

Csordas (1994) draws upon the phenomenological psychology of Mer-
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leau-Ponty to articulate a notion of the self embodied within—that is,

universally oriented to—an experiential world that is deeply and inevita-

bly informed by its particular cultural environment. He too seeks to

reconcile the universal and culturally specific aspects of self.

In this debate, then, we see broad differences in the assessment of

culturally specific discourses and practices of the self. From the univer-

salist position these discourses are largely irrelevant; from the cultural-

ist they are indicative of key contours of cultures. The more recent per-

spectives (introduced in Chapter 1) certainly consider these discourses

relevant, but they do not take them to be indicators of an underlying,

pervasive culture. Rather they conceive them as what we will call living

artifacts or living tools. Obeyesekere’s conceptualization of cultural sym-

bols—as “therapeutic media” taken up by individuals faced with psy-

chodynamic dilemmas—hints at this direction, but the new develop-

ment moves outside the old issues.

The Critical Disruption

Roughly two decades ago powerful cross-currents began to disrupt the

universalist-culturalist debate. Anthropology entered into a period of

critical examination of its relations with its subjects. The discipline came

under sustained criticism from within. The critics reflected upon the

collaboration of anthropologists with colonial powers (Asad 1973), for

example, and upon the tendency of anthropological fieldwork to focus

myopically on men and male-centered activities (Weiner 1976; Reiter

1975). Somewhat later, anthropologists began asking questions about

their representations of others. What messages were conveyed by anthro-

pological writing practices? Clifford (1988), Fabian (1983), and others

harshly judged the device of the “ethnographic present” (writing in the

present tense) used to describe peoples who were actually studied during

a particular period. Such usage suspended these peoples in time, re-

moved them from history, and treated them as though they were simply

pliable specimens of science, comparable to other “cultural species.”

Anthropologists, along with some psychologists, also adopted Fou-

cault’s work, especially his formulation of power/knowledge, as an impe-

tus for critical reflection. Foucault depicted social and psychological

sciences as constructing, rather than objectively studying, their subjects.

In the post-Enlightenment West, the scientific management of popula-
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tions places people in categories that determine the treatment they re-

ceive in such institutions as mental institutions, prisons, and schools.

Technical categories, such as “schizophrenic” or “at risk” children, the

argument goes, also enter into or return to everyday discourse, and so are

used in schools and other institutions. People learn to treat one another

and themselves according to these categories.

This traffic between the scientific and the institutional, between the

scientific and the popular, belies the possibility that social scientists

could be what they claim to be: non-interfering, truth-telling observers.

Instead scientists, most obviously those whose “findings” enter directly

into institutional treatments, become implicated in a kind of forced re-

ductionism. Local knowledge is disregarded and replaced by scientific

categories imposed by those with power. No matter how scrupulous the

attempts of individual researchers to be objective, social scientists, today

as in the past, are studying what their field of study has helped to create.

In this Foucauldian vision, unreflexive claims to “objectivity” are hollow

at best; at worst they are a self-serving means by which science rhetori-

cally claims authority.10

This critical stance has had a number of ramifications in anthropology.

For one, “culture,” that is, anthropological descriptions of cultures, was

subjected to scrutiny and seen to be suspiciously entangled with systems

of power/knowledge. Looking back to past collaborations with colonial

governments, for example, anthropologists analyzed how anthropologi-

cal constructions of the colonized informed governmental actions. Gov-

ernments’ efforts to subjugate their colonized populations powerfully

constrained these peoples to reconstruct themselves, either in embrace

of or in opposition to the categories used to describe them.11 The guise of

scientist has thus become suspect to the point that many anthropologists

meet claims to scientific objectivity and authority with incredulity, if not

antagonism.

Feminists too have rigorously criticized past representations of cul-

ture, claiming that anthropologists often put forward patriarchal and

thus partial accounts. Twenty-five years of feminist scrutiny have made it

impossible to ignore the importance of gender in all societies or to avoid

the recognition that what men may take to be important may well be

experienced in quite different ways by women. Twenty years ago Geertz

(1973a) could get away with analyzing the cockfight in Bali, a solely

masculine activity, without paying particular attention to the social sig-
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nificance of its gendered quality, of who participated and who did not.

Today it is clear even to those who are not engaged by feminist theory

that women have different perspectives on the apparatuses of male privi-

lege—such as men’s houses in Amazonian cultures—than men do; and

that their perspectives are not necessarily those which men wish them to

adopt (Gregor 1977). Clearly one’s social position—defined by gender,

race, class, and any other division that is structurally significant—poten-

tially affects one’s perspective on cultural institutions and the ardor of

one’s subscription to the values and interpretations that are promoted in

rituals and other socially produced cultural forms.

These feminist critiques see many cultural discourses as impositions,

pushing women and men to behavior compatible with the structures and

institutions that favor members of one social category over another.

Feminists, then, provide yet another basis for suspecting descriptions of

seemingly holistic, coherent, integrated cultures. They ask: Whose ac-

count of “the” culture is being privileged? Whose view is being con-

structed as though it were the only one? And they answer: Not the view

of those in positions of restricted privilege. Accounts of culture that

ignore the importance of social position surreptitiously participate in the

silencing of those who lack privilege and power.

The critical disruption has further affected the writing of ethnogra-

phies across cultural boundaries. Texts, when conceived consistently

with a Foucauldian logic, invite the reader to regard anthropological

subjects from a certain perspective. Thus the writings of contemporary

ethnographers, as well as those of researchers in other fields, are now

vulnerable to criticism of their “textual strategies.” These strategies in-

clude more than theories about significant structures and processes im-

portant to the question at hand; they also include the text’s implications

about the position of the researcher relative to the people being studied

and relative to the reader. Ethnographic accounts are now critically read

for their portrayal of the relationship between anthropologist and sub-

ject, and many texts now include explicit sections that problematize

these relationships (for early examples see Favret-Saada 1980; Crapan-

zano 1980). It is now common for writers to consider critically the

perspective that they convey.

This critical disruption has a number of implications for comparison

across cultural boundaries. The very conceptions of culture have

changed drastically. Anthropology no longer endeavors to describe cul-
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tures as though they were coherent, integrated, timeless wholes. The

object of study has shifted away from Samoan culture, or American

culture, or any culture taken as a whole. Anthropology is much less

willing to treat the cultural discourses and practices of a group of people

as indicative of one underlying cultural logic or essence equally compel-

ling to all members of the group. Instead, contest, struggle, and power

have been brought to the foreground. The objects of cultural study are

now particular, circumscribed, historically and socially situated “texts”

or “forms” and the processes through which they are negotiated, re-

sisted, institutionalized, and internalized. As Foucault insisted, signifi-

cantly for the study of culture and self, “cultural forms” are presumed

to affect and shape subjectivity, and these cultural forms come in great

variety.12

The Socially Constructed Self

In addition to bringing about a refiguring of culture as an object of study

and of the scientist’s position with regard to those being studied, the

critical disruption in anthropology and other fields has had a powerful

impact on dialogues about the self. Discourse or discursive theory, as

Foucauldian and related understandings are sometimes called, has pro-

voked a new concept of the self—as socially constructed. Here we return

to the consideration of constructivism we began in Chapter 1. The dis-

courses and categories dominant in a society, the argument goes, are

“inscribed” upon people, both interpersonally and institutionally, and

(as we shall see later in this chapter) within them. Selves are socially

constructed through the mediation of powerful discourses and their arti-

facts—tax forms, census categories, curriculum vitae, and the like.

To reiterate, social constructivists emphasize that our communications

with one another not only convey messages but also always make claims

about who we are relative to one another and the nature of our relation-

ships. When we speak we afford subject positions to one another. In this

chapter we afford certain positions to anthropologists and others to psy-

chologists, those who identify themselves as scientists, those who sus-

pect scientific representations, those who subscribe to older anthropo-

logical views of the self, and so on. In like manner, genres such as

censuses or curriculum vitae require us to present ourselves according to

categories obligatory to the form. Resistance to such affordances is possi-
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ble, of course. But the texts and other cultural media we create constrain,

according to social constructivists, “readers” to two choices: to comply

or to resist. Perhaps the discourses we use here are not hegemonic, and

perhaps we lack even momentary power to make the constraints we

place on our readers chafe; nonetheless, there exist other texts and

other discourses that cannot be similarly put aside. The “subject” of the

self is always open to the power of the discourses and practices that

describe it.13

The social constructivist position cannot be contained by the terms of

the prior universalist-culturalist debate. Indeed, from the standpoint of

constructivism all the phenomena addressed (and differentiated) by the

participants in that older debate might as well be collapsed into one

construct, an “essential self.” This essential self, a durable organization

of the mind/body, is perennially suspect as a product of “essentialist”

thinking, while the socially constructed self remains a paragon of anti-

essentialism.

The culturalist versions of essential selves have been especially subject

to criticism. Envisioned as stable and enduring characters set in place

(by the end of childhood) through rituals and other socializing practices

that distill and inculcate the core values of what were assumed to be

pervasive cultures, they are anathema to constructivism, a kind of dou-

ble essentialism. Such selves persist through time, regardless of change

in social and material conditions. Socially constructed selves, in sharp

contrast, are subject to positioning by whatever powerful discourses they

happen to encounter—changing state policies that dictate new ways

of categorizing people in the census, educational diagnostics that label

some children “at risk,” or new forms of racist discourse taken up from

right-wing talk shows. Perhaps they are resistant to such social forces;

they nonetheless remain provisionally at their mercy. Social constructiv-

ism conceives discourses and practices to be the tools that build the self

in contexts of power, rather than as expressions of stable interpretations

of world and values that have been imparted to the person through

enculturation.

Indeed, the universalists and the culturalists (insofar as they still exist)

find themselves unwitting allies, cast into the same essentialist camp.

The heated debates now concern the degree to which the essentialist self

is important at all. Again, when portraying this second debate, one must

not imagine two exclusive categories but rather a continuum between an
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extreme essentialist view, which pays absolutely no attention to the so-

cially positioning power of discourses, and an extreme constructivist

position, which has no interest in any durable aspects of self. Most if not

all actual statements lie somewhere along the continuum and seek to

reconcile the tensions between what can be depicted as incompatible

views.14 One finds social constructivists, such as Hollway (1984), who,

despite their emphasis on discursive positioning, consider Lacanian con-

cepts useful to delineate parts of the embodied self that endure and make

a difference in capitulation or resistance to social positioning—or even

Foucault (1978) himself, who finds, beyond the discourses of sexuality, a

“surplus” of experience in the sexual pleasures of the body (Harvey

1996).

Emerging Directions in the Study of the Self

The critical disruption has, to put it mildly, interfered with the kind of

questions posed by Shweder and Bourne (1984) in their summary of

cross-cultural variation in concepts of the person. The intellectual and

political climate within anthropology has decisively changed, affecting

the questions that those of us engaged in studies of self and identity are

now pursuing.15

The newer research, in combination with past work, provides a basis

for a practice theory of self, one informed and fundamentally reformed,

but not determined, by the extreme versions of the critiques mounted in

the last twenty years.16 The more recent inquiries, though not always

undertaken in the name of critical psychological anthropology, none-

theless reflect dimensions of the critical disruption. We can discern at

least three interrelated components of a theoretical refiguring of the

relationship between culture and self. First, culturally and socially con-

structed discourses and practices of the self are recognized as neither the

“clothes” of a universally identical self nor the (static) elements of cul-

tural molds into which the self is cast. Rather, differentiated by relations

of power and the associated institutional infrastructure, they are con-

ceived as living tools of the self—as artifacts or media that figure the self

constitutively, in open-ended ways. Second, and correlatively, the self is

treated as always embedded in (social) practice, and as itself a kind of

practice. Third, “sites of the self,” the loci of self-production or self-proc-

ess, are recognized as plural.
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Sites of the Self

The idea of plural, even competing sites of the self, is now common to a

variety of disciplines (see, for example, Smith 1988). In anthropology

the demise of the privileged concept of bounded, discrete, coherent cul-

tures has made room for the recognition that people are exposed to

competing and differentially powerful and authoritative discourses and

practices of the self.

A series of articles in the journal Ethos in the early 1990s made this

point. This series challenges Shweder and Bourne’s separation of a West-

ern “egocentric” or independent self from a non-Western “sociocentric”

or interdependent self. The articles particularly attack any monolithic,

essentialist version of the “Western” self. Their arguments take us

through some of the same terrain we have already explored. For in-

stance, Ewing (1990) and Murray (1993) inveigh against the past ten-

dency of anthropologists to write as though cultural discourses and prac-

tices of the self could be taken as indicators of core cultural themes

whose internalization yielded “culturalized” selves. But they resurvey

this ground with specific reference to culture and self, and they illustrate

the conceptual move to plural sites of self-fashioning. They call for the

“disambiguation” of the sites or sources of the self and imply that the

works drawn from these different “production sites” of self-discourses

and practices are not necessarily complementary.

Ewing, for example, says that the authoritative discourses on the self

found in religious and philosophical texts hardly exhaust the sites of

self-production. Popular discourses about the self are another important

locus. Anthropologists like Marriott and Dumont, Ewing argues, fail to

take account of the self as it is expressed by individuals in everyday talk

and action. Hence their account of “self” in South Asia, derived from

analyses of the talk and texts of specialists, is always partial and may not

coincide with the self construed by popular genres of speaking and act-

ing. In particular, Ewing turns her criticism to the depiction of the West-

ern self. Although Western representations of the self found in philo-

sophical and psychological texts may indeed bespeak a person who is

autonomous, bounded, and transcontextual, people’s representations of

themselves in the stream of everyday life reveal a multitude of selves that

are neither bounded, stable, perduring, nor impermeable. Spiro (1993),

addressing a broader set of topics, makes some of the same points to
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support his thesis that the differences between the West and the non-

West have been greatly exaggerated.

Murray (1993) speaks to a different point. His argument has to do less

with discrepancies between selves founded in authoritative discourses

and selves depicted in everyday talk than with discrepant charac-

terizations within Western authoritative discourse on the self. Western

philosophy, Western psychology, and Western religion do not, he argues,

present a unified conception of the self. He cites David Hume as a ma-

jor philosophical figure whose depictions of the self were quite at odds

with those which supposedly characterize the West. If even authoritative

sources are far from being in agreement, where then does a “Western”

conception of self live?

Holland and Kipnis (1994) return to the venue of popular discourse.

They describe everyday discourses on embarrassment in the United

States and analyze the cultural model of self that underlies this talk. The

self that gets embarrassed is a “sociocentric” or, to use Markus and

Kitayama’s (1991) terms, an “interdependent” self. Western ethnopsy-

chologies, Holland and Kipnis conclude, like Murray’s formal psycholo-

gies and philosophies, do not uniformly posit an egocentric self. Ameri-

cans engage in discourses that are not consistent on the subject of

sociocentrism/egocentrism. Some posit a sociocentric or interdependent

self; others, an egocentric or independent self.

Selves in Practice

These articles do not say that differences we think of as cultural are

insignificant. Nor do they deny the utility of the distinction between

sociocentric and egocentric. Self-discourses and practices do vary across

cultures in ways that may be, for some purposes, usefully glossed as

sociocentric and egocentric. Markus and Kitayama, for example, are con-

vincing in their argument that accommodating one’s self to others is

important in Japan, and Kondo’s (1990) ethnography, also set in Japan,

vividly communicates the same valuing of accommodation. In some of

our own research in American Samoa on interpretations and treatments

of mental disorders (Clement [formerly Holland] 1982) we found that

Samoan cultural models of mental problems rested upon a notion of

persons affected more by their social situations than by their enduring

intrapersonal conflicts or tendencies.
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As Miller (1988) points out in her review of the anthropological litera-

ture on concepts of self, these findings fit the generalization that some

groups emphasize more relational notions of the self while others, such

as those of the West, emphasize more individualistic ones. The caveat is

that such characterizations lend themselves to reification. We must take

care that “American culture” and “Americans,” for example, are not

construed in our specialist discourses as inherently egocentric or inde-

pendent, or that Samoans’ culture and Samoans are not treated as though

they were, in essence, sociocentric or interdependent. Behavior is better

viewed as a sign of self in practice, not as a sign of self in essence. It is

sometimes useful to extract from the flow of events and discourses in a

particular locale important conceits or concepts—recurring conventions

of thinking and behaving and constantly defended values. But the fur-

ther step—assuming that this abstraction, this “culture” or “the self”

associated with it, has an essence, an impetus of its own that will con-

tinue through time, absent any social machinations—has been decisively

challenged (White 1993).17

Whether subject to direct criticism or not, any anthropological idea of

an unproblematic relation between culture and self would have no doubt

eroded on its own. The relationship between cultural forms and person-

hood is no longer taken for granted, and as a result subjectivity is both

more significant and more interesting. Persons are now recognized to

have perspectives on their cultural worlds that are likely to differ by

gender and other markers of social position.18 They are no longer consid-

ered to be unproblematically shaped by rituals and other key events of an

enculturation that solely reflects cultural ideology. If public institutions

and the rituals they stage are important to, but not determinant of,

subjectivity, then researchers need to address personhood directly. If peo-

ple are not seen simply as living enactments of core cultural themes, then

anthropologists are free, indeed pushed, to ask a broader range of ques-

tions about experience and subjectivity and the role of cultural resources

in the constitution of this experience.

New ethnographers of personhood have begun to ask such ques-

tions.19 They share some implicit or explicit components of a theory of

the relationship between culture and self. All of them emphasize specific

cultural discourses and practices. All of them show interest in the plural-

ity of sites of the self. They do not regard these discourses and practices

as indicators of essential features or themes of the cultures in which they
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work. Rather, and these particulars are important, they treat these dis-

courses as the media around which socially and historically positioned

persons construct their subjectivities in practice. The critical develop-

ments of the past twenty-five years not only have revived anthropologi-

cal interest in culture and self but also have fundamentally shifted an-

thropologists’ view of the relationship between the two. The new

ethnographers of personhood describe how specific, often socially pow-

erful, cultural discourses and practices both position people and provide

them with the resources to respond to the problematic situations in

which they find themselves.

Subjectivity, in these works, is seen to be developing at an interface,

within the interplay between the social and embodied sources of the self,

in what might be called the self-in-practice or, to use a label inspired by

Bakhtin, the authoring self (see Chapter 8). This self-in-practice occu-

pies the interface between intimate discourses, inner speaking, and bod-

ily practices formed in the past and the discourses and practices to which

people are exposed, willingly or not, in the present.20 It authors or or-

chestrates the products of these sites of self. These ethnographies side-

step a possible impasse between social constructivist and embodied

views of the self, and see instead a mediation between them—a media-

tion produced, in part, by a developing self-in-practice.

A Next Step

This view of self and identity emerging from ethnographic studies speaks

to the critical concerns of our postmodern disciplines. Our purpose in

this book is to extend, through concepts drawn from Bakhtin and Vygot-

sky, the lessons learned from anthropological encounters with self and

identity to a cultural studies of the person. Our theoretical path diverges

from, though it may ultimately be compatible with, other efforts in cul-

tural studies.

Hall (1996) provides a state-of-the-art account of efforts to overcome

a problem left by Foucault’s success in killing off the Western concept of

the integral, originary subject. Foucault persuasively detailed the histori-

cal processes “of subjectification by discursive practices, and the poli-

tics of exclusion which all such subjectification appears to entail” (Hall

1996: 2). But he died early in the process of correcting an over-emphasis

on the determinants of the subject. Subjects, especially in his earlier

writings, were left with no “surplus” (Harvey 1996) by which to escape
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complete and utter domination and compliance. “The notion that an

effective suturing of the subject to a subject-position requires, not only

that the subject is ‘hailed,’ but that the subject invests in the position,

means that suturing has to be thought of as an articulation, rather than a

one-sided process, and that in turn places identification, if not identities,

firmly on the theoretical agenda” (Hall 1996: 6).

To solve this problem of why and how the subject invests in discur-

sively afforded positions, cultural studies has embraced psychoanalytic

theory. Hall situates this choice in the prehistory of present-day theoriz-

ing about articulation. He goes back to debates over Althusser’s essay

on “ideological state apparatuses” and its reliance upon a Lacanian vi-

sion of the psychodynamic constitution of the subject. For many rea-

sons, this approach proved deeply flawed. Modifications and reformula-

tions have overcome some of the central critiques and show promise, in

Hall’s estimation, for avoiding the older vision’s shortcomings: lack of a

developmental perspective (identifications happened all at once in early

childhood); and insufficient attention to whether psychodynamic under-

standings of sexual and gender identifications could be extended or oth-

erwise prove useful in accounting for racial identification, for instance,

or national identity. He mentions the work of Butler (1993). Identifica-

tion, as reworked by Butler, is a promissory note for a productive theory

of “articulation,” “a suturing [of subject and discursive practices], an

over-determination not a subsumption. There is always ‘too much’ or

‘too little’—an over-determination or a lack, but never a proper fit, a

totality” (Hall 1996: 3).

Our plan is to follow a different possibility for understanding the

“suturing” of person to position. From a Bakhtinian-sociohistoric per-

spective, persons develop through and around the cultural forms by

which they are identified, and identify themselves, in the context of their

affiliation or disaffiliation with those associated with those forms and

practices (see Chapter 8). A better metaphor for us is not suture, which

makes the person and the position seem to arrive preformed at the mo-

ment of suturing, but codevelopment—the linked development of peo-

ple, cultural forms, and social positions in particular historical worlds.21

Building a Bakhtinian-Sociohistoric View of Self

Our notions of the role of cultural forms in the heuristic development of

identity are strongly influenced by a stream of thought that began in
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postrevolutionary Russia and matured there in the late 1920s and 1930s.

The sociohistorical school of psychology was the product of an earlier

critical disruption. Its members took as their task the creation of a psy-

chology founded upon Marx’s historical, social, and economic precepts, a

psychology that would nonetheless give proper attention to the (always

relative) autonomy of “personal,” cognitive, affective, and conative phe-

nomena. Vygotsky and his followers were not alone in their search for an

understanding of persons that took Marx into account. Among the many

philosophers, writers, artists, and “human scientists” who considered it,

Bakhtin and the friends who wrote with him (Voloshinov preeminently)

contributed one of the most significant explorations of personhood—

one that is socially and historically construed, yet creative. Although

they worked virtually contemporaneously, there is little evidence that the

two groups of theorists knew much of one another.22 Their similarities

are a testament to the shared problematics of the postrevolutionary intel-

lectual milieu.

The period in Soviet history immediately following the 1917 Revolu-

tion was one of intense intellectual as well as social ferment. Utopian

conceptions of the “New Men” that must populate a new world arose

in many fields and ranged from the romantic and heroic to the scientis-

tic and systematic. In the arts, cubism, futurism, even “suprematism”

sought to break the old forms of perception and replace them with newly

expressed and various understandings of the sensuous. Symbolists and

formalists debated the forms of literary expression proper to the new

order, weighing poetry against prose and the intuitive and spoken

against the structural and written. Philosophical schools and the sci-

ences, both social and natural, strove to come to terms with a Marxist

tradition that had yet to solidify. And all these idioms and ideologies

were intended to inform the living world, the lives of people beyond the

rings of intellectual debate.

Marx’s followers had never settled on a common understanding of

human beings apart from the necessities of political economy and revo-

lutionary action. After a successful revolution, however, a new estab-

lishment awaited, one whose concerns no longer had to adhere to the

exigent but could (indeed must) expand to the horizons of the everyday.

Others have interpreted this move as a return to the broader, more philo-

sophical concerns of the young Marx. But that work was little known,

and it was unfinished in comparison to Kapital. An old problem re-
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mained, which we might now call one of social psychology. What was

the proper relation of the social realm to the psyche, to the interior life of

people? If Marx had said, in the theses on Feuerbach, that “the human

essence is no abstraction inherent in each single individual . . . in its

reality it is the ensemble of social relations,” he had not said how this

ensemble was composed (Marx 1975). Vygotsky and his students, Bakh-

tin and his collaborators were among the many who attempted to meet

this problem (see Joravsky 1989; Luria 1979). In the remainder of this

chapter we will focus on the answers proposed by Vygotsky and the

sociohistorical school; the wonderful complications drawn by Bakhtin

and Voloshinov will meet fuller exposition in Chapter 8.

Semiotic Mediation

Vygotsky was primarily interested not in conceptualizing activity (or

practice, in today’s terminology) but in the process of “semiotic media-

tion,” and in the development of voluntary control over behavior—the

hallmark of “higher mental functions”—through this mediation by cul-

tural devices. Vygotsky formulated his thoughts in opposition to the

stimulus-response psychology of his day. For him the key to human

existence was the ability of humans to escape enslavement to whatever

stimuli they happened to encounter. And the way they did this was

(broadly) linguistic, that is, through the active construction and use of

symbols.23 Just as humans can modify the environment physically—

thanks to their production of and facility with tools and symbols—they

can also modify the environment’s stimulus value for their own mental

states.

In devising his concept of mediating devices, Vygotsky drew from

Engels’s ideas about the role of the making and use of tools in the history

of the human species. Engels had observed that tool use, over evolution-

ary time, changed not only human environments but human physiology

as well. Musculature, cerebral architecture, and other biobehavioral sys-

tems—Engels’s example was the hand and “handedness”—were shaped

to the tool as effectively as the tool was shaped to human purpose.

Vygotsky drew an analogy between tools and signs, suggesting that the

use of signs altered not only the social “environment” but also the very

behavioral architecture of the users. Cross-cultural studies assured him

that the analogy could be fruitfully applied. The descriptions available
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to him, drawn from the work of Levy-Bruhl, Thurnwald, and Taylor,

proved to Vygotsky (1930) that human beings frequently use culturally

constructed “external” objects as signals to control their own psycho-

logical processes. Vygotsky especially liked examples of mnemonics. He

cited these techniques—from the elaborate mnemonic objects used by

messengers in traditional cultures to the contemporary Westerner’s knot

in her handkerchief—to show that mediating devices signal a turning

point in human cultural history: the transition from the use of one’s

memory to active control over it.

A typical mediating device is constructed by the assigning of meaning

to an object or a behavior. This symbolic object or behavior is then

placed in the environment so as to affect mental events. Vygotsky, how-

ever, saw these tools for the self’s control of cognition and affect as, above

all, social and cultural. “Assigning meaning” and “placing in the environ-

ment” are not just individual acts. Rather mediating devices are part of

collectively formed systems of meaning, products of social history. Al-

though individuals constantly construct and reconstruct their own me-

diating devices, most of their constructions are not original. They have

been appropriated in the course of social interaction with others who, in

turn, had appropriated the devices from others. Even productions we

might call innovative have developed in the flow of social interaction and

depend intimately upon it for their significance (and hence their effec-

tiveness). Mediating devices (Bakhtin and Voloshinov will cap the argu-

ment in Chapter 8) develop within a locus of social activity, a place in the

social world, that identifies and organizes them.

Vygotsky (1960) used the example of tying a knot in a handkerchief to

remind oneself of something. The knot is given meaning for the purpose

of organizing a mental event, for remembering. Yet the meaning depends

upon a collectively remembered history of use and interpretation that is

a common part of the social commentary that accompanies most interac-

tion. Similarly, the dieter uses a mediating device when he tapes a picture

of an obese person to his refrigerator door; the purpose of the image is to

affect his intentions toward the refrigerator’s contents. But these inten-

tions did not originate with the dieter, they were once social contentions

in the discourses relating objects and desires.

At first, in the development of a mediated complex of thought and

feeling, mediating devices may be tangible, used voluntarily and con-

sciously: a word said to oneself to encourage oneself to action, a piece of
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music to which one listens to change one’s mood, a chart that one con-

sults to know what to do next in a work routine. Repeated experience

with the tangible device may eventually become unnecessary, and its

function may be “internalized” (Vygotsky 1978; Wertsch 1985b). The

sign-image, that is, its representation within the “inner speaking” (and

more generally, inner activity) that constitutes whatever substance there

is to self-consciousness, comes to evoke the routine originally organized

in relation to the external sign. Finally, the process of self-training may

even be forgotten, and the evocation of control may become automatic

(see Hutchins 1986). Even the sign-image escapes notice, and the behav-

ior becomes in a translation of Vygotsky’s Russian, “fossilized.”

Although Vygotsky stressed the construction of “higher psychological

functions,” such as purposive remembering, the idea of mediating de-

vices is appropriate far beyond the domain of humans’ control over their

memory and even their problem-solving and inferencing. Luria (cited in

Cole 1985), for example, gives a case of the mediation of will, and

Vygotsky (1984: 379) discusses the development of a “logic of emotion.”

Through signs and words, children learn to talk about, compare, classify,

and thus manage their own emotions. These ideas inform more recent

studies of and popular notions about artifices for modulating emotion.

Arlie Hochschild (1983) describes the training of flight attendants and

the devices they were taught to use to control their anger at obnoxious

passengers. They were taught to imagine that something traumatic had

happened in the passenger’s life, or to remind themselves that the pas-

senger was behaving childishly because of his fear of flying. Hochschild

shows that these devices were carefully inculcated and continually repro-

duced in practice, under a regimen of training that was instituted and

maintained by the corporation but supported as well by a popular tradi-

tion of such means to self-control. So successful was this training that

many flight attendants began to lose any sense of their own anger, on or

off the job.

Another example could be taken from Spradley’s account of urban

nomads in Seattle. Spradley (1970) describes a part of the nomad tradi-

tion that had to do with surviving incarceration. He details the degrada-

tion and brutality that urban nomads faced at the hands of the police,

and he recounts the nomads’ response, a way of organizing thoughts and

feelings that they taught one another so as to do “easy time.” Easy time

was a way of minimizing the effect of incarceration, a sign-routine medi-
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ating interpersonally the course it would take, and “inner-actively” the

cognitive-affective response to it. In Vygotskian theory, humans often

develop qualitatively different mental functions as a result of learning to

use collectively derived symbols in regulating their own behavior. Sup-

ported in using these tools by their fellows, Spradley’s urban nomads

were able to learn to organize and, to some extent, consciously control

their thoughts and emotional reactions to jail.

Semiotic Mediation and Agency

Semiotic mediation provides for the capacity that may be called symbolic

bootstrapping. One of the convincing points about this tool of agency,

this tool for gaining control over one’s behavior, is its appropriate mod-

esty. It is an indirect means—one modifies one’s environment with the

aim, but not the certainty, of affecting one’s own behavior—and it re-

quires a sustained effort. As Hochschild observed among the flight atten-

dants, by relying first upon “training wheels” of a symbolic sort, one can

learn to ignore aspects of situations to which one would have previously

responded.24 One can even, through similar processes, master one’s his-

tory of alcohol addiction (see Chapter 4). But the process involves effort,

may not succeed, and, except for rather small-scale changes, is clearly

beyond the ability of any individual to accomplish alone. These tools of

agency are highly social in several senses: the symbols of mediation are

collectively produced, learned in practice, and remain distributed over

others for a long period of time.25

Activity and the Self in Practice

The sociohistorical school’s vision has points in common with that of

Bourdieu. For instance, compare the work of Vygotsky’s influential stu-

dent A. N. Leontiev (1978) with Bourdieu’s concern with the concept of

“practice.” Leontiev—a figure often associated with the sociohistorical

school26—has insisted on the importance of “activity” in understanding

human behavior.

According to Leontiev, accounts of behavior by anthropologists, soci-

ologists, and psychologists tend to reduce to two terms only: person (or

group) and environment. Ordinarily in these accounts the person “re-

acts” to the conditions of the environment, which are conceived to vary
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freely—reminding us of the stimulus-response pairs of behaviorist psy-

chology. Culture, for Leontiev, does not qualify as a third term because,

in its anthropological renderings, it simply becomes a “reading,” a con-

ceptual figuration, of the environment.27 Nor do psychodynamic proc-

esses count as a third term; they simply explain the complexities of

response formation in the person.

The third term Leontiev proposed to add indicates that people respond

to what they find in the environment in the context of a historical,

socially and culturally constructed form of social (inter)action that he

called an activity. In the two-term accounts, persons passively encounter

things in the (culturally interpreted) environment to which they, for

psychodynamic or other reasons, are sensitive. Then they react. Activity

theory instead views people as actively engaged with the environment.

They are always in the flow of doing something—the something being

a historical, collectively defined, socially produced activity—and it is

within this meaningful intent toward their surroundings that they re-

spond to whatever they encounter in the environment. (Indeed, the fact

of an “encounter” with an environmental “stimulus” is itself mediated by

the activity.) Tomorrow they may be engaged in another activity in which

the same object, for example, will be used in a different way, if noticed at

all. Practice theory shares this understanding of people as actively en-

gaged with their environments. Bourdieu (1977a) highlights the simi-

larities between the two theories when he explicitly describes “practice”

as a third way to grasp social action, one that mediates between objectiv-

ism (environment) and subjectivism (person or group).28

One significant entailment of the activity theory described by Leontiev

is the implied dialectic of person and environment within the context

of activity. The boundary between person and environment becomes less

definite, especially when viewed over time. Persons oriented toward

their surroundings by desire for food, for example, have that desire

shaped in relation to the food they encounter and become familiar with.

The desire is objectified or made more concrete through encounters with

possible objects that could satisfy it in the particular environment.

Bakhtin’s associate Voloshinov (1986) provides an even more impor-

tant example of this process for our purposes because he addresses the

social aspects of the environment that affect the objectification of hun-

ger.29 He made an extended argument that experiences, even of inter-

nal sensations such as hunger, are formed in and so bear the marks of
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social context (see Chapter 8). Utterances about one’s hunger, even those

which never quite become public utterances, are shaped to the social

situation, and they in turn affect one’s subjective sense of hunger. Hun-

ger when one feels no right to request food from one’s hosts is likely to

feel different from hunger when one is a customer in an expensive res-

taurant and the food has been inordinately delayed. There is, in each

instance, a microgenesis, a microdevelopment as the person goes from a

personal, subjective sense to its objectification, responding to and draw-

ing upon past experience as well as the resources and demands of the

particular situation.30 The ultimate behavior—whether an expression of

hunger, a solution to a problem, a climb up a house, or a work of art—is

a product of the person-in-practice. This product, in turn, can become a

symbol or icon important in the mediation of future behavior. The proc-

ess is one of heuristic development.

The Heuristic Development of Identity and Agency

Vygotsky’s exposition of semiotic mediation as a means to agency gives

us a good vantage on the social and historical creation of identities as

means to self-activity. “Heuristic development” clearly directs attention

away from the extremes of cultural determination of behavior on the one

hand and situational totalitarianism on the other. Rather it directs atten-

tion to two processes: (1) the genesis of the products (improvisations)

that come from the meeting of persons, cultural resources, and situations

in practice; and (2) the appropriation of these products as heuristics for

the next moment of activity. To the extent that these productions are

used again and again, they can become tools of agency or self-control

and change.

Persons develop more or less conscious conceptions of themselves as

actors in socially and culturally constructed worlds, and these senses of

themselves, these identities, to the degree that they are conscious and

objectified, permit these persons, through the kinds of semiotic media-

tion described by Vygotsky, at least a modicum of agency or control over

their own behavior.31

Significant to our concept is the situatedness of identity in collectively

formed activities. The “identities” that concern us are ones that trace our

participation, especially our agency, in socially produced, culturally con-
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structed activities—what we call figured worlds—such as the worlds of

romance and therapy in the United States or the expected life path of

women in Nepal.

The concept of figured worlds, which we elaborate in Chapter 3,

clearly draws upon Leontiev’s notion of activity, and helps us make sev-

eral points about the heuristic development of identities and their sig-

nificance. First, figured worlds are historical phenomena, to which we

are recruited or into which we enter, which themselves develop through

the works of their participants. Figured worlds, like activities, are not so

much things or objects to be apprehended, as processes or traditions of

apprehension which gather us up and give us form as our lives intersect

them.

Second, figured worlds, like activities, are social encounters in which

participants’ positions matter. They proceed and are socially instanced

and located in times and places, not in the “everywhere” that seems to

encompass cultural worlds as they are usually conceived. Some figured

worlds we may never enter because of our social position or rank; some

we may deny to others; some we may simply miss by contingency; some

we may learn fully.

Third, figured worlds are socially organized and reproduced; they are

like activities in the usual, institutional sense. They divide and relate

participants (almost as roles), and they depend upon the interaction and

the intersubjectivity for perpetuation. The significance (indeed the exist-

ence) of cultural worlds in our lives does not derive from holding them

“in mind” as some whole image (we may or may not do this), but from

re-creating them by work with others.

Fourth, figured worlds distribute “us,” not only by relating actors to

landscapes of action (as personae) and spreading our senses of self across

many different fields of activity, but also by giving the landscape human

voice and tone. This last point goes beyond Leontiev, recalls Voloshinov,

and presages Bakhtin. Cultural worlds are populated by familiar social

types and even identifiable persons, not simply differentiated by some

abstract division of labor. The identities we gain within figured worlds

are thus specifically historical developments, grown through continued

participation in the positions defined by the social organization of those

worlds’ activity. They are characteristic of humans and societies.

“Figured world” then provides a means to conceptualize historical
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subjectivities, consciousnesses and agency, persons (and collective

agents) forming in practice. It also provides the terms for answering a

conundrum of personal agency.

Inden (1990: 23) defines human agency as

the realized capacity of people to act upon their world and not only to
know about or give personal or intersubjective significance to it. That
capacity is the power of people to act purposively and reflectively, in
more or less complex interrelationships with one another, to reiterate
and remake the world in which they live, in circumstances where they
may consider different courses of action possible and desirable, though
not necessarily from the same point of view.

The conundrum is the seeming contradiction between humans as social

producers and as social products. Inden continues: “People do not act

only as agents. They also have the capacity to act as ‘instruments’ of

other agents, and to be ‘patients,’ to be the recipients of the acts of

others.”

Case Studies

Along with our theoretical discussions, we include case studies of iden-

tity in lived worlds: the constitution and interpretation of personal ac-

tion in historically circumscribed, though never closed, venues of social

activity. We tell of romance at two universities, of drinking and not

drinking in a chapter of Alcoholics Anonymous, and of the treatment of

mental illness, all in the United States, and of gender relations in Nepal.

Participants in all these worlds undergo processes of heuristic develop-

ment which result, for some, in identities: of self as a romantic type, as a

non-drinking alcoholic, as a manic-depressive or borderline, as an un-

justly treated woman.

Hannerz (1983) describes various “tools of identity,” notably the mir-

ror, whose importance he noted during his research among the Fulani of

Nigeria. His conception of identity indexes a general notion of oneself.

The tools of identity that we examine are those of particular lived worlds.

In Alcoholics Anonymous, for example, participants are coached to tell

their lives according to a format, a genre of story, that has been collec-

tively developed from the beginnings of AA in the 1930s. These emblem-

atic narratives become a major means of the symbolic bootstrapping that
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creates a revised sense of self. Through their forms, participants develop

an understanding of themselves as persons who are, and always will be,

sensitive to drink. They learn to shun alcohol or else lead a life con-

trolled by it. Chapter 4 is devoted to a close examination of this heuristic

development organized around life stories.

Other tools of identity we explore include the lexicon of types from

the world of romance (“jerk,” “nerd,” “fox,” “loose woman,” “dog”) by

which American women and men position one another and, in the proc-

ess, themselves. A lexicon of gender types is also an important tool of

identity in Nepal (sande aimai, “bull woman”; aputri, “barren woman”;

alacchini, “woman who brings bad luck”; nathi, “flirt”), especially as it is

realized through songs and the “internalized interlocutors” (personified

forms of inner speaking) that originate from scoldings and gossip (see

Chapter 10). Songs are, of themselves, also important tools of identity for

women in parts of Nepal. When Skinner asked young girls to tell about

themselves and their lives, they often replied with lines from folksongs.

Both girls and women sing songs to themselves, among themselves, as

one means of objectifying their senses of who they are and the kinds of

lives they lead (Skinner 1990; Holland and Skinner 1995a; see Chapters

10 and 12).

Diagnosis is an obvious tool of identity in the figured world of mental

illness. But diagnoses are not necessarily “subjectified” (personalized,

drawn into inner speech) by the persons who are their “targets” in ways

that fit the descriptions authorized by the DSM-IV, the diagnostic manual

of the American Psychiatric Association. In Chapter 9 we describe the

identities that one man, Roger Kelly, formed around the diagnoses he

received in the course of his treatment—first as a manic-depressive, then

as a borderline. With Roger’s case we begin to see the “play” that there

is in symbolic bootstrapping, and the interplay that sometimes takes

place among different sites of identity, different venues of self-fashioning.

Roger arranges, indeed counterposes, these diagnostic tools of identity

strategically, to his advantage in the fields of activity and the relation-

ships that compose his social world. His various identities serve as com-

plicated mediating devices, yet, like all such works of heuristic develop-

ment, they take on a life of their own, whose effects cannot be reduced to

Roger’s intentions.

In Chapter 6 we return to the issue emphasized by constructivists, that

of “positionality,” and its relationship to figured worlds and to the narra-
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tivized identities shaped within such worlds. Positionality refers to the

fact that personal activity (the identified action of a person) always oc-

curs from a particular place in a social field of ordered and interrelated

points or positions of possible activity. In Harré’s work (1979, 1984),

perhaps the most rigorous theoretical exposition of a constructivist (so-

cial) psychology, a “person” is really only this, a position that locates an

act within a universe of possible locations defined by discourse.

A person engaged in social life, a person involved in an activity or

practice, is presumed to have a perspective.32 One looks at the world

from the angle of what one is trying to do.33 Postmodernists and femi-

nists also attend to perspective, especially to the perspectives that come

from being treated according to broad social divisions such as gender,

race, class, ethnicity, and sexual orientation. Persons look at the world

from the positions into which they are persistently cast.

We are especially interested in the ways in which people’s perspectives

develop over time. We explore, particularly in Chapters 6 and 7, the

degree to which, and the conditions under which, experiences of being

positioned (which often occur out of awareness) develop through sym-

bolic bootstrapping into identities that afford a modicum of control over

one’s own behavior. In the figured world of Alcoholics Anonymous, the

newcomer is discursively positioned as an alcoholic, an identity that

most newcomers are reluctant to accept. And not all newcomers end up

developing a sense of themselves as an alcoholic. How do we understand

the various courses people take from the social work of positioning to

the cultural means of its figuration? How do people come to terms with

their lot in order to do something?

Another type of placement is at least as important as narrativized or

discursive placement: positioning by access to space, to associates, to

activities, and to genres. Women of Naudada, Nepal, were largely barred

from certain governmental and ritual activities. Lower-caste people were

usually not allowed to enter the kitchens of higher-caste people. We

discuss these forms of social positioning by inclusion and exclusion in

Chapter 6. Perspectives are tied to a sense of entitlement or disentitle-

ment to the particular spaces, relationships, activities, and forms of ex-

pression that together make up the indices of identity. In Chapter 7 we

sketch the heuristic development of women’s positionality in the world

of romance, where attractiveness mediates one’s access to partners of

higher or lower status as well as one’s entitlement to good treatment from
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men. The positional aspects of perspective are often less symbolized, less

developed as explicit aspects of one’s identity than narrativized aspects.

Thus, behavior that proclaims these socially defined entitlements may be

less susceptible to voluntary control.

Still, position is not fate. Cultural resources, including the activities

and landscapes—the figured worlds—that give meaning to people’s in-

teraction, change historically in ways that are marked by the political

struggles and social valuation of their users. The particular inspiration

that we draw from the sociohistorical school is its attention to continuing

adjustment, reorganization, and movement. This continual development

contrasts with Bourdieu’s conception: for Bourdieu, the improvisations

that are characteristic of all social behavior make a difference to the

habitus of the next generation. That is, the forms of novel activity created

by a senior generation provide the experiential context in which their

children develop the habitus of the group. Such innovation has little

impact on the established habitus of the elders. For proponents of the

sociohistorical school, in contrast, improvisations make a difference for

the next moment of production.34

It is not impossible for people to figure and remake the conditions of

their lives. Bakhtin shows that, from the very fact that cultural resources

are indelibly marked by social position, people can reassert a point of

control through the rearrangement of cultural forms as evocations of

position (see Chapter 8). The equation of the means of expression and

social force—the notion of voice—works both ways. It positions persons

as it provides them with the tools to re-create their positions. The fields

of cultural production that circumscribe perspectives become, in Bakh-

tin’s handling, spaces of authoring.

Groups of women in Naudada joined together at the yearly festival of

Tij and produced songs that described and analyzed the sad and unfair

position of women in Nepali society (see Chapter 12). The women narra-

tivized and symbolized their social positions in the family and in society,

and through the activity and around its productions they were develop-

ing both critical understandings of their position and new identities

related to their Tij groups. Small groups like these develop heuristically

as well.

In fact, we believe identity formation must be understood as the heu-

ristic codevelopment of cultural media and forms of identity. In Chapter

11 we discuss the ways in which the development of courtly love in the
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eleventh and twelfth centuries, its activities (the “courts of love”), and its

songs envisioned not only new forms of association among men and

women but also new figures of possible selves-in-practice. The opening

of an originally specialized, nearly ritual, performative world into the

everyday—a long transformation—is part of what has made possible the

American world of romance that we studied in the 1970s and 1980s. We

also discuss Anderson’s (1983) “imagined communities,” the grounds of

modern nationalism, in that chapter.

Heuristic development results in persons whose “history-in-person” is

likely to have an agenda and momentum of its own. Persons do bring a

history to the present—an important aspect of which is usually an un-

tidy compilation of perspectives, some developed into symbolized iden-

tities.35 Even in the face of powerful situational determinants, such as

inducements to drink among members of Alcoholics Anonymous, these

identities, especially when supported by others of like perspective, afford

some self-control and agency. Nonetheless persons remain susceptible to

the situational determinants of their reproduction, including the subject

positions foisted upon them. The process is a composite one of slow,

sometimes erratic, but continuous change. History-in-person collides

with combinations of circumstances that are by degree precedented and

unprecedented. The behaviors, the products of the moment, then be-

come available as mediators to change oneself and others, and perhaps

even the figured worlds in which one acts. Culture and subject positions

are important components of the working of identity, but cultural pro-

duction and heuristic development are the keys to its analysis.
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Placing Identity and Agency
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3

Figured Worlds

John Caughey (1984), among others, has remarked upon humans’ pen-

chant to enter into imaginary worlds—via dreams, daydreams, or specta-

torship (films, sports events, reading). He sees the significance of this as

twofold. By modeling possibilities, imaginary worlds can inspire new

actions; or, paradoxically, their alternative pleasures can encourage es-

cape and a withdrawal from action. Benedict Anderson (1983) draws out

yet another significance of human fantasy by understanding nationalism

as participation in an “imagined community.” Many of the activities that

engage human energy and interest have an imaginative component.

Figured worlds rest upon people’s abilities to form and be formed in

collectively realized “as if” realms. What if gender relations were defined

so that women had to worry about whether they were attractive? What

if, as in the Trobriand Islands described by Weiner (1976), bundles of

banana leaves were so important that older women spent much time and

energy assembling them?1 What if there were a world called academia,

where books were so significant that people would sit for hours on end,

away from friends and family, writing them? People have the propensity

to be drawn to, recruited for, and formed in these worlds, and to become

active in and passionate about them. People’s identities and agency are

formed dialectically and dialogically in these “as if” worlds.

Toward the end of his life, Vygotsky (1978) wrote a paper in which he

expanded his notion of children’s potential for development. In that

paper we see Vygotsky’s usual fascination with the ability of humans to

manipulate their worlds and themselves by means of symbols. In it he

analyzed young children’s play and their later abilities with games. Early
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in life children begin a type of play in which the everyday meaning of

objects is suspended and new meaning is assigned. Behind the couch

becomes the bad guy’s hideout, under the table becomes the jail. Or

perhaps a certain set of everyday meanings is retained and highlighted,

and other features drop away; Vygotsky describes two sisters playing at

being sisters.

In either type of play, meanings are manipulated to point to other

(absent or distilled) social settings, and one’s motivations and feelings

are geared to participation in that scene. Children use a piece of candy to

represent, say, a jewel that robbers have stolen, and treat it as a jewel.

They resist the temptation to eat it. Children may also ignore pain and

fatigue for the purpose of continuing play. When they run a race, the goal

of winning the race, or at least reaching the finish line, overcomes any

desire to stop from fatigue. Sometimes children do stop before the race is

over, or eat the candy, or tire of playing sister. But remarkably often they

do not. They learn to detach themselves from their reactions to their

immediate surroundings, to enter a play world—a conceptual world that

differs from the everyday—and to react to the imagined objects and

events of that world.

Vygotsky gave central place to collectively developed signs and sym-

bols as the media by which children’s mental and emotional faculties

were culturally formed.2 He paid special attention to the role of tangible

objects, made collectively into artifacts by the attribution of meaning, as

tools that people use to affect their own and others’ thinking, feeling, and

behavior. Through habitual use these cultural tools become resources

available for personal use, mnemonics of the activities they facilitate, and

finally constitutive of thought, emotion, and behavior. Describing how

children develop the ability to enter into an imagined world, Vygotsky

speaks of a “pivot,” a mediating or symbolic device that the child uses

not just to organize a particular response but to pivot or shift into the

frame of a different world. Toys, even sticks assigned the status of horse,

can be the pivots. The tangible symbol may eventually be discarded and

the child may be able to enter the play world without physical props.

Games with more explicit rules and less concrete fantasy become more

prominent as children grow older. Still the children must shift them-

selves to a conceptual world beyond their immediate surroundings in

order to become actors who submit to the game’s premises and treat its

events as real. A child’s desires become related to “a fictitious ‘I,’ to her
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role in the game and its rules” (Vygotsky 1978: 100). It is this compe-

tence that makes possible culturally constituted or figured worlds and,

consequently, the range of human institutions. Lee (1985) points out the

definite link between play worlds and institutional life. Fantasy and

game play serve as precursors to participation in an institutional life,

where individuals are treated as scholars, bosses, or at-risk children and

events such as the granting of tenure, a corporate raid, and the self-es-

teem of at-risk children are taken in all seriousness. But to see imagina-

tion extended so is simply to recognize that it pervades cultural life.

Under the rubric of culturally figured worlds or figured worlds we

include all those cultural realms peopled by characters from collective

imaginings: academia, the factory, crime, romance, environmental activ-

ism, games of Dungeons and Dragons, the men’s house among the Mehi-

naku of Brazil (Gregor 1977). These are worlds made up of Geertz’s

(1973b) “webs of meaning.” Figured worlds take shape within and grant

shape to the coproduction of activities, discourses, performances, and

artifacts. A figured world is peopled by the figures, characters, and types

who carry out its tasks and who also have styles of interacting within,

distinguishable perspectives on, and orientations toward it.

Consider the cultural world of Alcoholics Anonymous (explored in

Chapter 4). In AA meetings participants tell stories about their lives

before they joined the organization. They collect tokens for the periods

of time they have remained sober. They come to name themselves, and

often to see themselves, as “alcoholics” and not just drinkers. All these

elements of AA are meaningful in, relevant to, and valued (or not) in

relation to a frame of meaning, a virtual world, a world that has been

figured.

When Cain did her research the tokens used to mark length of sobri-

ety were the same plastic chips sold for playing poker. In the world of AA

these chips were not won by holding a straight flush. Rather, they were

meaningfully revalued to a world where the stake, the thing at wager,

was staying sober; the chip became an emblem of a different achieve-

ment, another kind of success. On the store’s shelf a poker chip is worth

little, but within the world of AA the significance of a chip, color-coded

for length of time without a drink, is great. The difference between

picking up and not picking up a chip is, for some, the difference between

a good and a bad life.

Likewise, the stories that AA participants learn to tell, about their
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former lives and their current temptations, are revalued because they

signify experience and place in a world that differs from that of the

non-alcoholic. These life stories, too, take on the extended meanings

characteristic of play and are thus re-formed within the larger frame of

reference, the figured world of AA. They become the cultural resource

that mediates members’ identities as “non-drinking alcoholics.”

These socially generated, culturally figured worlds, many linguists

believe, are necessary for understanding the meaning of words. When

talking and acting, people assume that their words and behavior will be

interpreted according to a context of meaning—as indexing or pointing

to a culturally figured world. Violations of this assumption cause confu-

sion and prevarication. Fillmore (1975, 1982), a key figure in the devel-

opment of “frame semantics,” asked his readers to consider the word

“bachelor.” Why is it confusing to ask if the Pope is a bachelor? After all,

a bachelor is an unmarried man and the Pope is an unmarried man. Yet

there is something peculiar about referring to the Pope as a bachelor. The

problem is that “‘bachelor’ frames . . . a figured world in which prototypi-

cal events unfold: men marry at a certain age; marriages last for life; and

in such a world, a bachelor is a man who stays unmarried beyond the

usual age, thereby becoming eminently marriageable” (Quinn and Hol-

land 1987: 23). The Pope, under a vow of celibacy, is not a relevant

character in the cultural world of marriage—of marriageable men, and of

not-yet-married bachelors. Asking if the Pope is a bachelor is akin to

trying to redeem one’s poker chips for money at an AA meeting. The

questioner and the would-be redeemer have both mistaken the relevant

figured world.

By “figured world,” then, we mean a socially and culturally con-

structed realm of interpretation in which particular characters and actors

are recognized, significance is assigned to certain acts, and particular

outcomes are valued over others. Each is a simplified world populated by

a set of agents (in the world of romance: attractive women, boyfriends,

lovers, fiancés) who engage in a limited range of meaningful acts or

changes of state (flirting with, falling in love with, dumping, having sex

with) as moved by a specific set of forces (attractiveness, love, lust).3

These collective “as-if” worlds are sociohistoric, contrived interpreta-

tions or imaginations that mediate behavior and so, from the perspective

of heuristic development, inform participants’ outlooks. The ability to

sense (see, hear, touch, taste, feel) the figured world becomes embodied
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over time, through continual participation. One can, in the current state

of technology, put on a bulky headset with connections to computers,

television cameras, and “data gloves,” and enter into a virtual reality. A

figured world, too, is played out; a frame becomes a world—a space and

time established imaginatively—that one can come to sense after a proc-

ess of experiencing, acting by virtue of its rules (see Shotter 1982). No

technology, no headset is necessary. Players become ever more familiar

with the happenings of a figured world—the stories told in AA, for

example—and learn to author their own and make them available to

other participants. By means of such appropriation, objectification, and

communication, the world itself is also reproduced, forming and re-

forming in the practices of its participants.

Cultural Means

Figured worlds could also be called figurative, narrativized, or drama-

tized worlds. “Figurative,” according to Webster’s Third International Dic-

tionary, means transferred in sense from literal or plain to abstract or

hypothetical; representing or represented by a figure. The production

and reproduction of figured worlds involves both abstraction of sig-

nificant regularities from everyday life into expectations about how par-

ticular types of events unfold and interpretation of the everyday accord-

ing to these distillations of past experiences. A figured world is formed

and re-formed in relation to the everyday activities and events that or-

dain happenings within it. It is certainly not divorced from these happen-

ings, but neither is it identical to the particulars of any one event. It is an

abstraction, an extraction carried out under guidance.4

“Narrativized” and “dramatized” convey the idea that many of the

elements of a world relate to one another in the form of a story or drama,

a “standard plot” against which narratives of unusual events are told.5

For example, Holland and Eisenhart (1990) and Holland and Skinner

(1987) found a taken-for-granted sequence of events in the world of

romance on two university campuses; we present it in Chapter 5.

Skinner’s studies in Naudada, a mixed-caste, predominantly Hindu

community in central Nepal, provide another example of a figured world

organized around a sort of narrative. For Naudada’s women the figured

world of domestic relations was dominated by a narrativized account of

the life path of a good woman. This life path was set forth in the Hindu
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moral and religious texts that were read in Naudada and explicated by

priests, and so had more of a prescriptive flavor than the taken-for-

granted sequence of romantic relations. Along this life path (Skinner

1990: 73–77):

Girls are good, hard-working, and obedient daughters.

Eventually they marry, leaving their natal homes (maita) for the

homes of their husbands (ghar).

At their ghar, good daughters-in-law are obedient, respectful, and dili-

gent in their household and agricultural duties, laboring from

dawn to dark for their in-laws.

As wives, women devote themselves to their husbands, seeing to

their needs and obeying their demands.

A good woman bears sons to carry on the patriline.

As she gives birth to and raises sons, she attains more status in the

household.

After the marriage of her own sons, she directs the activities of the

daughters-in-law.

A good woman dies before her husband does.

Again the storyline was not prescriptive but was significant as a back-

drop for interpretation. The meaning of characters, acts, and events in

everyday life was figured against this storyline. Radi (widow), for exam-

ple, was used as a general term of insult for women and girls of any

age, even very young girls. Its connotations were definitely and potently

negative because of its relation to the life path of a good woman: a widow

was a woman who had decisively departed from the course of the moral

narrative by outliving her husband.

The conceptual importance of figured worlds has been emphasized in

anthropology for some time. Hallowell (1955a) argued that individuals

live in worlds that are culturally defined and understand themselves in

relation to these worlds. In a classic article, “The Self and Its Behavioral

Environment,” he notes that, for those whose cultural world gives them

credence, ghosts and other nonmaterial beings have a psychological real-

ity that denotes nothing about a person’s sanity or insanity—as it might

in a culture where such beings are considered figures of fantasy, imagina-

tion, and superstition. Shweder (1991) devotes much space to “inten-

tional worlds,” a concept reminiscent of Hallowell’s behavioral environ-
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ment. Quinn and Holland and other authors in their edited volume

(Holland and Quinn 1987) similarly write about simplified worlds,

taken-for-granted worlds that are culturally modeled.

Cultural schemas or cultural models are stereotypical distillates, gen-

eralizations from past experience that people make. They are akin to

what Crapanzano (1990), speaking about the processes that maintain

the self in continual change, calls “arrests”—representations of self at a

particular time that people try to reassert, even under new conditions.6

According to the cognitive architecture currently theorized for them,

cultural models (conceptualizations of figured worlds) certainly may and

are likely to change (see D’Andrade 1995; Quinn and Strauss 1994), but

here we emphasize figured worlds that have some durability; those that

are, for various reasons, reproduced socially. In such cases these cultural-

ist perspectives offer an important grasp on lived worlds.

Beyond Imagination

Despite the importance of these “as if” meanings, these figurings,

through which lived worlds are interpreted and taken to heart, we can-

not stop with culturalist perspectives. We must also appreciate what

social constructivism and practice theories tell us about the imagined

worlds in which we conduct our lives. Figured worlds happen, as social

process and in historical time. For instance, Favret-Saada (1980), in a

vivid practice-theoretical account of witchcraft in the Bocage of France

(ca. 1970), describes the social construction, through discourse, of cer-

tain people in the region as actors in a figured world populated by

witches, unwitchers, and the bewitched. She shows how she herself

inadvertently entered the practice of witchcraft by the simple act of

questioning. The kinds of questions she was asking were, it turned out,

meaningful as acts—and markers of identity—in the figured world of

witchcraft. Only gradually did she realize—a realization of great moment

to her ethnography—that she had become (that is, become construed as)

an actor in that world.7

Favret-Saada makes crucial points about living the figured world of

witchcraft. Acts in the world of witchcraft (or any figured world) happen

in time. Caught in the moment, far from a timeless omniscience, the

participants in witchcraft’s world experience degrees of uncertainty. They
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worry: Will I die from the witchcraft I suspect has been worked upon

me? Do these people suspect that I am a witch? Am I suffering misfor-

tune after misfortune because someone wishes me ill?

Another part of this uncertainty is the very multiplicity and partiality

of the figured worlds that hedge the interpretation of action. It is often

unclear which (or how many) figurations are instanced by interaction.

Was that person’s intent gaze a sign of witchcraft directed at me, a mark

of interest in the color of my dress, or simply an accidental glance,

looking through me to the thought beyond? Was she (at this time, in

this place) acting as a witch, an admirer or critic, or an uninterested

bystander?

Favret-Saada’s work dramatically exemplifies the ways figured worlds

are encountered in day-to-day social activity. Her work, with its con-

structivist dimension, directs attention to the living of figured worlds

through practices and activities. Holland and Eisenhart (1990), in their

ethnographic study at American universities, found that women spent a

great deal of time, alone and together, in activities devoted to improving

their bodies and appearance. Motivations for these “beautification” prac-

tices were expressed via the discourse of romance. Attractiveness to men

was an important quality in the students’ world of romance. A woman’s

prestige derived largely from the treatment she received from men, and

that treatment was formative of and responsive to her attractiveness.

Attractiveness was, in Bourdieu’s terms, a symbolic capital of the field.

The endless energy and hours spent on beautification made sense in such

a world.8

Activities as a meaningful context of action have been a traditional

theoretical concern of the sociohistorical school for some sixty or sev-

enty years. Leontiev and many others have conceived people’s actions

and their individual development within the larger frame of a historically

assembled, socially and culturally constructed activity. These activities

(work, play, teaching are often the matters of interest in this literature)9

establish particular sets of roles, actors, institutions, settings, durations,

and organizational requirements (see Wertsch 1981; Engeström 1990,

1992).

Drawing a link between identities and activities similar to the one we

propose, Lave and Wenger (1991) begin to explore the consequences of

self-development in and through activities. Lave and Wenger are con-

cerned with “situated learning” in “communities of practice”—that is,
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with how newcomers are inducted into socially enduring and complex

activities. They conceive learning as simultaneously a form of associa-

tion (situation), an act of recruitment, and a (re)constitution of the basis

for communities. They follow the learning of neophytes brought into

communities of practitioners who may tailor in Liberia, deliver babies

in the Yucatán, or navigate large vessels in the U.S. Navy. “Communities

of practice” recast the practices and productions of working groups as

power/knowledge (to use Foucault’s term), that is, as knowledge which

cannot be divorced from position, and as position married to knowledge,

within social groups. Identities become important outcomes of participa-

tion in communities of practice in ways analogous to our notion that

identities are formed in the process of participating in activities organ-

ized by figured worlds.

Goodenough (1994) suggests that we should theorize culture in rela-

tion to activities. People’s activities—even within the small, isolated

communities, crisscrossed by multi-stranded social relations, so familiar

to ethnographers—demand and are organized around different sets of

situated understandings and expectations. There is, Goodenough con-

cludes, no uniform, consistent, or coherent set of meanings—no “cul-

ture”—that applies equally in every activity. Goodenough’s notion of

activities is reminiscent of the concept defined by the sociohistoric

school, and it has inspired intriguing work on the development of con-

sciousness (see Amit-Talai 1995).10 But the sociohistorical school’s con-

cept of activity remains more useful to us. Because of its roots in Marxian

analyses of capitalism and other historically specific modes of produc-

tion, activity theory pays more attention to the articulation of activities

within larger systems of power and privilege.11 This embedding of activi-

ties is central to an understanding of figured worlds as well: as we shall

see in Chapter 7, the world of romance and attractiveness plays a promi-

nent role in the production and reproduction of gender privilege in the

United States.

Power and Privilege

The relationships of the practices and activities that instance figured

worlds with larger, institutionalized “structures” of power confer a depth

to figured landscapes that extends beyond the immediate order of inter-

action. Imagined acts, courses and places of action, actors, and even the
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whole of a figured world take on an element of rank and status according

to this relational hierarchy. None of the concepts we have so far used to

elucidate social construction in figured worlds accounts well for this

aspect of hierarchy and status. Bourdieu’s concept of field helps to bring

out this additional aspect of figured worlds.

Like habitus, field is too potent and pervasive a theme of Bourdieu’s

thought to be precisely delimited. Bourdieu uses the world of authors

and writings as an example:

What do I mean by “field”? As I use the term, a field is a separate social
universe having its own laws of functioning independent of those of
politics and the economy. The existence of the writer, as fact and as
value, is inseparable from the existence of the literary field as an
autonomous universe endowed with specific principles of evaluation
of practices and works. To understand Flaubert or Baudelaire, or any
writer, major or minor, is first of all to understand what the status of
writer consists of at the moment considered; that is, more precisely, the
social conditions of the possibility of this social function, of this social
personage. In fact, the invention of the writer, in the modern sense of
the term, is inseparable from the invention of a particular social game,
which I term the literary field and which is constituted as it establishes
its autonomy, that is to say, its specific laws of functioning, within the
field of power. (1993: 162–163)

Fields are not absolutely autonomous, for they subsist in what

Bourdieu calls the field of power, which is itself an aspect of class rela-

tions. They are instead relatively autonomous, for the relationship any

field has to other fields or to the field of power is refracted by the mode

of cultural production specific to the field. In this sense the field is a

game like the games Vygotsky described. Bourdieu further intended the

concept to be a kind of translation of “structure” that would not stand

apart from persons. A field is “structure-in-practice,” and as such is a

world of relationships, of social positions defined only against one an-

other (Bourdieu 1985a). It is also a peopled world; its positions, which

are producers as well as products, are also social personages. Field thus

closely parallels our notion of figured world and elucidates our later

emphasis on positionality (Chapter 6).12

Bourdieu elaborated the concept from his sociological studies of

French arts and letters and the French academic scene as it was in the

1960s. The concept of field directed attention to the aspects of the collec-
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tively defined activities that make up the arts and the academy that relate

to what Weber (1978) would have called “status.”13 Had Bourdieu medi-

ated his understanding through “figured world” instead of “field,” he

would have told us more about the discourses of academia and the

cultural constructions that constituted the familiar aspects of academic

life: the taken-for-granted generic figures (professors, graduate students,

undergraduates, provosts, secretaries) and their generic acts—both such

formal tasks as giving tutorials, administering tests, firing, hiring, and

granting degrees, and the less formal stories of tenure granted, tenure

denied, and teaching responsibilities juggled against writing and schol-

arly research—as situated in a particular institution.14 He would have

more closely detailed the terms of academic discourse—such as “qual-

ity,” “originality,” and “brilliance”—as ways in which academics come to

evaluate their efforts, understand themselves, and interpret the positions

they hold in the academy.

In Homo Academicus Bourdieu directed his field analysis less to these

day-to-day aspects of cultural figuring than to social relations among the

more powerful and influential players. He paid attention to the positions

of academic personages and institutions in the French educational hier-

archy, the markers of position, the symbolic capital accruing to the schol-

ars and institutions, and the cultural productions created by them.15

We learn much from Homo Academicus about the interrelations of schol-

ars and institutions in France according to their relative prestige and

influence; we learn much less about the day-to-day content of activity—

and the ways positions of prestige play out locally—for the vast number

of academics. Hence we miss, for French academics, the focus that

Favret-Saada provides for French witchcraft: the everyday construction

of actors.16

Although Bourdieu’s interests in Homo Academicus were directed to-

ward the prominent men and women of the system, a field analysis is

relevant to any figured world.17 Indeed, as we have said, lived worlds

are organized around positions of status and influence (in the case of

American college students, attractiveness and prestige; in the case of the

Naudadans of Nepal, caste and wealth as well as gender) and the cultural

narratives that posit particular sorts of characters and their dealings with

one another (the loving boyfriend and the flirt; the attentive therapist

and the recalcitrant “borderline”; the Naudadan husband who threatens

his wife by telling her he will bring another woman into the house).
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We agree with Bourdieu’s vision: the as-if character of possibility that

marks fields (and figured worlds) is not an indifferent, “mental” abstrac-

tion, an “imaginary” in its usual sense, but a social reality that lives

within dispositions mediated by relations of power. This point is most

clearly made in Bourdieu’s analyses of “silencing” or self-censorship, a

theme later amplified by Skinner and Holland in their exploration of

women’s experience in Nepal. Indeed, positions that have become dispo-

sitions, of privilege and prestige are especially important to our case

analyses of the worlds of romance in the United States and gender rela-

tions in Nepal.18 Identities form in these figured worlds through the

day-to-day activities undertaken in their name. Neophytes are recruited

into and gain perspective on such practices and come to identify them-

selves as actors of more or less influence, more or less privilege, and

more or less power in these worlds.

As we situate it among the related concepts of fields, practices, activi-

ties, and communities of practice, the place of figured worlds takes a

clearer shape. It is a landscape of objectified (materially and percepti-

bly expressed) meanings, joint activities, and structures of privilege and

influence—all partly contingent upon and partly independent of other

figured worlds, the interconnections among figured worlds, and larger

societal and trans-societal forces. Figured worlds in their conceptual

dimensions supply the contexts of meaning for actions, cultural produc-

tions, performances, disputes, for the understandings that people come

to make of themselves, and for the capabilities that people develop to

direct their own behavior in these worlds.19 Materially, figured worlds are

manifest in people’s activities and practices; the idioms of the world

realize selves and others in the familiar narratives and everyday perform-

ances that constantiate relative positions of influence and prestige. Fig-

ured worlds provide the contexts of meaning and action in which social

positions and social relationships are named and conducted. They also

provide the loci in which people fashion senses of self—that is, develop

identities.

Artifacts and Materiality

Figured worlds rely upon artifacts. The sociohistorical school has long

emphasized the importance of artifacts as mediators in human action, as

“psychological tools” (Kozulin 1986). We followed this lead in Chapters
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1 and 2. Now we are in a better position to explain the significance of

this point. Figured worlds are evinced in practice through the artifacts

employed by people in their performances. Such artifacts are pivotal in

the sense Vygotsky attributed to them in play. Artifacts “open up” figured

worlds. They are the means by which figured worlds are evoked, collec-

tively developed, individually learned, and made socially and personally

powerful.

Cole (1996) provides a useful discussion of artifacts. In his conceptu-

alization, cultural artifacts—whether the poker chips and life stories of

Alcoholics Anonymous, the “sexy” clothes and gender-marked stereo-

types of the world of romance, or patients’ charts and medications in the

world of mental health care—have “developmental histories” by virtue

of the activities of which they were previously a part and which they

mediate in the present. They have been manufactured or produced and

continue to be used as part of, and in relation to, intentional human

actions. Hence artifacts assume both an obvious and necessary material

aspect and an ideal or conceptual aspect, an intentionality, whose sub-

stance is embedded in the figured world of their use. By the same token

they are both instrument and collective remembrance.

Holland and Cole (1995: 482) suggest that we consider a hammer as a

tool/artifact/mediator:

The generic function of hammers is to connect two or more objects by
driving a nail (or its equivalent) through them. Although hammers can
be used for a (restricted variety) of other tasks (those where hitting
something is functional, as in war; as a door jamb or a paperweight),
their shapes are predominantly shaped by their nail driving function. In
Gibson’s (1979) terms, hammers “afford” hitting nails.
  In this respect, every hammer can be seen as an encapsulated “theory
of the task” and simultaneously a “theory of the person” who fulfills the
task. The head of the hammer is typically made of a hard material so
that it does not shatter when used. The handle is shaped to fit the
human hand. Such “tailoring” can be quite specific, but it can never be
totally general. A tack hammer has not only a small head, but a small
handle that affords light tapping. A railway hammer (a sledge hammer)
has not only a large and heavy head, but a handle of such a shape and
such a length to accommodate a person of sufficient strength and fall-
ing within a height range holding it with two hands and swinging it
after raising it over the head with legs spread apart.
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Note that mediation through artifacts applies equally to objects and to

people. Consider poker chips as they are ordinarily used in Alcoholics

Anonymous. Consider, too, the pronoun most husbands used to address

their wives in Naudada: ta (you), the least respectful form employed also

for children, animals, and other “inferiors.” Poker chips and pronouns,

through their collective use in common practices, have come to embody

for, and so impose on, people in AA and in Naudada a conception of the

tasks to which they are put, and a conception of the person(s) who will

use them and be the object(s) of them.20

This vantage on cultural artifacts has also been shaped by the critical

disruption and inspired by Foucault. Discourse (or discursive) theory

emphasizes many of the aspects of cultural resources that we discuss

here, especially their existence as public forms and social tools. Dis-

courses and their categories are like the artifacts that Cole describes.

They originate outside their performers and are imposed upon people,

through recurrent institutional treatments and within interaction, to the

point that they become self-administered. Categories carry an associa-

tion to those who use them and are subject to them—an association with

power—as artifacts do an association with tasks and those who perform

them. In fact, for a Vygotskian like Cole, categories of expression and

more tangible artifacts like hammers are the same.21 They “afford” ways

of doing not only things but also people.

Social constructivists or discourse theorists point to important aspects

of figured worlds and the cultural artifacts that are associated with them.

Although they have usually considered only privileged or hegemonic

discourses, their points apply equally to all cultural artifacts—from ham-

mers, poker chips, clothing, and psychiatric diagnoses to advertise-

ments and films. All these have a history of development in relation to

particular tasks, undertaken by people in particular environments.

Just as films afford particular “gazes” on their subject matter (see

Traube 1992), poker chips, in their association with the figured world of

Alcoholics Anonymous, afford certain ways of thinking and feeling about

sobriety and about the people who employ them to mediate their relation

to alcohol and drinking. Of course, some AA members-in-the-making

do at times let go of the meaning of the chip, tire of being sober, or

wander away to other pursuits. The point is how often they do not. They

learn to detach themselves from their reactions to earlier understandings

of poker chips, to enter the world of AA—a conceptual world that differs
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from what they knew before—and so learn to react to objects, to events,

and to themselves as figured in that world. Just as a child enters into a

game.

Cultural artifacts gain a kind of force by connection to their social and

cultural contexts, to their figured worlds. These artifacts and people’s

relationship to them are decidedly unlike the artifacts and relations in

the scenarios of problem-solving, or the conduct of other goal-directed

tasks, imagined by those who subscribe to the dominant perspectives in

psychology. They are very unlikely to be the product of a lone individ-

ual’s conscious contemplation, of the solution to a problem rationally

defined.22 Rather, as Davies and Harré (1990: 48) put it, actions become

“determinant” for participants as acts that position them in relation to

the “local expressive order which they presume is in use and towards

which they orient themselves.”23 In our terms, the actions, the deploy-

ments of artifacts such as pronouns and chips, evoke the worlds to

which they were relevant, and position individuals with respect to those

worlds. It is their pivotal role, as Vygotsky called it—their capacity to

shift the perceptual, cognitive, affective, and practical frame of activity—

that makes cultural artifacts so significant in human life.

To attend to the materiality of cultural artifacts is also to recognize the

force of their use in practices—practices responsive to changing histori-

cal circumstances (see Holland and Cole 1995). The conceptual and

material aspects of figured worlds, and of the artifacts through which

they are evinced, are constantly changing through the improvisations of

actors. This context of flux is the ground for identity development. It sets

the conditions for what we called in Chapter 2 the authoring self—what

in Chapter 8 we will expand to call the “space of authoring.”

The Paradoxical Possibility of Self-Control

The authoring self becomes a possibility because of another aspect of

cultural artifacts. Cultural artifacts were central to Vygotsky’s conceptu-

alization not only because they could be the media of consciousness, of

“higher mental functions,” but because, as such, they could serve as

tools of liberation from control by environmental stimuli. As we use

artifacts to affect others, we become, at some point in our growing up,

aware of and capable of using artifacts to affect ourselves. We achieve

self-control, albeit of a very limited sort, by the mediation of our
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thoughts and feelings through artifacts. We learn how to control our-

selves from the outside, so to speak (Vygotsky 1978); we learn how to

position ourselves for ourselves.

Social constructivists consider discourses principally as the means by

which power/knowledge (or some equivalent) inscribes bodies and

(thus) creates persons. Vygotsky conceived cultural artifacts as learned

within social interaction; they serve first as interpsychic tools and only

afterward—when one takes them as meaningful for oneself—do they

function on intimate terrain. Although Vygotsky and the other members

of the sociohistorical school sought to build a psychology in accordance

with Marxist thought, they emphasized a side of Marx’s work that is

often forgotten these days: the possibilities for becoming, and the sense of

freedom so pervasive in the period immediately after the Revolution.

They paid most attention to humans’ potential to expand, rather than

limit, their abilities and horizons. Foucault (among others) would later

elaborate the controlling aspects of human artifacts, the inscriptions of

discourses and the impositions of discipline. The sociohistorical school,

initially at least, took the path of optimism, and explored the potential

for the liberation and expansion of human capacities that artifactual

mediation afforded. Its members mapped the routes of escape from the

tyranny of environmental stimuli (including, presumably, the stimuli of

the social environment).

Here we have a paradox. As Shepel (1995: 428) puts it: “The accumu-

lation and mastery of a cultural tool kit and its use in overcoming the

dependency on a particular culture is one of the basic contradictions of

human development.” How does liberation from the particular determi-

nations—the entrapments—of our cultural worlds come about through

the tools shaped in those worlds for their perpetuation? In our case

studies we follow this paradox and play out this contradiction. By creat-

ing and embracing an identity in the world of Alcoholics Anonymous,

the former drinker can achieve a modicum of control over his relation

to alcohol, but in so doing he learns a kind of discipline, a way of looking

and behaving that often condemns what his friends, and often his “other

selves,” would have him do. Through participation in the women’s

groups that create songs envisioning a new world of gender relations in

Nepal, individual women find a place to stand, a perspective on them-

selves and their lives not otherwise offered in the texts and rituals of

their daily lives. They achieve their standpoint, however, only by submit-
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ting themselves to another set of cultural forms that have their own

peculiar limitations and constraints (see Chapters 10 and 12).

The next two chapters concern the lived worlds of romance and Alco-

holics Anonymous, and how people take form, building understandings

of themselves as agents, patients, and instruments24 in these figured

worlds. These understandings—these identities—are unstable, espe-

cially as people are first inducted to a figured world, and they continue to

undergo heuristic development in concert with people’s acclimation to

new spheres of activity. They remain multiple, as people’s trajectories

through figured worlds neither take one path nor remain in the ambit of

one cultural space, one figured world. Nonetheless, identities constitute

an enduring and significant aspect of history-in-person, history that is

brought to current situations. They are a pivotal element of the perspec-

tive that persons bring to the construal of new activities and even new

figured worlds.
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4

Personal Stories in
Alcoholics Anonymous

Consider a group of men and women who are becoming alcoholics, not

by drinking, but rather by learning not to drink. These individuals have

decided to stop drinking because they have come to understand that

“alcohol is controlling their lives.” The change they undergo is much

more than a change in behavior. It is a transformation of their identities,

from drinking non-alcoholics to non-drinking alcoholics, and it affects

how they view and act in the world. It requires not only a particular

understanding of the world but a new understanding of their selves and

their lives and a reinterpretation of their own pasts. They enter, or rather

are recruited to, a new figured world, a new frame of understanding. One

device in particular that helps one identify oneself in this world is the

telling of a particular sort of personal story.

The identity and interpretation at which these men and women arrive

are ones defined by the self-help group Alcoholics Anonymous.1 In this

sense AA has created a cultural world, albeit a limited one, which is its

institutional reason for being. AA has constructed a particular interpreta-

tion of what it means to be an alcoholic, what typical alcoholics are like,

and what kinds of incidents mark a typical alcoholic’s life. This cultural

knowledge about alcoholism and the alcoholic shared by members of AA

differs both from the cultural knowledge of alcoholism shared by those

outside of AA and from the self-understanding of most potential mem-

bers before they enter AA. The self-understandings of the individuals

who join AA must come to reflect and incorporate the knowledge organ-

ized within AA’s figured world; cultural knowledge must become self-

knowledge. For some, though not all, self-understanding is transformed.
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One symbolic device that helps mediate this transformation is the “per-

sonal stories” told by members of Alcoholics Anonymous.

In the culture of middle-class America drinking is ambivalently

viewed. In many contexts it is a marker of adulthood and a frequent part

of social interaction. But drinking too much or too often, or behaving

inappropriately while drinking, may place one in the stigmatized status

of “problem drinker” or “alcoholic.” No distinct line runs between “so-

cial” or “normal” drinker and “problem drinker” or “alcoholic,” and

different sectors of U.S. society do not agree on what these terms mean.

In the past alcoholism was widely interpreted as a defect of character

or moral weakness. To some extent this view persists (Robins 1980), but

since the early 1940s an interpretation of alcoholism as a disease has

largely replaced it. This reflects the general Western trend toward medi-

calizing deviance (Conrad and Schneider 1980). Alternative interpreta-

tions are possible. Like the mentally retarded people Edgerton (1967)

describes, whose disorder is largely an inadequacy in social conduct, the

alcoholic fails to meet social obligations. Alcoholics are labeled alcoholic

by others when their behavior becomes problematic by normal stan-

dards, not on the basis of the volume of alcohol drunk or the frequency

of drunkenness. “Alcoholism” describes a tendency toward inappropri-

ate, out-of-control behavior.

Nor is the deviance simply a quality of the acts or behaviors so labeled.

It is a consequence of the breaking of rules and sanctions created by a

group that is in a position of power, and that finds the behavior “unset-

tling.” Deviance is a matter of politics (Schur 1980). As MacAndrew and

Edgerton (1969) argue, drunken comportment is learned, and varies

cross-culturally. Americans’ “drunkenness” is a learned behavior and has

its appropriate and inappropriate forms. Alcoholics are a labeled group of

people who behave inappropriately after drinking alcohol.

There is disagreement on who should be categorized as a problem

drinker or alcoholic. A successful writer who finds she writes better with

a few drinks, a college student who only gets drunk on the weekends, a

businessman who drinks to loosen up in social situations—these people

may not consider themselves alcoholics, but those around them may

consider them so. Certainly there is a significant difference between

members of Alcoholics Anonymous and the urban nomads described by

Spradley in You Owe Yourself a Drunk (1970). Yet the people in both

groups are labeled “alcoholics.”
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Once the drinker is labeled as an alcoholic he may or may not accept

this label himself, and it may or may not become an identity. Even should

he accept this interpretation of his drinking behavior, so long as the

interpretation remains unassimilated to a figured world such as that

created by AA, he need not see it as an aspect of himself that carries over

into other areas of his life. He may even learn about AA without that

knowledge reorganizing or transforming his own understanding of him-

self.2 By “identity” we mean the way a person understands and views

himself, and is often viewed by others, at least in certain situations—a

perception of self that can be fairly constantly achieved (see Schwartz

and Merten 1968). These forms of self-understanding are always con-

strued relative to a figured world of social life. “An alcoholic,” “a father,”

and “a judge” are all particular answers to the question “Who am I?”

(Kuhn and McPartland 1954), where the implicit condition is “relative

to such and such a social world.”

These identities affect how a person acts in the world. If a drinker does

accept the label of alcoholic as applying to himself, and accepts and acts

on the identity of an alcoholic, this transformation of identity, from a

drinking non-alcoholic (“normal drinker”) to an alcoholic, requires a

radical reinterpretation of who he is, of “self.” It requires a new way of

figuring the activity of drinking, those who drink, and the place of drink-

ing in a broader social and personal context. This process of reinterpreta-

tion of self, the formation of a new identity, is a major component of

Alcoholics Anonymous.

AA and the Disease of Alcoholism

Members of Alcoholics Anonymous have found a particular definition of

a problem and a particular way to deal with it. AA constitutes a figured

world, a meaning system within a meaning system. It draws upon spe-

cific sets of interpretations and assumptions which circulate alongside

many others in the United States. AA is the best-known program for

attempting to deal with alcoholism and is widely held to be the most

successful, although there is no agreed-upon way to measure this claim.

Many of its principles, and often the program itself, are used in treatment

centers for alcohol and drug addiction.

From its beginning AA used an illness model to describe alcoholism.

Peterson (1988) traces this terminology to AA’s roots in the Oxford

Group Movement of the 1930s. This religious movement in the United
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States and England drew an analogy between sin and illness in a program

of personal evangelism. Early AA members, including the founders, par-

ticipated in Oxford Group meetings and were influenced by the oral

tradition and terminology and the methods of personal contact. The

original medical model of alcoholism used by AA was borrowed from the

medical model of sin popular in the Oxford Groups. The original meth-

ods section of Alcoholics Anonymous (published in 1939) uses the words

“illness,” “malady,” and “habit” to describe alcoholism; the word “dis-

ease” appears only once, to describe alcoholism as a “spiritual disease”

(Peterson 1988: 5). Later, as the medicalized view of alcoholism as a

disease became popular, it spread back to AA from the medical profes-

sion (John Peterson, personal communication).

AA members are told that alcoholism is a progressive and incurable

disease that, if unchecked, is fatal. The drinking alcoholic is powerless

over alcohol, and out of control. Once one becomes an alcoholic, one’s

whole life is centered around alcohol, and once the drinking alcoholic

takes one drink, she cannot resist the next, or the next . . . The disease

affects all areas of one’s life, and evidence for alcoholism cannot be found

in any one symptom but rather in the life as a whole. The only way to

arrest the disease is to stop drinking completely, and since the alcoholic

is powerless to resist alcohol, the only way to do this is to turn one’s life

and will over to a Higher Power. The individual’s Higher Power may be

God, the AA group, or any other conception of something larger than

self. The surrender must be complete, and can only be accomplished

when the drinker is ready to stop drinking, when she admits not only

that she may have a problem with drinking but that she is powerless

over alcohol and that her life has become unmanageable (AA 1976).

For this reason the drinker must “hit bottom” before she can stop; it is

not enough that others want her to stop. The bottom is not directly

determined by how much one drinks, but by what alcohol has done in

one’s life:

Whether or not you are an alcoholic is not determined by where you
drink, when you started drinking, how long you’ve been drinking, with
whom you drink, what, or even how much. The true test is in the
answer to this question: What has alcohol done to you? If it has affected
your relationships with your family, friends, former or present employ-
ers; if it has influenced the way you schedule your days; if it has affected
your health; if it determines or affects your nondrinking moods or your
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state of mind; if you are in any way preoccupied with alcohol—then the
likelihood is that you have a problem. (AA 1979c: 3)

Hitting bottom is a point of crisis in the drinker’s life. It is a point at

which life apparently cannot go on as it has. And if the drinker can

understand drinking as the source of the problem, then drinking is the

behavior that must change. One way AA members deal with their prob-

lem is to stop drinking. But becoming sober in AA involves much more

than not drinking. Since drinking affected all areas of one’s life, sobriety

must also affect all areas of life. “Sobriety,” when talked about by AA

members, means a new way of life, with spiritual aspects of surrender to

God or a Higher Power, humility, trust, honesty, and making amends for

wrongs committed in the past or present. The self-understanding, the

identity of a sober AA alcoholic ideally includes all of these as well as a

particular drinking history. There are therefore two aspects important to

membership in AA: qualification as an alcoholic, based on one’s past, and

continued non-drinking behavior, or effort at not drinking, which is a

negation of the behavior that first qualified one for membership.3

Since alcoholism is an incurable disease, once one is an alcoholic one

remains an alcoholic for the rest of one’s life. The AA member comes to

see not only his drinking as alcoholic but his self as an alcoholic. The

disease is a part of one’s self. Alcoholism is not something one has; rather

an alcoholic is what one is. This is a situation in which many of one’s

basic assumptions must be changed or reorganized, in which one must

learn a new understanding of one’s problem, one’s self, and what the

world is like. Bateson (1972) addresses this transformation that mem-

bers of AA must undergo as a change in epistemology. We address it as a

change in identity, that is, of self-understanding within a new figuration

of the world.

As a cultural system, and one that no one is born into, this entire

figured world of AA is new to neophytes. The propositions and interpre-

tations of events and experiences, the appropriate behaviors and values

of an AA alcoholic, and the appropriate placement of the alcoholic iden-

tity in the hierarchy of identities one holds must be learned. In short, an

AA identity must be constructed and its moral and aesthetic distinctions

made into personal knowledge. This cultural (and literal) information is

communicated through the AA literature, and through talk in AA meet-

ings and one-to-one interactions. One important vehicle for this commu-

nication is the personal story.

70     Identity and Agency in Cultural Worlds

Copyright © 1998 The President and Fellows of Harvard College



E
xa

m
 C

o
p
y

In personal stories, oldtimers in AA tell their own life stories or part of

them—their drinking histories—and how they came to be involved in

AA. These stories contribute to cultural production and reproduction in

three ways. First, they objectify many cultural elements—the beliefs,

propositions, and interpretations—that new or potential AA members

learn through listening. Second, by virtue of their narrative forms, the

stories realize a model of what alcoholism is and what it means to be an

alcoholic. This model, in the absence of a well-defined, well-elaborated

model shared by the wider culture, provides a basis for potential mem-

bers to identify themselves as alcoholics, through comparing their lives

to those in the stories. The storyline also provides a basis for labeling

others, as others compare the lives of suspected alcoholics to the AA

lives. Third, the AA story is a tool of subjectivity, a mediating device for

self-understanding. As the AA member learns the AA story model, by

listening to and telling stories, and comes to place the events and experi-

ences of his own life into the model, he learns to understand his own life

as an AA life, and himself as an AA alcoholic. The personal story is a

cultural vehicle for identity formation.

In AA, personal stories are told for the explicit, stated purpose of

providing an understanding of alcoholism, so that other drinkers may

find so much of themselves in the lives of professed alcoholics that they

cannot help asking whether they, too, are alcoholics. Since the definition

of an alcoholic is not agreed upon in the wider society, arriving at this

interpretation of events is a process negotiated between the drinker and

those around her. AA stories provide a set of criteria by which the alco-

holic can be identified. Like Ecuadorian illness stories or the stories told

by the Ifaluk in recounting troublesome family situations (Price 1987;

Lutz 1987), they provide a means of socially negotiating the interpreta-

tions of events. For potential members, who may have been labeled by

others as alcoholic, listening to AA stories provides an alternative under-

standing for reinterpreting their own behaviors that more closely

matches the interpretations others have made of them.

Simply learning the propositions about alcoholism and its nature is

not enough. The drinker must apply them to his own life, and this

application must be demonstrated. Scott (1969) notes that, for workers

in blindness agencies, one key indicator of the success of rehabilitation is

that the client comes to understand himself and his problem from the

worker’s perspective. Similarly, in AA, success or recovery requires com-

ing to perceive oneself and one’s problems from an AA perspective. AA
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members must learn to experience their problems as drinking problems,

and themselves as alcoholics. This is why, as members often say, “AA is

for those who want it, not for those who need it.” AA members must

agree to become tellers, as well as listeners, of AA stories.

Telling AA stories is a way of demonstrating that one has mastered, or

at least has begun to gain facility with, the appropriate understandings.

Telling an appropriate story is thus a means of gaining some validation

from listeners for one’s AA identity. But telling is an active process. It is a

process of construction. Using the AA model and applying it to her own

life, the drinker comes to understand better how and why she is an

alcoholic. She locates herself within the figured world of AA. The stories

are used in what is simultaneously a social and a cognitive and affec-

tive, personal process. In the process of identity formation, the AA mem-

ber undergoes a kind of reorientation in her self-understandings, a de-

tachment from identities subsisting in other figured worlds, followed

by the reconstitution—a process not only of learning but also of valu-

ation, indeed elevation—of an identity predicated within AA’s world. She

accomplishes this transition primarily by reinterpreting her life as an

AA story.

The Process of Identity Formation

Arnold van Gennep, in Rites of Passage (1960), described the patterns of

movement from one position within society to another. The ceremonies

that take place at these points in an individual’s life ritually express the

transition from one status to another. The status movements in van

Gennep’s scheme are spatial and structural changes. Rites of separation,

transition, and incorporation move the individual from one condition to

another and cushion the disturbance in the equilibrium of both the

individual and the group. Van Gennep’s concern, reflecting the interests

of the time in which he wrote, was with the impact of these rites on the

social group—how the group marks the movement of individuals be-

tween subgroups. He did not ask how the rituals transform the individ-

ual’s image of himself, his identity.

Schwartz and Merten (1968), in contrast, address the question of how

an initiation ritual transforms the initiate’s self-image and social identity.

They develop a scheme for identity transformation in which the initiate

undergoes what they term “identity diffusion” and “identity reconstitu-
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tion.” In their example of a high school sorority, identity diffusion takes

place as hazing disrupts the initiate’s perception of herself, raising doubts

about the superior ability she had assumed made her “sorority material.”

This disruption opens her to the possibility of a radical reinterpretation

of self. During a rite called “mock” the initiate is forced to take on

exaggerated attributes of the morally devalued groups against which

“socies” define themselves: “hoods” and “others.” Highly stylized and

stigmatized negative features of dress, hairstyle, and behavior associated

with the “hood” and “other” identities are attached temporarily to the

potential “socies,” expressing what these girls fear are latent possibilities

in their own character.

Reconstitution takes place as the negative is exorcized and the initiate

is allowed to return to her normal state. This use of expressive, enacted

symbols is more than a representation to the community of a transition.

When the initiate attaches to all the negative possibilities she has feared

in herself, and realizes that this attachment is a transient state, the re-

sumption of normal dress is accompanied by a transformation in her

image of herself: now she is forever cleansed of any possible latent moral

impurities, and her identity as a “socie” is publicly confirmed. She is

ready for induction (see Chapter 11 for more on this process of loosening

oneself, or being loosened, from a figured world).

Schwartz and Merten’s scheme for identity (trans)formation applies to

cases in which the new self-understanding can develop only at the ex-

pense of an existing one. This is true for people who come into Alcohol-

ics Anonymous: the old conception of self in relation to drinking is

weakened through a process of discrediting not only the old identity as

such but also the figured world that gives it meaning. We conceive this

step as devaluation, rather than diffusion, as Schwartz and Merten call

it. In the formation of a new identity an individual comes, with the

social encouragement and insistence of others, to interpret the world

in new ways, and to position herself and emotionally invest herself in

that world. Individuals do this through participating in group activities,

learning to produce and enact cultural forms particular to that world,

and taking up these forms as devices for mediating their own conception

of self and world.

For AA, the process of identity devaluation must begin before one

enters the program. For a drinker to have reason to come to AA, she, or

those around her, must realize that she is not what she thought she was,
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a “normal drinker.” A normal drinker has no reason to go to AA. But if

she has begun to suspect that she may have a drinking problem, or if

those around her have begun to point out that drinking may be the

source of problems, or even identify her as an alcoholic, then some

disruption in the previous perception of herself as normal drinker has

occurred. It may be that she does not yet understand or desire the iden-

tity of an alcoholic, but the disruption opens the possibility of this trans-

formation in self-image.

Once the drinker makes contact with AA and begins to participate in

meetings, she must come to understand drinking and alcoholism as AA

understands them, and must come to see herself as a potential AA mem-

ber. This involves making an appropriate connection between alcohol

and the problems it has led to. She must replace her previous image of an

alcoholic as a drunk or Skid Row bum with the AA definition of an ill

person, learning to see the identity of an AA (non-drinking) alcoholic as

desirable, and learning to see herself as like or potentially like those who

hold this identity.

Making the appropriate connection between alcohol and the problems

one is having requires seeing the problems as negative effects of drink-

ing. This often leads the drinker to rethink who she is or why she drinks.

Most of the personal stories told in AA include a segment in which the

drinker justifies her drinking when people point out its negative effects.

She blames her drinking on her problems, for example, rather than see-

ing her problems as the effects of drinking. This is one example of how

the connection may be interpreted in ways inappropriate to AA. Other

examples are given in published AA stories. Jim saw himself as a person

for whom trouble was a natural part of his personality, and saw drinking

as one aspect of that. When he joined AA he had to learn to understand

himself as an alcoholic for whom trouble was an aspect of his drinking

(AA 1979c). Similarly, a woman who understood drinking as “one more

symbol of [her] neurosis” had to come to understand her neurosis as one

more symptom of her alcoholism (AA 1968a).

Learning the appropriate storyline of an “alcoholic” is also represented

in the AA stories. At first a potential member may reject the suggestion

that he may be alcoholic, and that AA may be relevant to him. Typically,

his conception of an alcoholic is someone who lives on the bowery and

panhandles for a drink, and he believes this person arrived there because

of a moral weakness or lack of willpower. He must learn that alcoholism
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is a disease that can happen to anyone (AA 1967, 1968b), and he must

sensitize himself to the appropriate evidence for it. He must also see the

identity of AA alcoholic as a desirable one. As expressed in AA literature

and AA talk, the program cannot work unless a person wants to stop

drinking, and this change usually occurs when a person “hits bottom.”

Finally, the drinker must see the identity of AA alcoholic as one that is

possible for him to attain. Cain heard several members say that even after

they admitted that they had drinking problems and that AA was relevant

to them they still could not identify with AA oldtimers: “They had their

lives so together, and I was so fucked up.”

Personalization of the identity takes place as the initiate begins to

identify with AA members. Through comparing his life to theirs, he sees

that other members are like him and he is like them. As he becomes

involved in AA, he learns to introduce himself as an alcoholic every time

he speaks. The behaviors that mark progress in the AA program become

subjective mediating devices; they become means by which the new

member directs and evaluates his own behavior. At meetings he picks up

colored chips, amid applause, to mark the amount of time he has been

without a drink. If he has a “slip” and takes a drink, he must start over

with a white chip, or “clean chip.” He works his way through the Twelve

Steps that guide, and mark one’s progress in, sober living. The identity of

alcoholic gains salience for him and takes a more central place in his

conception of himself.

He becomes emotionally attached to the identity of AA alcoholic as

he begins to care how others in the group perceive him. He comes to

understand himself as a non-drinking alcoholic, and to reinterpret his

past life as evidence. As he becomes an oldtimer in AA, he tells his

personal story to newcomers to help them identify themselves as alco-

holics. As Schwartz and Merten argue that identity reconstitution in

sorority initiation takes place through the attaching and exorcizing of

negative identities, we argue that identity reconstitution in AA takes

place through reinterpretation of self and of one’s life, and that the major

vehicle for this reinterpretation is the AA personal story.

As mentioned earlier, there are two important dimensions to the iden-

tity of AA alcoholic. The first distinction AA makes is between alcoholic

and non-alcoholic, where alcoholic refers to a state that, once attained, is

not reversible. The second is between drinking and non-drinking, and

refers to a potentially controllable activity. Normal drinkers, in the

Personal Stories in Alcoholics Anonymous     75

Copyright © 1998 The President and Fellows of Harvard College



E
xa

m
 C

o
p
y

figured world of AA, can control their drinking, while alcoholic drinkers

cannot; in order to stop drinking, AA members must turn their will and

lives over to a Higher Power. Together these two dimensions divide

people into four types, one of which is the AA alcoholic identity. For

continuing membership in AA, one must qualify as an alcoholic, based

on one’s past, and make a continued effort at not drinking. The norma-

tive AA identity requires a behavior—not drinking—that is a negation of

the behavior that originally qualified one for membership. One of the

functions of the AA personal story is to establish both aspects of mem-

bership in an individual. This parallels Schwartz and Merten in that the

AA story serves to attach what has now become understood as negative

behavior—attributes of the active alcoholic—to the member, but demon-

strates that these are in the past. In their place it attaches the attributes of

the non-drinking alcoholic, as demonstrated in behaviors appropriate to

AA and involvement in AA activities. Not the least of these activities is

the telling of the personal story.

A Learned Form

AA dedicates a significant amount of meeting time and publishing space

to the telling of personal stories. In these stories AA members relate their

own drinking histories, how they came to understand that they are alco-

holics, how they got into AA, and what their life has been like since they

joined. From the founding of AA, the telling of personal stories has

been both the major vehicle for “carrying the message to alcoholics who

still suffer” (the Twelfth Step), and an important tool for maintaining

sobriety.

Ever since Bill W. overcame the compulsion to drink by telling his

own story to Dr. Bob in May 1935, these cofounders and those who have

followed them in the program have claimed that telling their own stories

to other alcoholics, and thus helping other alcoholics to achieve sobri-

ety, is an important part of maintaining their own sobriety (AA 1976;

Thomsen 1975). As one member told Cain, “We keep what we have by

giving it away.”

As a tool for carrying the message, the personal story helps alcoholics

identify themselves as such. In a pamphlet directed at young people,

Carmen says: “I heard a woman begin her story with her teenage drink-

ing. It sounded familiar. Perhaps I might become an alcoholic, I thought.
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Perhaps I might already be one” (AA 1979c: 20). The role of the personal

story in helping others to identify is important because of the AA test for

alcoholism. Evidence is found not in how much you drink, or how often,

but in what alcohol has done to you (AA 1979b). The evidence for

alcoholism must be found in one’s entire life, and the personal story

provides a prototypic alcoholic life for comparison with the potential

member’s own. Hearing AA stories, the drinking alcoholic thinks, “We’ve

done the same things. This person is like me,” and so, “Maybe I am an

alcoholic.”

This aspect of personal stories accounts for their widespread telling

in AA. Alcoholics Anonymous (1976), the “Big Book,” first published

in 1939, includes twenty-nine personal stories of some of AA’s earliest

members, including Bill W. and Dr. Bob. These stories are prefaced by the

hope “that many alcoholic men and women, desperately in need, will see

these pages, and we believe that it is only by fully disclosing ourselves

and our problems that they will be persuaded to say, ‘Yes I am one of

them too; I must have this thing’” (29). This early use of personal stories

has been continued in much of the AA literature published since. Pam-

phlets written for specific audiences (young people, women, prison in-

mates, the elderly) devote considerable space to personal stories. Biogra-

phies of the cofounders and comic-book style publications are other

forms the AA story takes.

AA members tell personal stories formally in “speakers meetings.” In

this type of meeting, speakers are prearranged, and, other than a short

opening and closing, the meeting consists entirely of these tellings.

These meetings are the most likely meetings for newcomers to attend,

and often form the outsider’s impression of what an AA meeting is like.

Less formally, members tell shortened versions of their stories at discus-

sion meetings. Sometimes, for example, when a newcomer is present,

each oldtimer in the group will tell, in short form, how he or she got

into AA.

Another important context for telling personal stories is “Twelfth Step

calls.” When AA members talk to outsiders who may be alcoholics in a

one-to-one interaction, they are following the last of the Twelve Steps,

“carrying the message to alcoholics who still suffer.” When called, AA

members will meet with nonmembers who are having problems related

to drinking. Ideally, at these individual meetings, the member tells his

story, describes the AA program, tries to help the drinker see herself as an
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alcoholic if she is “ready.” The “Big Book” chapter entitled “Working

with Others” provides instructions for telling the personal story in this

context:

See your man alone, if possible. At first engage in general conversation.
After a while, turn the talk to some phase of drinking. Tell him enough
about your drinking habits, symptoms, and experiences to encourage
him to speak of himself. If he wishes to talk, let him do so. You will thus
get a better idea of how you ought to proceed. If he is not communica-
tive, give him a sketch of your drinking career up to the time you quit.
But say nothing, for the moment, of how that was accomplished . . .
  When he sees you know all about the drinking game, commence to
describe yourself as an alcoholic. Tell him how baffled you were, how
you finally learned that you were sick. Give him an account of the
struggles you made to stop. Show him the mental twist which leads to
the first drink of a spree . . .
  If he is an alcoholic, he will understand you at once. He will match
your mental inconsistencies with some of his own. If you are satisfied
that he is a real alcoholic, begin to dwell on the hopeless feature of the
malady . . . And be careful not to brand him an alcoholic. Let him draw
his own conclusion . . .
  Continue to speak of alcoholism as a sickness, a fatal malady. Talk
about the conditions of body and mind which accompany it. Keep his
attention focused mainly on your personal experience. Explain that
many are doomed who never realize their predicament . . . You will
soon have your friend admitting that he has many, if not all, of the traits
of the alcoholic . . . Even if your protégé may not have entirely admitted
his condition, he has become very curious to know how you got well
. . . Tell him exactly what happened to you. (1976: 91–93)

These instructions give an indication of the structure of the AA per-

sonal story. There is a general structure, in the form of a scenario in

which the decision to join AA is made. This general structure is what we

will call “the AA story.” Apparently the story was consciously developed

from the beginning as a vehicle for presenting an experience or person

with whom the prospect could identify. Interviews published in 1980

show that Dr. Bob and early group members experimented with various

explanations of alcoholism—including an “allergy” explanation and an

analogy to diabetes—and methods of attracting prospects to their pro-

gram. Members of the emerging group worked together to perfect their
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techniques: “We talked about how to get more members and how to

handle them. Then we talked about the mistakes we had made in telling

our stories. We didn’t hesitate to criticize each other. We suggested cer-

tain words to leave out and certain words to add in order to make a more

effective talk. It made a bunch of amateur psychologists and after-dinner

speakers out of us” (AA 1980: 114). Since the time being described is

before the writing of the “Big Book,” it seems safe to conclude that the

framework for the AA story and the AA word choice were worked out in

practical presentations and critiques by emerging groups long before the

“Big Book,” with its personal stories, was published (John Peterson,

personal communication).

The AA story usually begins with the teller categorizing his early

drinking either as normal social drinking or as alcoholic from the start.

He then describes how the drinking progressed, leading to negative ef-

fects such as loss of jobs, domestic problems, arrests, car accidents, or

hospitalizations. Still, the drinking continues, even gets worse. The

drinker justifies it by blaming it and its negative effects on circumstances

or other people, or by explaining what drinking does for him. Perhaps

drinking provides escape from pressures, or perhaps it makes him feel

confident in situations in which he is usually insecure. People begin to

point out that he may have a drinking problem, and perhaps they suggest

that he try AA. He rejects the suggestion, though he may go to an AA

meeting or talk to some AA members. He believes “alcoholics” are hope-

less drunken bums, and since he is not that, he thinks AA has nothing to

offer him.

His drinking continues, and with it the negative effects. His struggles

to control it fail. Finally he “hits bottom,” recognizes that he is powerless

over alcohol, and gives AA an honest try. He finds out that members are

really just like him. His definition of an alcoholic changes from the

drunken bum to the everyday person afflicted with a disease. The story

ends with a description of what AA has done for him and what his life is

like now. A typical example from the pamphlet Young People and AA

illustrates the structure. This is Al’s personal story:

My drinking resulted in trouble from the very first. I was a sophomore
in high school when I went to my first prom. We brought the girls
home early and then went to one of the guy’s homes. His parents
happened to be away that weekend. We all did some very heavy drink-
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ing, finally winding up by taking it straight from the bottle. That night,
at the age of 14, I experienced my first blackout.
  The next seven years, my drinking and trouble got progressively
worse. All through high school, I drank whenever the opportunity
presented itself. I managed to secure phony proof of age when I was 15,
so I could get served in bars. At 16, I bought my first car and began to
mix drinking and driving, with the usual results.
  I gained admission to a very good college. I knew why I was going to
college—to have a good time and get a degree. If I got an education in
the process, then that would be a fringe benefit. I got into the best
fraternity on campus. Most of the brothers were athletes; the remainder,
party boys. Since I had little athletic promise, I joined the ranks of the
party boys.
  Success in school was measured by the number of parties I went to,
the dates I had, and the times I got drunk. I never did any more work
than was necessary to stay in school. Anything more than just passing
was wasted effort and could have been better spent on having a “good
time.” The blackouts were becoming more frequent. I never paid any
attention to them except to note that they were probably a sign that I
had enjoyed myself the night before.
  At this point the proctor called me to his office. A friend and I had
gone to a secretary’s apartment after the bar closed, and had not been
treated with the proper respect. Just to show her, we walked off with
half her belongings. She reported us to the authorities, and we received
a warning. This was in my freshman year.
  My sophomore year, I brought a car to school. I could now have
more dates, go away on weekends to other schools. In the spring, the
president of the fraternity warned me that the brothers thought it was
a good idea for me to cut down, as I was giving the fraternity a bad
name on campus. It was none of his business, I told him; they were
jealous because I was having all the fun, while they had to work to
stay in school. Shortly thereafter, I was called to the proctor’s office
again.
  My junior year was by far the worst. I started out by going back to
school a week early, and for a week I never drew a sober breath. The
progression had really set in. After school started, most days I made no
attempt to attend classes.
  In December, I was again called to the proctor’s office, and sent to the
mental-health clinic to see a psychiatrist and take some tests. The doc-
tor told me that I would have to leave school to do something about my
drinking problem. I was shocked. What drinking problem? I said I
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would stop drinking if they allowed me to stay, but he tried to impress
upon me that I had lost control.
  My bubble had burst. All of a sudden, the party had come to an
abrupt halt. I left school that afternoon.
  The day after Christmas, I was admitted to a psychiatric clinic in
Manhattan. My condition could best be described as confused, about
what had happened and what was going to happen. When someone
tried to talk to me, my only response was to cry. As time went on, I was
able to talk to the doctor quite freely about my drinking. The time came
when I was finally able to admit that I might be an alcoholic.
  After six months, I was discharged from the clinic. My father had
gone to his first AA meeting years ago, in 1959, and my mother was a
member of Al-Anon (for relatives and friends of alcoholics). I had
attended many meetings in the past with my parents. Yet I made no
attempt to contact AA when I left the hospital. I stayed sober for two
months and then picked up the first drink, looking for the “good time”
I was missing.
  I drank for two months, and things got progressively worse. The day
finally came when I was convinced alcohol had the best of me, and I
needed help. I went to my first meeting that night, seeking an answer to
my problem. That was over two years ago. I have not had a drink since,
one day at a time. The understanding that people in AA showed was the
first thing that impressed me. They were not shocked by my drinking
history. They just nodded; they knew what I was talking about.
  Two things that I caught on to right from the start were: constant
attendance at meetings, and sticking with the winners. I went to meet-
ings every night, and tried to attend midnight meetings as often as
possible. After two months, I asked a man to be my sponsor. He proved
to be the biggest help, providing the answers and encouragement nec-
essary for me to make this program.
  Being young bothered me at first. But the men who came in when
they were old, and stayed with the program, gave me the incentive to
do the same. I thought a man of 60 or more faced the same problem as
I, only at the other end of the spectrum.
  AA has given me my life and my sanity, two things I hold dear today.
It has been a slow process of building a new life, one I never dreamed
existed for me. I am the product of many people’s devotion of time and
effort, and I always welcome the chance to pass on what I have to
someone else.
  I am now back at the university, and will probably be on the dean’s
list this term. My concept of what a “good time” is has changed consid-
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erably. There is a balance in my life today between studies, AA, and
doing other things I enjoy. All this is mine by staying away from one
drink, one day at a time. I probably have one drunk left in me, but I’m
not so sure I have another recovery left in me. (1979c: 10–13)

The AA story provides a general framework, of which the individual

personal stories are specific examples. It is a learned structure, developed

over time, and of course there are variations. One reason for variation is

that any one personal story is created from the interaction of the learned

AA story form, the actual events of an individual’s life, and individual or

group agendas. Many of the personal stories published in pamphlets

include paragraphs or sections addressing such issues as being a teen-

age alcoholic or a female alcoholic. The point these stories make is that,

while a person may be different from others in AA, the differences

are unimportant in light of the similarities: all are alcoholics. The “Big

Book” personal stories almost all address the issue of religious or spiri-

tual beliefs.

There is also variation over time and situation. The personal stories in

the “Big Book” are the earliest published AA stories. The “Big Book”

stories tend to be longer than those in other literature, and they tend to

give more autobiographical information. Some of the stories in the “Big

Book” also seem more literary in style than those in other publications.

Perhaps the shorter and more prototypic form of the published AA story

has evolved since the publication of this book in 1939.

Stories also vary by whether they are told in speakers meetings or in

discussion meetings. In speakers meetings a single person may talk for

forty-five minutes to an hour. In discussion meetings, in contrast, nearly

everyone takes part, and if personal stories are told they are abbreviated.

Sometimes the teller concentrates on a single aspect of the story, such as

what hitting bottom was like for him, or how he first heard about AA, or

how he reacted to his first meeting. If a fuller story is told, recurring

events, such as repeated negative effects of drinking, are condensed into

generalized statements or illustrative episodes.

Other variation stems from differences in individual lives, and from

differences in the extent to which individuals learn the model AA story

and use it to organize self-understanding. In spite of all the possible

variations, the personal stories told in AA are remarkably similar. Such

similarity comes about through participation in AA, where members are
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supported in re-forming their life histories as AA stories. AA members

come to fit the events and experiences of their own lives into the AA

story structure and so to identify themselves in the figured world of AA.

Learning to Tell an AA Story

How to tell an AA story is not something one learns through explicit

teaching. Newcomers are not told how to tell their stories, yet most

people who remain in AA learn to do this. There are several ways in

which an AA member is helped to tell an appropriate story. First, he is

exposed to AA lives. The newcomer hears and reads personal stories

from the time of early contact with the program—through meetings,

literature, and talk with oldtimers. In addition to the structure of the AA

story, the newcomer is also learning the figured world of alcoholism

encoded in them, including AA propositions: “alcoholism is a progres-

sive disease”; “the alcoholic is powerless over alcohol”; “the alcoholic

drinker is out of control”; “AA is for those who want it, not for those who

need it”; “AA is a program for living, not just for not drinking.” These

points enter, often verbatim, into stories as guidelines for describing the

progression of drinking, the desire and inability to stop, the necessity of

hitting bottom before the program can work, and the changes that take

place in one’s life after one joins AA.

Members also begin to view episodes of their lives as behavioral evi-

dence of alcoholic drinking, and to supply the interpretations of these

episodes sanctioned by AA. Thus blackouts, car accidents, loss of job,

divorce, loss of friends, depression, involvement in illegal activities, hos-

pitalization for mental illness or for detoxification enter into their stories

as evidence. Drinking patterns taken to be alcoholic, such as morning

drinking, bingeing, gulping drinks quickly, or hiding the amount drunk,

are also taken as evidence.

In addition to learning from the stories and statements of others, new

members begin to craft their own stories in social interaction. All mem-

bers are encouraged to speak at discussion meetings and to maintain

friendships with other AA members. In this social interaction the new

member is called on to talk about her own life. As she does so a process

of scaffolding occurs (Wood, Bruner, and Ross 1976). In scaffolding,

individual skills originate in cooperative activity. In informal learning

activities the teacher builds a “scaffold” around the limited abilities of
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the learner, as they cooperatively perform the task. The teacher begins

with the skills the learner possesses, and builds on those, while taking

responsibility for the aspects of the task the learner has not yet mastered.

Over time the learner is given, and takes, responsibility for more of the

task. “Scaffolding” is derived from the developmental psychology of Vy-

gotsky, most particularly from his notion of the “zone of proximal devel-

opment” (see Chapter 8). The scaffold that the teacher has built dimin-

ishes, and the skills that had been inter-individual in the cooperative task

become intra-individual, personally produced and relied upon by the

learner (Greenfield 1984).

Scaffolding of AA members who are beginning to tell their stories

indicates that the AA identity is not natural or simple to develop. People

do not describe themselves as alcoholics and their lives as alcoholic

lives because this is natural and obvious; rather they learn to tell about

themselves and their lives in this way, and the process of learning can

take much effort and cooperation between the neophyte and other AA

members.

Scaffolding occurs as the newcomer begins to talk about his life. For

example, in discussion meetings the topic may be “admitting you are

powerless,” “making amends,” “how to avoid the first drink,” or shared

experiences in dealing with common problems. Each person present

usually relates some incident or insight. One speaker follows another by

picking out certain pieces of what has previously been said, telling why it

was relevant to him, and elaborating on it with some episode of his own.

Sometimes a newcomer will say something that seems to parallel the

episodes or comments of others, but will give an interpretation of it that

is inappropriate according to AA beliefs. Sometimes the episode itself

will seem to have little to do with those others are telling. Usually, unless

the interpretation really runs counter to AA beliefs, the speaker is not

corrected. Rather, other speakers take the appropriate parts of the new-

comer’s comments and build on them, giving parallel accounts with

different interpretations, or expanding on parts of their own stories that

are similar to parts of the newcomer’s story while ignoring the inappro-

priate parts of his story.

At one discussion meeting members traded stories of how they had

come to AA. A college athlete, a newcomer who had not yet quit drink-

ing or using drugs, gave instrumental reasons for needing to quit—he

had to undergo urine tests and would lose his athletic scholarship if

drugs were detected. This was an inappropriate reason, since AA stresses
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that you must see yourself as an alcoholic, and must want to quit for

yourself rather than for someone else. Most of the oldtimers who spoke

after the newcomer focused on how they had realized they had a problem

they couldn’t control. Several of the stories had the themes of needing to

see yourself as like other members of AA and needing to see getting sober

as something desirable.

In another meeting Brad, who had just entered AA and had had his last

drink three days before, said that he would still do pot except that he

always drank when he did pot: “Pot is not a problem; I can give it up

anytime.” Steve, an oldtimer, said he had done a lot of different drugs

that he could give up anytime . . . as long as he replaced them with a new

drug. Mark said, “I experimented with pot . . . for twenty years.” The

implication of these comments was clearly that Brad was only kidding

himself. In this way, members point out appropriate interpretations as

they make jokes about their own past wrong interpretations. One night

Gary told this tale: “One morning I woke up after a night of drinking,

and I thought I’d had this bad dream about running into the side of a

bridge at 55 miles an hour. Then I went outside. Three inches off the side

of my car were gone. And I thought, ‘Man, I’ve got to stop driving.’”

Members try to reinforce the appropriate parts of a story rather than

point out the inappropriate. When called for, however, correction does

occur. If someone says something that directly contradicts the basic AA

propositions and interpretations, she will be called on it. Clair, who had

been in the program for some time, said, “I thought I wasn’t powerless

over anything.” William interrupted her: “You weren’t powerless over

anything?” She answered, “I thought I wasn’t powerless over anything.”

On another night Eugene, who was fairly new to the program, was

worried that he was about to lose his job because he believed his boss

had found out that he was an alcoholic living in a halfway house. “It’s not

going to do me any good to be sober and not have a job,” Eugene said. “I

don’t want to be sober with ragged underwear.” An oldtimer answered,

“If you’re drinking, your underwear will get pretty ragged anyway.”

At times, correct and incorrect interpretations are contrasted explic-

itly, as in these comments during a discussion on “honesty”:

At least when I was drunk, and lying on the floor, if someone came by
and asked me, “Hey, what’s wrong with you?” at least I could say, “I’m
drunk!” I might say, “It’s that stinkin’ rotten gin that did it to me,” but I
would say, “I’m drunk.” I’ve seen a lot of people who would be lying on
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the floor—and there aren’t that many reasons you would be there—and
if you asked them what’s wrong, they’d tell you, “Oh, I’m just tired, just
resting.” They’d tell themselves that. They just can’t be honest. You
don’t see that kind of person get sober very often. At least if they can
say, “I’m drunk,” they might be able to get sober.

Sometimes members interpret newcomers’ lives, more or less explic-

itly, according to AA principles. Patricia, a nonmember, spoke to Hank

on the AA “hotline” and asked how she could know if she was an alco-

holic. Hank brought her to a discussion meeting and suggested the topic

“How we got into AA.” Everyone gave an abbreviated personal story,

focusing on the things that had led them to see themselves as alcoholics

and to come to AA for help. After listening to these stories, Patricia

spoke. She said she didn’t think she was an alcoholic, but she did have

a drinking problem. She often drank all day on weekends, and often

didn’t remember those days. She said she drank a lot, sometimes lied

about the amount, and hid bottles. Sometimes she had blackouts. Her

boyfriend was concerned about how much she drank, and he had talked

her into contacting AA. Then she compared herself with her uncle, who

was an alcoholic, and with the other members of the discussion group

whose stories she had heard, and declared that she was not that bad:

she had never wrecked a car or had DUIs; she had never been hospital-

ized, or had deep depressions, so she didn’t think she was an alcoholic.

While she was speaking no one interrupted, but after she had finished

several people spoke. Without actually telling her she was an alcoholic,

they pointed out that the stories they told were their own, not hers, and

the events they told about were not preconditions but symptoms. Gary,

an oldtimer, said that just because he had never been “strung out in a

hospital” like Elizabeth, he could not use that to say he was not an

alcoholic any more than Elizabeth could say she was not one because she

had never had DUIs as he had. “You don’t have to get all the way to the

bottom before you quit,” Elizabeth told Patricia. “The only requirement

for membership is a desire to stop drinking.” At the end of the meeting

Patricia picked up her white chip, indicating her intention to stop drink-

ing and start the AA program. As another characteristic response to this

form of denial, when newcomers state that they haven’t done something,

others will reply “yet.”

Personal stories, as AA recognizes, are important in helping some
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drinkers identify themselves as alcoholics. Hearing or reading personal

stories, potential members compare their lives to the alcoholic life, re-

adjust their definition of “alcoholic,” and say, “these people are like me.”

Telling an AA personal story also helps members construct the identity of

AA alcoholic by signaling real membership and through transforming

the members’ self-understanding.

Telling AA personal stories also helps members identify with one an-

other in ways that are harder to document. As a public event, one that is

not only observable but material and co-participatory, the telling encom-

passes body practices, including vocalization, that realize structures of

affect and disposition. Not only social theorists, from Durkheim and

Mauss to Bourdieu, but any participant in such performances would tell

you that the fellow-feeling born in these ceremonies is a powerful means

of identification.

Telling a personal story, especially at a speakers meeting or on a

Twelfth Step call, signals membership because this “is the time that they

[members] feel that they belong enough to ‘carry the message’” (Robin-

son 1979: 54). Twelfth Stepping and speaking at speakers meetings are

often represented in the AA literature as the final evidence that the

member’s life has turned around from the drinking days to a life in which

he helps others. The personal stories themselves are valued as the vehi-

cles by which the member transforms his past experience into something

useful.

Telling a personal story is also important as a process of self-under-

standing. The example of Patricia illustrates that, despite the hopes of

AA members, drinking alcoholics do not always recognize themselves in

the stories told at meetings and realize that they too must be alcoholics.

The AA story structure has a stage in which the drinker rejects the

suggestion that he might be an alcoholic, despite the negative effects of

his drinking, because he does not match his own definition of “alco-

holic.” The drinker must learn an appropriate definition, and must learn

the events and episodes that are evidence of alcoholism. As he learns the

AA story structure, he must learn to see the events and experiences of his

own life as evidence for alcoholism. He learns to put his own events and

experiences into an AA story, and thus learns to tell, and to understand,

his own life as an AA story. He reinterprets his own past, from the

understanding he once had of himself as a normal drinker to the under-

standing he now has of himself as an alcoholic.
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Reinterpreting the Past

The AA personal story is a cultural form that the teller learns to produce,

and the process transforms her self-understanding from that of a drinker

to that of an AA “recovering alcoholic.” The stories encode the figuring

of alcoholism held by AA, and this figuring organizes knowledge and

guides inferences. As we argue in Chapter 5, identification with the

world figured by a cultural model develops together with becoming an

actor in that world.4 As the newcomer learns to produce an AA story and

identifies herself as an AA alcoholic, she comes to use the cultural model

to direct her present actions and self-understanding and to reinterpret

her past. The stories are tools for reinterpreting the past and putting the

self into the figured world of AA. That is, the stories are cultural mediat-

ing devices, similar to the Nepalese rituals and songs that mediate the

formation of gender identities (see Chapters 10 and 12).

In the course of my fieldwork with AA, I (Carole Cain) heard stories

told in three settings: discussion meetings, speakers meetings, and inter-

views. In some cases I heard the same persons tell their personal stories,

or parts of them, in more than one setting—in an interview and a discus-

sion meeting, for example, or in a discussion meeting and a speakers

meeting. It became clear that there were regularities in the stories each

person told, even as they were adapted to the different settings. There

also seemed to be a relationship between the way the stories were told

and the extent to which the teller had made the AA identity and the AA

model of the alcoholic life his own. The longer a person had been in AA,

the closer his story was to the AA story structure. There were also mark-

ers incorporated into the stories that indicated a process of reinterpreta-

tion, continuing or complete.

Much of this section is based on stories collected during three inter-

views, although I occasionally refer to stories told in other settings. One

advantage of the interviews is that they were tape-recorded and I have

been able to work from transcriptions. Also, in the interviews the speak-

ers clearly consented to my use of the information. Although AA mem-

bers knew that I was attending meetings as part of my research, what was

said at those meetings was intended for other members, not for the

anthropologist, and much was sensitive in nature and private. I have

edited out some material that I felt would be inappropriate to include.5

Interviews were done with people I met through AA meetings, and
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consisted of three parts (see Cain 1991). In the part presented here I

asked for the individuals’ accounts of their drinking experiences.

Before analyzing the interviews I collected personal stories published

in AA literature: 29 from the “Big Book” (AA 1976) and 17 from two

pamphlets (AA 1968a, 1979c). For these 46 accounts I did a careful

analysis, for each paragraph noting main points, episodes and events

included, and propositions made about alcohol, self, and AA. I sketched

the overall structure of each story. I then did the same type of analysis

(by frame) for two fictional stories presented in comic-book style (AA

1967, 1968b). Taking these two very similar stories, which I concluded

were “typical” according to AA beliefs, as prototypes, and referring back

to the 46 published personal accounts, I abstracted a general AA story

structure. It included categories such as “first drink,” “negative effects

of drinking,” “progression of drinking,” “suggestion (by others) that

drinking may be a problem,” “denial,” “attempts to control drinking,”

“entering AA,” “giving AA an honest try,” and “becoming sober.” After I

modified the structure to account for differences (for example, some

sequences may be repeated; some categories are optional), the variation

that remained could be accounted for as attempts to address specific

issues, the agendas of particular publications. All the personal stories in

the AA publication Young People and AA (1979) address the issue of

being a young alcoholic; all the stories in AA for the Woman (1968a)

address the issue of being a female alcoholic. The “Big Book” stories were

all longer than those in the pamphlets and generally addressed the issue

of religious or spiritual beliefs and AA (for more details about my analy-

sis see Cain 1991).

I compared the stories I heard told in AA discussion and speakers

meetings with those in the literature, and found that they fit the struc-

ture quite well, with two qualifications. First, some of the stories in the

discussion meetings were short versions—either telescoped accounts of

a drinking history or pieces of a drinking history used to make a particu-

lar point. Second, at the four speakers meetings I attended, three of the

speakers told stories that closely followed the structure. The fourth story

had events, episodes, and interpretations clearly matching AA beliefs,

but the speaker did not present them in chronological order; rather he

told episodes illustrating various points about his drinking and life. His

interpretations and choice of events matched the AA model in all ways

except the order in which they were told.
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I applied the same analysis to the narratives recorded in interviews and

compared these narratives to the stories told in meetings and published

in the AA literature. The findings suggest that, over time, the individual

develops his drinking history according to the AA structure, and as the

AA identity is formed, the life story narrated comes to resemble the

prototypical AA story more and more closely.

In the interviews I asked each person to tell me about her or his

drinking experiences. Beyond this I tried not to direct the narrative until

it reached what seemed to be a natural ending. Of the three people

interviewed, two seemed to have a clear concept of a set of episodes that

constituted a response to my request. The narrative told by Hank, who

had been sober in AA for fourteen years at the time of the interview, most

closely approximated the AA story structure. Ellen, who had been sober

for two years, also told a narrative that closely resembled the AA story,

but some of her interpretations differed from those heard most often in

AA. While Hank seemed to have completed the process of placing his life

into the AA story form, Ellen was well along in the process but had not

yet completed it. The third informant, Andrew, did not have such a

narrative. Andrew had been in and out of AA for over twenty years but

had never stayed in the program for more than a few months at a time.

That the stories of Ellen and Hank were lengthy narratives requiring

no prompting from me beyond the initial request, and that they paral-

leled the AA story in structure, indicates that Ellen and Hank are learn-

ing, or have learned, to tell their lives as AA personal stories. They

proceeded from early drinking, through its progression and negative

effects, to hitting bottom and getting into AA. Each of these narratives,

excluding follow-up questions and an additional lengthy discussion of

Hank’s life now and his role in AA, lasted about forty-five minutes

(which is also the approximate length of personal stories told in speakers

meetings). Each seemed to form a unit that was a natural unit of dis-

course for the narrators. Both Hank and Ellen seemed to have a clear

concept of a set of material that constituted such a story, and of how it

should unfold.

The narrative of drinking experience as a bounded unit is named. AA

calls it a personal story. Hank referred to his own narrative as a “drinking

story” or a “drinking history,” and indicated that there were some criteria

for such a history: “I’m doing this more or less, I’m tryin’ to keep this

down to drinkin’ and nothin’ else. But you know, there was a life . . . And
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I will say that, you know, all this time there is another life going on. And

this, I think, is important . . . A lot of time drinkin’ stories look like

there’s nothin’ in life but drinkin’, don’t you see.”

Neither Hank’s nor Ellen’s narrative matched the AA story structure

perfectly, but both were very close. Both included a description of early

drinking (or, for Ellen, drug use), the progression, the negative effects,

others’ reactions, hitting bottom, getting into AA, and life since starting

AA. Interestingly, they did not say much about their first contact with

AA, their impression of it, or their ability to identify with other members,

a theme prominent in many of the published personal stories. This may

be a result of differing agendas: the published stories have the purpose of

trying to convince the reader to identify with the teller; in the interview

situation this was not the purpose of the telling. But it may be that Hank

and Ellen have not incorporated this part of the AA story structure into

their own personal stories.

Andrew, the third AA member interviewed, seemed to have no such

drinking experience story. My questions prompted only short answers

about specific events rather than the progression of drinking that makes

up the AA story. He spoke of himself as an alcoholic, but did not seem to

understand this in AA terms. Alcoholism was not something he thought

of as affecting all areas of his life. Similarly, he did not consider AA

something he would have to remain in all the time, or for the rest of his

life, in order to stay sober. Rather, he viewed coming to AA meetings, or

“into the program,” as a measure to take when things got bad. AA was

where he went when he started to have DTs (delirium tremens).

Andrew seemed to understand the events of his life not the way other

AA members would, as a progression of drinking and negative effects

leading to a “bottom,” but rather as a series of unrelated points where

drinking was enough of a problem, based on its physical effects (DTs),

that he had to do something about it. After a thirty-minute interview, the

“drinking history” I had recorded resembled the sort of medical history

that a doctor might collect, rather than an AA story. Andrew had ac-

cepted the label of alcoholic as applying to himself, but he had not

accepted the identity of an AA alcoholic. He did not understand himself

this way, and he did not present his life as an AA life.

In addition to evidence that AA members learn to tell their lives in the

structure of the AA story, there are other indicators that they are reinter-

preting their lives as they tell their stories. One of these is the incorpora-
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tion of AA propositions into the stories. Propositions such as “alcohol-

ism is a progressive disease,” “the alcoholic drinker is out of control,”

and “to recover, the alcoholic drinker must admit that he is powerless

over alcohol” appear in the narratives of Hank and Ellen.

Hank: After my last drink, and coming back in, I realized that if I was
gonna live, and live comfortable, and live happily, that I was gonna have
to take the AA program, its directions, and live it . . . And it was rough
at first . . . and so . . . I hadn’t lived that way. The other two times that I
was in, you know, it was something like, you know, making my own
decisions and writing my own program. But this time, I decided that,
you know, I was gonna do it . . . that way. And, and part of it is realizing
that, you know, from the very beginning, that I’m powerless over it, that
there’s nothing I can do about my drinking . . .

Ellen: So, everyone says, you know, it’s a progressive disease. And I can see
the progression, how I went from bad to worse, whenever I try to relate my
story . . . I swear, from that day on, for the next two, almost three years,
I was high every day. And after about a month I realized that this is
something that I couldn’t stop. It’s getting out of hand, because I would
wake up in the morning . . . I’d go to bed at night and I’d make sure I
had the dope in the morning to get up with.

Ellen’s narrative also includes sections interpreted in ways other than

those common in AA, sometimes in opposition to certain AA proposi-

tions. For example, she makes a distinction between different types of

addiction, a distinction AA does not make: “And I know, I realize that

marihuana is not physically addicting, but for me it was very psychologi-

cally addicting.” And she tells about a “slip” but minimizes its impor-

tance, in opposition to the AA belief that a single drink (or joint) can

lead to the previous level of drinking or using: “I told God and myself I

would, if I ever get that baby back, I would never do anything like that

. . . again. And so, I haven’t. I, I smoked a joint at [a psychiatric hospital],

but I haven’t gotten back into that lifestyle that, that I was at that point.

And I don’t want to. When I smoked that joint, I think I did it mostly to

see if I still got high, what it was like, and anything like that. It really

didn’t do much for me.”

At some points Ellen seems to be working out her story, or at least the

story she tells, as she tells it: “I was looking for a job. That’s what I was

doing. I was living with her and looking for a job. And . . . Except that I’d
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never look for a job. I’d just go out and get stoned.” This quotation

reflects a process that is recognized as necessary for progress in AA: that

of “getting honest,” or admitting that you have not been honest with

yourself or others previously. “Well, they accused me of stealing money

from the cash register at that job I had. And I said, ‘No I didn’t.’ And they

kept, and then, and then it would start. The lady, my boss lady said, well

. . . you know, I just was real paranoid. I thought she thought I was

stealing money from her, or something. So I quit. I got . . . I told my

boyfriend that I couldn’t take her telling me that I stole from her, ’cause I

didn’t steal anything from her.”

These two quotations show that Ellen has not yet arrived at a finished

version of her story. The second also reflects another important aspect of

Ellen’s life. Two years before this interview she was diagnosed as para-

noid schizophrenic—the result, her doctors said, of her heavy drug use.

In this passage she interprets her actions as the result of her paranoid

thought system, although she seems unsure of this interpretation. The

quotation illustrates a process she is still going through of choosing

between two versions of events, posited within two different, if often

related, figured worlds.

Ellen’s and Hank’s narratives also include verbal markers indicating

that reinterpretation of the past has occurred. Hank’s is the most fully

reinterpreted life of the three interview narratives. He compares the way

he now understands his past behavior with the way he understood it at

the time.

I know now, what I have learned later, that within two years of having my
first drink, that I had trouble with alcohol. I look back. I did not drink
like my peers. It affected me differently than others.

Oh, I was a very, very sick man, I know now, before anyone ever recom-
mended treatment.

This was the first time I went to having serious problems with it. Two or
three things . . . There was the separation, and then the other things.
You know, these things, I’ve learned later, were perfectly normal. Divorce,
separate and divorce. And the other things were perfectly normal.

Well, like a lot of the other recovering alcoholics, and like some I’ve heard
about, I wound up by my wife and myself getting back together. Oh,
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outside of being something typical that a drunk would do, without any
more thought than that . . . we did it.

Ellen has not reinterpreted all episodes she includes in her narrative as

fully as Hank has reinterpreted his. Her markers of reinterpretation take

the form of comparison of events in her life with events she has heard

other AA members tell.

And it seems that to justify smoking dope and drinking, I would always
say something about my parents. I’d say, like, “My parents don’t love
me,” or “They don’t understand me,” or something, “So I’m gonna go
get high.” And that would get them. The other night I guess you heard
Mark . . . talking about, you know, he was bored and didn’t have any-
thing to do. I think I used anger a lot instead.

And then starts a big period in my life where I was just depressed. I
just was so depressed. And part of it, I was so depressed because I’d
have periods where I’d be totally . . . And this can happen with drink-
ing, too. I’ve heard a lot of people say, you know, like, they, the blackouts,
the insanity, that comes from a lot of drinking. About seeing hallucina-
tions, and all that kind of thing. So it’s not just the drugs that you can do
that with.

Other examples of marked reinterpretation of past events come from

the personal stories told at speakers meetings:

I used to say, even after I got into AA, that I had never lost a job because
of my drinking. And it’s true that I was never fired with drinking given
as a reason. But I was fired because I had not finished my thesis, and I
had never finished my thesis because I was drinking. Put two and two
together . . .

I used to say that prostitution was one thing I had never done to get
money for drugs. But I realize now that I was prostituting myself to my
husband. He would call [after she had left him] and say he had cocaine.
I’d be there.

The stories change over time as the understanding of oneself and one’s

life changes. There seems to be a fairly strong relationship among the

extent to which the AA identity has been formed, the extent to which the

narrative of drinking experience resembles the AA story structure, and

the salience of the AA identity to the individual. Hank had been in AA by
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far the longest time, and the identity of AA alcoholic was very prominent

in his self-understanding: of 13 responses he gave to the question “Who

am I?” 6 (46 percent), including the first 3, referred to his identity as

an alcoholic or his participation in AA:6 (1) “I am a recovering alco-

holic”; (2) “14 years sober”; (3) “drinking history—twenty years or bet-

ter”; (10) “spend quite a bit of time in AA service work”; (12) “love to

talk to school and university classes [about alcoholism and AA]”; and

(13) “man on AA hotline in my home (eight years).” His other 7 re-

sponses referred to family and career.

Ellen’s responses to the question “Who am I?” indicated that she was

not as far along as Hank in the process of incorporating the AA identity

as a prominent self-understanding. Of 11 responses, 2 (18 percent) re-

lated directly to this identity, and these were within the first four

responses: (3) “ex–drug addict”; and (4) “sober.” Her other responses re-

ferred to social categories and personality traits, including (1) “woman,”

(2) “mother,” (9) “bride,” (5) “social,” (7) “outgoing,” and (8) “people

pleaser.”

In contrast, only one (5 percent) of Andrew’s 20 responses to the

question “Who am I?” related to the AA identity: (13) “non-drinker.”

The response preceding this was “non-smoker.” His first response was

his full name. The remainder dealt mainly with work and avocations—

(2) “dishwasher,” (3) “composer,” (4) “performer,” (5) “cook,” (18)

“writer”—and with his current living situation and his dissatisfaction

with it: (7) “product of divorce,” (8) “single,” (9) “under-employed,”

(10) “unhappy with living arrangement,” (11) “overweight,” (14) “dis-

appointed with locale,” (15) “no children/wife,” (20) “alone.” These

results support the conclusion that there is a relationship between the

prominence of the AA alcoholic identity and the extent to which the

narrative of drinking experience resembles the AA story structure.

Comparison of the stories told in various settings with one another

and with the published AA stories indicates that the form of one’s per-

sonal story changes over time as one develops and becomes emotionally

attached to the AA identity. Ellen’s and Hank’s interviews suggest that

these stories actually mediate self-understanding, by helping the tellers

learn to interpret their lives in the same way other alcoholics interpret

theirs. Episodes from one’s life are grouped into a drinking experience

story, or drinking history, that resembles the AA story in structure. One’s

understanding of the self and the past changes as AA propositions and
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interpretations are learned. As the AA member learns to place the events

of his life into the structure of the AA story, he learns to tell his life as an

AA story, and reinterprets his past in this way. He learns to understand

himself as an AA person. By this same process, from the standpoint of the

group, the neophyte is fully recruited, partaking both of AA’s activities

and of the imagined life, the figured world, that sustains AA’s separate

and recognizable sphere.

Members of Alcoholics Anonymous have found a particular definition of

alcoholism and a particular way to deal with problem drinking. Their

program for recovery requires accepting the idea of alcoholism as an

incurable disease that affects all areas of one’s life, and accepting the idea

of oneself as an “alcoholic,” one who is powerless over alcohol. The

change that the men and women of AA undergo is more than one of

behavior—from drinking to not drinking. It is a transformation of the

meaning and the referability of behavior—that is, of identity, of how one

understands oneself—from a drinking non-alcoholic to a non-drinking

alcoholic.

Newcomers to AA must give up an old identity, that of normal drinker,

and develop a new one. They go through a process of identity devalu-

ation followed by a process of identity formation. This transformation

takes place through reinterpretation, as members come to understand

that their pasts have been a progression of alcoholic drinking and alco-

holic behavior. They learn to cast their (drinking) lives in AA’s distinctive

way of figuring such a life. One way this reinterpretation takes place is

through the AA personal story. The AA story is a genre, a cultural device,

that newcomers can learn to produce and use to mediate self-under-

standing. As the newcomer learns the structure of the AA story, and

learns the model of alcoholism encoded in the story, he begins to place

the events and experiences of his own life into this form. He learns to tell

his own life as an AA personal story, and through this, to understand his

life as an AA life and himself as an AA person. He comes to understand

why, and how, he is an alcoholic.

What happens when an AA member fails to compose this new under-

standing of himself and of his life? The example of Andrew suggests that

such people may be those for whom AA does not work. Andrew has

accepted the label of “alcoholic,” and the idea of alcoholism as a disease,

but has not accepted the AA identity, with its interpretation of what this
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means. He does not figure his life in AA’s terms. He views AA as a

measure to take when things get really bad. He does not share the set of

values and distinctions that unites other AA members. The identity of

“alcoholic” does not affect his actions, or his perceptions of self, beyond

his drinking behavior. Andrew has never stayed in AA for more than one

year, although he has been in treatment for alcoholism four times and in

and out of AA at least three times.

A follow-up with Hank and Andrew further supported the importance

of acquiring the AA identity. Two years after the original interviews,

Hank remained sober and active in AA. Although a stroke had made him

decrease his participation in activities, AA held a central and important

place in his life. He talked at length about the role of speaking in AA and

what speaking in meetings does for members.

Andrew had left the AA program within a month of the first interview.

Two years later I spoke with him again at a community soup kitchen

where he had come for lunch. He told me he had been “hitting it [the

bottle] pretty hard” and was in bad shape. He said he had used the death

of his mother as an excuse to go on a drinking binge, “though, if it’s a

disease, I guess you don’t need an excuse.” He had lost his job as a cab

driver, partly because one night, while a customer went into a liquor

store, he also went in and made a purchase. Now unemployed, he was

about to be evicted from his apartment because he could not pay the

rent. I asked him what plans he had. He said he would take a job as a

dishwasher, but he thought he needed some time off to get “straightened

out” before he took another job. He told me he planned either to check

himself into a detoxification and treatment center or to get back into AA:

“Anyway, I’m gonna go today and tomorrow . . . I’m gonna drink today

and tomorrow. Sort of a binge, though I don’t know if you’d call it a

binge. Then after that, Saturday I’m gonna go back to the program, start

meetings.” Perhaps this time, this Saturday, Andrew would begin a jour-

ney toward what Hank had long ago reached, an enduring identity as an

AA alcoholic.
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5

How Figured Worlds of
Romance Become Desire

“She took him to the prom . . . he was about 26 . . . he was with a whole

lot of girls, it wasn’t like he was just talking to her . . . she really didn’t

know what she was getting into.” Americans often speak of romance as

though it were a “natural” and intrinsically motivating activity that most

people, by the time they reach a certain age, engage in at a reasonable

level of competence. In the quotation a young woman named Cylene

alludes to a much less common conception: that savoir faire in romantic

pursuits is learned and that the motivating force of romance may not

come about automatically, but may rather be formed in social life.

The larger issue here concerns how figured worlds come to engage

people, to shape and be shaped by their actions. Not only the skills and

competencies involved in cultural performances but also the meanings

and salience of such activities and the desire to participate in them vary

from person to person. As we saw in Chapter 4 with regard to Alcoholics

Anonymous, participants develop an identification with a figured world

in different degrees of engagement, and these “levels of identity” are

products of people’s social histories, lived as “history-in-person.” These

processes of identification are evident in the specialized world of AA and

also in the more widespread activities of romance and attraction.

In a study of college student life (see Holland and Eisenhart 1990) we

followed Cylene and twenty-two other women for a year and a half,

through three semesters. The study was designed to investigate how

women’s peer groups affected their choice of career. As it turned out,

much of the women’s time and energy, much of what they said in their

interviews, and much of what we observed in their peer activities had
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to do with romantic relationships. Because we interviewed the women

again and again over the three semesters, we were able to follow their

developing skills and ideas about the conduct of romantic affairs. Be-

cause we participated in some of their peer activities, we also were able to

describe the social-interactional context in which these skills and ideas

developed. The figured world of romance acquired motivating force as

the women developed mastery of it, and their mastery, in turn, depended

upon their development of a concept of themselves as actors in the world

of romance. Although American culture tells us that the urge to romance

is “natural,” our findings suggest that the desire for romance is formed

over time and in social life—in a process of recruitment and identifica-

tion to action in a figured world.

The Directive Force of Figured Worlds

How do meaning systems “become desire”? In other words, how does a

culturally constructed world encourage people to action? This question

lies at the interface between the collective and the person and is impli-

cated in any theory that gives weight to cultural logics. Parsons alluded

to the importance of the issue; in his opinion the question of the rela-

tions of “social structure” and “personality” had been solved by a conver-

gence between Freud’s account of the ego, superego, and id and Durk-

heim’s, Cooley’s, and Mead’s accounts of society. His excitement was

evident: “This convergence is one of the few truly momentous develop-

ments of modern social science” (1961: 166).

Parsons’s enthusiasm notwithstanding, there was and still is serious

contention within the social sciences, and within anthropology in par-

ticular, over the proper conceptualization of the relationships among

society, behavior, and the “presocial” nature of humans. In anthropologi-

cal accounts the questions have often been phrased in terms of culture.

To what extent does culture determine behavior? Is culture—defined as

collective interpretations of social and material experience—merely an

after-the-fact labeling of deep-seated human needs and interests stem-

ming, say, from psychodynamic forces or from in-built materialist orien-

tations? Or are cultural meaning systems influential to the point that

they profoundly shape and define human needs? As Spiro (1982) points

out, one’s assumptions about this issue determine one’s interpretation of

the problem of the directive force of cultural systems.
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If culture is assumed to define and determine individual human needs,

then the challenge is to explicate the form and nature of a particular

figured world and so its power to dictate action. The directive force is

supplied by the figured world itself. Many anthropologists take culture to

be a profoundly important determinant of human motivation and thus

adopt this first approach.

If, in contrast, culture is conceived as a superficial labeling of deep-

seated human needs, then questions about the directive force of cultural

systems become questions about how a cultural system—the surface

form—is harnessed to and so derives its power from underlying (psy-

chodynamic) forces. This second approach can be found in the literature

of anthropology as well. An anthropological position need not exclude

the possibility that cross-culturally variable meaning systems are but gilt

upon a more fundamental—psychodynamic, materialist, or even struc-

turalist—substrate (see Quinn 1992; Hutchins 1987).

A third approach, one that emphasizes the formation of motivation

during development, is less familiar in the anthropological literature.

This third position is the one we take here.

In our neo-Vygotskian developmental approach, thoughts and feel-

ings, will and motivation are formed as the individual develops. The

individual comes, in the recurrent contexts of social interaction, to per-

sonalize cultural resources, such as figured worlds, languages, and sym-

bols, as means to organize and modify thoughts and emotions. These

personalized cultural devices enable and become part of the person’s

“higher mental functions,” to use Vygotsky’s terms.

Becker’s (1963) analysis of the use of marijuana exemplifies the kind

of study and conclusions implied by Vygotskian theory. Although Becker

does not refer to Vygotsky’s concepts, his study of how people become

inveterate pot smokers clearly shows that motivation is developed within

social process. Becker’s findings challenged the then-prevalent idea that

personality traits or the physiological effects of the drug motivated

use. He found that the full measure of the motivation to smoke was

neither brought by the individual to the activity nor compelled by the

nature of the drug. Rather the compelling nature of the activity devel-

oped and was maintained in the context of interaction with others. The

neophyte learned from others not only how to use the drug but also how

to attend to and value the experience. Similarly, although we do not
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wish to draw parallels between using drugs and being involved in ro-

mance, our research suggests that the compelling nature of romantic

pursuits comes about, or is constructed, in the process of learning the

figured world.

The Study

Our study of college women covered a three-semester period in 1979–

1981, from near the beginning of the informants’ freshman year to the

middle of their sophomore year. We interviewed the women monthly

and joined in some of their campus activities. The “talking diary” inter-

views were designed to encourage the women to discuss their experi-

ences and concerns in their own terms. A second type of interview, the

“life history” interview, was conducted near the end of the study.

The participants were drawn from two universities in the southern

United States—twelve from Bradford University, a historically black

school, and eleven from Southern University (SU), a historically white

school. Bradford draws students who are predominantly African-Ameri-

can and lower middle class; SU draws predominantly white, middle- and

upper-middle-class students. Both are state universities. At both the ratio

of women to men is about 60:40. (For details see Holland and Eisenhart

1981, 1990.)1

Romance and Attractiveness at the Two Schools

At both Bradford and SU, social activities were usually related to the

conduct of romantic encounters and relationships. Going out with, or

seeing, friends of the opposite sex ranked high on the list of valued

activities, and places where one might meet new men and women—par-

ties, mixers, or the local bars—were favored locations. The women and

their friends spent a lot of time talking about potential romantic part-

ners and their own and others’ cross-gender relationships. Attractive-

ness—as validated by attention from a man or men—contributed in a

major way to a woman’s status in the peer system (Holland and Eisenhart

1990). The romantic sphere of life was especially important to the

women of SU. Those who were less successful at coursework than they

had expected began to emphasize romantic relationships even more than
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they once had. Relationships with women were subordinated to relation-

ships with men; romantic relationships often interfered with relation-

ships among women (Holland and Eisenhart 1990).

The themes of male/female relationships also dominated a vocabulary

that the students used to talk about one another. Women knew hun-

dreds of words for types of men, such as “jerks,” “jocks,” “cowboys,”

“frattybaggers,” “brains,” “pricks,” and men knew hundreds for types of

women (Holland and Skinner 1987). And romance figured profoundly in

the semiotics of clothes and personal adornment.

An earlier study of the meaning of gender-marked terms and of de-

scriptions of male/female encounters and relationships, also conducted

at SU, had suggested that student discourse about romantic and close

cross-gender friendships presupposed a “cultural model” or cultural nar-

rative of how such relationships develop.2 To understand the students’

talk one had to know what they took for granted about these relation-

ships (Holland and Skinner 1987).

As with other figured worlds, the cultural models of romance posited a

simplified world populated by a set of agents (for example, attractive

women, boyfriends, lovers, fiancés) who engage in a limited range of

important acts or state changes (flirting with, falling in love with, dump-

ing, having sex with) as moved by a specific set of forces (attractiveness,

love). When the young adults talked about their acquaintances, friends,

and (potential) romantic partners in terms of gender-marked types such

as “hunks,” “jerks,” “Susie sororities,” or “dumb broads,” they were

assuming that the talk would be understood in relation to a simplified

world of cross-gender relationships. The typical progress of events pos-

ited in this figured world follows this course:

An attractive man (“guy”) and an attractive woman (“girl”) are

drawn to each other.

The man learns and appreciates the woman’s qualities and unique-

ness as a person.

Sensitive to her desires, he shows his affection by treating her well:

he buys things for her, takes her places she likes, and shows that

he appreciates her and appreciates her uniqueness as a person.

She in turn shows her affection and interest and allows the relation-

ship to become more intimate.
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This standard scenario also presupposes the motives or purposes of such

relationships:

The relationship provides intimacy for both the man and the woman.

The relationship validates the attractiveness of both the man and the

woman.

And it allows and accounts for some exceptions:

If the man’s attractiveness or prestige is less than the woman’s, he

compensates by treating her especially well.

If the woman’s attractiveness is the lower of the two, she compen-

sates by being satisfied with less good treatment from the man.

Most of the hundreds of gender-marked terms the students used desig-

nate problematic types of men and women—problematic in relation to

the taken-for-granted progress of male/female relations posited by the

cultural model. They are figures who cause such relations to go awry.

“Jerk” names a typical problematic man. Our informants described jerks

as “insensitive” and “stupid.” But they did not fully spell out why a jerk

was considered such a negative type or why women found jerks disgust-

ing and irritating. The reason became clear when we considered the jerk

as a relevant character in the figured world. A jerk is a type of man who

is neither attractive nor sensitive to women. He cannot compensate for

his low prestige by treating a woman especially well. He is too “out of it”

to discern her special qualities and anticipate her desires. He cannot

figure out the things he could do to make her feel well treated. He may be

so insensitive that he cannot even tell she dislikes him. Because he can-

not “take a hint,” he will not leave her alone, and thus he becomes more

and more irritating.3

Not only were the women expected to know these cultural assump-

tions about the “usual” romantic relationship and the many types who

populated the world of romance, they also were constantly exposed to

interpretations of their own behavior based upon this standard romantic

scenario. In short, life among women students at both universities was

dominated in large part—both socially and culturally—by romance. So-

cial activities and relationships, including relationships between women,

often revolved around romantic encounters or around talk about roman-

tic relationships. Status was accorded, especially for women, in relation
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to attractiveness. The students shared ways of communicating about and

conventions for interpreting romantic relationships. And one’s goals, in-

tentions, and qualities were likely to be interpreted according to these

ideas about romance.

Differences in Romantic Expertise and Involvement

In the peer situation, with its constant enactments of and talk about

romantic relationships, individual differences in expertise and involve-

ment were obscured. Knowledgeability about the types of men and the

ways romantic relationships worked was more or less assumed. Further-

more, as romance was assumed to be a natural activity, a basic level of

competence in the conduct of relationships was presumed.

American culture does not generally treat romantic relationships as an

area of expertise. The women did not usually talk about romance and

romantic relationships as something at which one is good or bad, expert

or inexpert. Love and romance were often talked about fatalistically, as

something that happened to one, not something that one affected. Un-

successful relationships were more often attributed to character flaws,

luck, or mismatches of interests than to a lack of skill or savoir faire.

Nonetheless, some talk did turn upon questions of expertise and com-

petence. The women sometimes saw themselves or others as having

made mistakes. They had a sense of romantic situations that they were

too inexperienced or too young to handle. They sometimes assessed

themselves and others as more or less proficient at romantic activities.

Judging from the women in the study, this less often articulated view

was the more accurate one. The more common notion that everyone has

similar levels of competence in and involvement with romance did not

hold up. Some women were quite ambivalent about romance (southern

style) and had less-than-compelling images of themselves in romantic

relationships. And the women differed in their facility with romantic

situations. That is, they had been recruited to the figured world of ro-

mance, and they had rehearsed in the repertory of activities, the scripts,

of that world, but not all of them had rehearsed to the same level. They

differed both in their degree of involvement with the world of romance

and in their levels of expertise in conceiving and responding to romantic

situations—that is, their skills as romantic actors and their “feeling” or

sense (Bourdieu’s sens pratique) for the game of romantic relations.
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Involvement in the World of Romance

Romance was much more salient or present in the thoughts of some

women. Apart from salience, but related to it, was another variable as-

pect of involvement: identification of self in the world of romance.

Salience of the World of Romance

Spiro (1982) has described five levels of “cognitive salience” of cultural

systems. At the highest levels, a cultural system first guides and then

instigates action. Some of the women in the study had apparently

reached that degree of salience. They saw everyday life through the lens

of the figured world of romance. Romantic involvements—actual or

hoped for—occupied much of their time and thoughts. They spent far

more of their time either with boyfriends, talking about boyfriends, look-

ing for boyfriends, or adjusting their plans and activities to boyfriends

than did others. Romance was less salient for others; they spent time

instead on classes, clubs or committees, friends or family relationships.

For several women the salience of romance changed over the course of

the study. For some, romantic activities became more important; for

others, less so. These cases helped us tease out—as we shall show later—

not only the concomitants of increasing and decreasing salience but also

the factors that affected its rise and fall.

Experiences in nonromantic pursuits sometimes occasioned changes

in a woman’s emphasis on romance. Several of the women came to col-

lege proud of having done well in high school and then got upset when

their university grades were not as good. They gradually became less

involved with their schoolwork and switched their attention and time

to romantic pursuits. Romance became an even more important world

for them.

Friends were another impetus to romance. Peers generally encouraged

the pursuit of romance. Sometimes, however, they stimulated opposition

to this cultural system, and they may have figured in one woman’s even-

tual loss of interest. For this woman, Sandy, the decrease in salience was

dramatic.

At the beginning of the study Sandy seemed as interested as her

dormmates in finding a male romantic partner (“You can have the

blondes, I get the dark-haired . . . cute ones”). But as time went by she
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had trouble establishing the kind of relationships she wanted with men

at college. She also learned that a potential boyfriend from back home

did not feel equally attracted to her and was in fact involved with some-

one else. All her friends seemed to be having similarly unhappy romantic

experiences. Sandy also began to feel that she did not fit in with the other

students at SU: “In my hometown, I was pretty much respected in the

community and accepted for what I am, or was, in that community. [I

was] basically your nonconformist, and I dressed to suit me. But when I

came down here I . . . got the impression that here I was a sloppy little

girl and I didn’t have any class or I didn’t have any style.”

She came to stress friendships more than she had before: “Friendships

were . . . and probably still are one of the most important things to me.

They were important to me not so very much socially. They were impor-

tant to me as a person . . . I pride myself in my friendships.”

Sandy formed a special friendship with one woman, Leslie. Despite the

jealousy of other friends and the admonitions of her parents, who felt she

was not availing herself of all the options at college, Sandy pursued her

friendship with Leslie: “Our friendship is terrific . . . I just would like to

spend more time . . . it’s all been crammed into one semester . . . there’s

probably not gonna be another time in my life when I can just sit down

and just be friends.”

Sandy came to devote all her free time to Leslie. She had begun her

freshman year with a professed interest in romantic relationships with

men, but had dropped that interest altogether. Such romantic attach-

ments became markedly less salient for her, and her identity as an attrac-

tive woman in the world of romance, as culturally construed, became

unimportant.

Identification with the World of Romance

Not only the importance the women attributed to romance but also the

nature of their stances toward it varied. Some seemed to have an idea

of themselves as participants in the world of male/female relationships

and to accept these romantic selves as real parts of themselves. Others

either had an unclear image or sensed a discrepancy between themselves

and the romantic role(s) they were acting out. At least one woman,

Susan, explicitly contested the way romance was conceived and enacted
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in the student culture. Another, Natalie, devalued the importance of

some taken-for-granted ideas of romance and marriage.

The women’s process of identification with the romantic world took

place in the context of constant social comment and action. Their peers,

sometimes even their professors, cast them as romantic actors. Della’s

account provides a graphic example of such typecasting as a roman-

tic/sexual character. One day she went to class dressed in a skirt and

blouse:

And I sits in front . . . of the class, and my teacher says, “What’s this?
What’s this? Della, where’s she at?” And I just sat there looking at him
cause he looked dumb looking around me . . . and he said, “Oh, there’s
Della.” He looked my legs up and down, up and down, and the whole
class [was] looking at him. He said, “Oh, oh, I see. I see, Della, I see.
Oh, oh.” . . . I was so embarrassed; the whole class was looking at me.

Another woman, Karla, told about a seduction attempt by a former

teacher. Her story consisted of the following episodes. She ran into a

teacher from high school, one she had liked and respected and whose

opinion she still valued highly. He gave her a book to read—a book by

Freud—and they made plans to discuss it. Karla read the book and went

to meet her teacher ready for an intellectual discussion. Instead she

found out that he wanted to be her lover. Because he had a family, she

had not thought of a romantic relationship with him and she disap-

proved of his invitation. She deflected his advances, but he persisted.

When she finally made her reluctance clear, he became angry and told

her that “intellectuals” were not concerned about whether their lovers

were married or not.4

These two attempts to interpret or identify or position the women

in certain sorts of romantic or sexual relationships were fairly explicit

and direct, as were many such cases. We also observed an abundance of

cases where the attributions were less direct. Even seemingly descrip-

tive comments, such as “Oh, you’re wearing your add-a-beads,” could

be abbreviated references to a romantic type. At the time of the study,

“add-a-beads” were popular among sorority women. Such a comment on

clothing, or even a pointed look, was sufficient to communicate an inter-

pretation—in the add-a-bead case, that one was acting out a certain

femininity and style of conducting romantic relationships.
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The women sometimes accepted these interpretations of themselves as

romantic types, sometimes explicitly rejected them, and sometimes ig-

nored them. Della rejected her professor’s casting of her in a sexual role.

Karla ignored her former teacher’s claim that intellectuals had different

moral codes for extramarital affairs and that, if she wanted to prove

herself an intellectual, she had to change her ideas about romantic rela-

tionships. Cylene, however, seemed to entertain the possibility that a

characterization of her as a romantic type was true. Her father had told

her that she wanted so many things—a house, a car, a boat—that she was

going to “kill” her man. The gist of his comment was that she expected a

boyfriend to treat her too well—to provide her with too many material

possessions. She did not dispute his characterization and, in fact, consid-

ered it as a possibly valid interpretation.

The women seemed to winnow the possible interpretations, to accept

some parts and reject others. Natalie talked explicitly about a vision of

herself that she had formed as a young child and had since given up, at

least in part: “‘Marrying rich’ is just a term for marrying the whole ideal

guy . . . that’s just a thing that most everybody thinks about . . . a good-

looking rich man who loves me very much and won’t let me cook . . . and

lives in a big house.” By the time of the study, Natalie had discarded a

piece of this vision of herself as a married woman. For various reasons,

particularly her sister’s experience with a husband who could not hold a

job, Natalie had decided to prepare herself to have a career, or at least a

job that would free her from dependence upon a future husband’s eco-

nomic support.

Even though the women were bombarded with images of themselves

in the world of romance, and even though many of their peers seemed to

have sorted through these various interpretations and arrived at fairly

stable views of themselves as actors in the romantic world, some of the

women did not identify themselves as such. They had no clear idea of a

“romantic” self—either a self to avoid or a self to realize.5

Susan, for example, had an extremely unsettled and ambivalent iden-

tification with romance. At one point she spoke of her trip out west,

saying what a beautiful place it was for a romance. But she had not gotten

involved with anyone because, she said, it was “too much trouble.” Her

boyfriend seemed more of an accommodation to peer demands than a

reality. And she was openly critical of one of the motives for romantic
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relationships: the idea that boyfriends should be a source of prestige. She

took the researcher to her dorm to show her how the girls brought their

boyfriends to the lounge to “show them off.” In Susan’s opinion, boy-

friends were not for showing off.

Susan spent much time thinking about the sort of life she wanted to

have. Her dilemma seemed to be a choice between becoming a “socialite”

and becoming a “hippie.” She was inclined to reject the upwardly mo-

bile, upper-middle-class lifestyle that she felt pressured—perhaps by her

family—to embrace. This struggle was related to her ambivalence about

her studies and about romantic relationships. The reliance upon boy-

friends as a source of prestige enacted by women in the student culture

seemed to remind her of the “socialite” women in her hometown. These

women were typified, in Susan’s mind, by frequent attendance at the

country club, where they talked on and on about their rich husbands.

Her feelings about socialites—and her distaste when she thought about

herself as one—made identification with the world of romance at SU

difficult for her.

There also were cases in which women—including Susan—partici-

pated in relationships without their hearts being totally in them, so to

speak. These women told us of a distance between their “true” feelings

and the ways they were acting. Cylene talked about having had a steady

boyfriend in high school, but said that, looking back, she probably had

had him as a “steady” not because she was particularly attached to him

and did not want to date other men but because she was worried about

people “talking.”6

Susan most straightforwardly expressed the felt distance between her

actions and her true feelings. Although some of the other women also

had absentee boyfriends, who seemed primarily to be useful excuses for

not going out with other men, Susan’s way of talking about Howard, her

boyfriend, clearly revealed her limited involvement in the relationship.

She talked about their awkwardness when they did get together. She also

talked about Howard in a sarcastic tone of voice that indicated she was

not serious. Describing her feelings about his decision to attend a univer-

sity halfway across the country, she said, “I don’t know exactly when he’s

going but, um, I’m sure I’ll see him sometime. So . . . heartbreak, sob and

everything like that!” In another instance, when an older man from a

nearby city tried to persuade her to go out with him, she told the inter-
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viewer: “But 30 years old, that’s old. I mean I’m 18 years old. I don’t want

to go out with someone who’s 30. It’s not that bad but—shucks, I don’t

want to go out with anybody but Howard. He’s worth the wait.”7

Although she was less ambivalent than Susan, Natalie also seemed to

participate only half-heartedly in activities where one might meet poten-

tial romantic partners. Natalie did attend many parties and mixers but

seemingly only for appearance’s sake. As she presented herself in the

interviews, Natalie was much less involved in romantic endeavors than

most of the other women, and much more invested in her schoolwork.

She consistently talked not about boyfriends but about her schoolwork

and her family. She appeared to be little identified with the world of

romance. Her childhood vision of herself as a romantic partner (de-

scribed earlier) had largely disintegrated as she watched her sister’s mari-

tal troubles. She spoke positively of becoming, at some future time,

romantically involved with a man, but her vision of this future relation-

ship was vague and without detail.

As these cases suggest, although others continually cast the women as

romantic actors, their involvement with the world of romance varied.

Some resisted being identified as romantic participants; some opposed

parts of the views of romance they associated with peers; some devised

strategies for avoiding or circumscribing their romantic experiences; and

many indicated that their feelings were at odds with the way they were

acting out a relationship.

To reiterate, the women we studied were not equally involved with the

world of romance, and the components of their involvement—salience

and identification—proved to be interrelated. Talk about men, focus on

men, and orientation toward romantic relationships correlated positively

with how much the women talked about and treated themselves as ac-

tors in the world of romance. Cylene, Natalie, and Susan, in their differ-

ent ways, were less involved in their romantic activities than many of the

other women. Although they continued to participate, their comments

conveyed a sense of distance. Correspondingly, they expressed less con-

cern about romance in the interviews than women like Karla, who did

identify with the world of romance and for whom romantic relation-

ships and activities remained salient. The women’s individual social situ-

ations and histories influenced their varying degrees of recruitment to

this figured world.

The world of romance is a powerful element of the cultural life of
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college students, but, like any other frame of activity, it subsists in rela-

tion to other figured worlds. All such worlds are subject to social iden-

tifications, that is, associated with the people who conventionally partici-

pate in them, and these people in turn are subject to the social differentia

of rank and prestige—class, gender, race, and any number of more local

divisions of communities—that affect the evaluation, and thus the per-

suasiveness and authority, of the spheres they populate. This complex of

social and cultural influence is realized personally, as in Susan’s case,

where a predisposition against “socialites” colored her relations to class-

mates she identified with the romantic world, and hence her vision of

herself in that world. Only by moving between the institutional and the

intimate, between history in its usual sense and history-in-person, can

we do justice to social life. It is this same analytic movement that cap-

tures psychic life, because the two aspects are, according to Vygotsky and

Bakhtin, transmutable and indissolubly related.

Romantic Savoir Faire

In concert with their varying degrees of involvement with the world of

romance, the women also seemed more or less expert at, more or less

agentic in, romantic relationships. They differed both in how much they

relied upon the directions and motivations of others and in how they

formulated and responded to problematic situations. Those who ap-

peared to be less knowledgeable or less expert closely copied and took

direction from others, attended to relatively circumscribed aspects of

relationships, and had difficulty generating possible responses to roman-

tic situations.

The women’s ways of talking about men and relationships with men

conveyed different degrees of facility with the cultural discourse. One

woman had such proficiency with campus types that she was able to

extract the “essences” of the types and put them together in a skit. She

and some others were facile in talking about their own strategies for

handling relationships. Karen talked about “keeping the upper hand” in

a relationship, and Rosalind about “putting one man up front.” Though

Karen and Rosalind may not have invented these strategies, they seemed

fully familiar with their use, reflecting upon and enacting them with

ease. Susan, in contrast, seemed limited to repeating and attempting to

carry out the directives of others.
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To illustrate “getting the upper hand,” Karen, a student at SU, de-

scribed her behavior toward Hal, a man she had just met. She was trying

to convince him that she was attractive—possibly more attractive than

he was. A woman who is less attractive than a man she goes out with,

according to the conventions of the figured world, compensates by set-

tling for less attentive and sensitive treatment and by allowing the rela-

tionship to become physically intimate faster than she might wish. If she

is more attractive than the man, he compensates by being especially

sensitive and attentive to her. Karen tried to “get the upper hand” by

convincing Hal that other men were interested in her. She tried to give

him the impression that she was dating other men, that she had a boy-

friend back home, and that she had a full social calendar.

For Rosalind, a student at Bradford, “putting one man up front” meant

playing up her involvement with only one man. Romantic relationships

at Bradford were complicated by the need to maintain integrity and

self-control. One lost integrity and control if information about one’s

emotional investments became known to those who might use it to

manipulate or interfere with one’s relationships (Holland and Eisenhart

1990). Rosalind’s idea was to mask the full range of her involvements by

emphasizing one man as her primary romantic interest, thereby deflect-

ing attention from all others.

Both “getting the upper hand” and “keeping one man up front” were

strategies for achieving the valued outcomes of romantic involvements

while avoiding the bad. These strategies were ones the women them-

selves had improvised or decided to use and could describe without

much trouble.

Susan gave a quite different impression. During the first year and a half

of her college career, she talked about gender relations in a variety of

ways, most of which could be traced to her friends. Susan, like many new

students, was seeking out a new group of friends. She struck up friend-

ships with women who pursued a variety of lifestyles and orientations

and had quite different ways of talking about men and gender relations.

In the interviews she sometimes talked about her friends’ relationships in

terms that we knew were the same terms her friends used. Lee, a friend

of Susan’s, was having to fend off sexual advances from the owners of the

restaurant where she worked. Susan said that a guy at the café had

“pinched Lee on the buns and told her to loosen up.” In another descrip-

tion of the same incident, Susan said that a “Greek was messing with her
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[Lee].” “Buns” and “messing with her” were not the kind of words that

Susan used in other interviews to describe similar situations.

For instance, Susan described her friend Patricia’s relationships as be-

ing “open” or “not open”: “It seems really good, the relationship they

have, because they talk a whole lot, and it’s a lot more open [than the]

relationship that she had with George, as far as saying what she wants

and feels.” The “openness” of Lee’s relationships was not something

Susan talked about, presumably because Lee did not talk about them in

those terms.

Susan used euphemisms to talk about sex, a topic she seemed not to

discuss with her friends. For example, she said she had learned that a

friend (and potential boyfriend) was “homosexual” and that she was

“glad not to have to worry about that with him anymore.” Knowing

Patricia and some of Susan’s other friends, we doubted that any of them

would have referred to sex as “that.”

Susan also seemed willing to be swayed by other people’s arguments

about her. She described a situation in which an “older” man was trying

to persuade her to go out with him. The man had called Susan’s dorm in

search of a woman who no longer lived there. Susan answered the phone.

They began to talk and he asked her out. She put him off first by saying

that she had homework and then by telling him she had a boyfriend

back home—Howard. The man was not so easily discouraged. As they

continued to talk, Susan admitted to going out with someone other than

Howard. The man retorted that if she went out with other people then

she could go out with him. He almost had her persuaded. In her next

interview Susan debated going out with him, although she eventually

returned to her “boyfriend-back-home” position. Still she said, “But I

guess I should meet him, you know, he seems like a pretty interesting

person to meet.”

By the end of the study Susan had settled upon one group as her

primary set of friends, and her talk about men and gender relations had

begun to conform to the way this group talked about such relationships.

Susan’s motivation to participate in romance, as well as her words,

seemed to be initially imparted by her friends. She did not find the

culturally defined motives for romantic relationships—prestige and inti-

macy—sufficiently compelling to overcome her discomfort with roman-

tic encounters. And, as mentioned earlier, she disputed whether one of

the motives—prestige—was a proper motive for relationships.8
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Nonetheless, in her sophomore year, Susan began to look for a boy-

friend in earnest. Her efforts were spurred by the desire to participate

in the same activities and talk that her friends did. She identified with

them and their romantic practices. The following passage indicates the

difficulty she had in her search and the support supplied by her friends.

She had just said she wanted to find a boyfriend, and the interviewer had

asked her how one goes about it: “You just scope out the crowd first . . .

see, I found this guy that I’m interested in . . . But I never see this guy so

that makes it difficult . . . I get all nervous and paranoid so I can’t ever

talk to him. It’s pretty funny, all my friends are like: Go talk to the guy,

Susan. Let’s go talk to him. I just can’t.”

Follow-up interviews, especially one conducted in 1987, showed that

Susan had gained confidence in the world of romance and spoke more

positively of her romantic experiences. But in 1980 her engagement with

the figured world seemed to be borrowed from her friends.

The women varied not only in their facility with ways of talking—and

presumably thinking—about romance but also in the breadth of their

overviews of romantic relationships. Susan answered the interviewer’s

question about finding a boyfriend by outlining small-scale, step-by-step

procedures that one could follow at a mixer or a party. In contrast,

Karen’s and Rosalind’s strategies—getting the upper hand and keeping

one man up front—paid attention to larger issues.

Paula, a woman at SU, became annoyed at starting relationships with

men she met at parties only to find that they were also going out with her

friends. After several such experiences, she decided that meeting men at

parties did not work. In contrast, Aleisha, a woman at Bradford, who was

having similar trouble with the men she was meeting, decided that the

men behaved as they did because the women outnumbered the men at

Bradford. Because they were in demand, she thought, the men became

arrogant and expected more from the women than they were entitled to:

At this school, it’s about six girls to one guy . . . so the ugly [guys] . . .
think they look like heaven and will try to [talk to you] all the time. It’s
really sick . . . Some of these guys have the cutest girlfriends, and I don’t
know how they got them . . . He must have the money. That’s the reason
why an ugly guy could get a fairly decent looking girl. He has one of
two things: a car or he’s got money . . . And most of the guys here that
look good, they’re real dumb and . . . as far as holding a conversation,
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just forget it; I’d rather talk to a wall . . . But with so many girls to one
guy, he gonna get somebody regardless of how he act.

This woman seemed to have developed a fairly broad overview of the

relationship between men and women, while Paula seemed only to have

learned by trial and error that relationships begun at parties did not work

out. If she had formulated a more general assessment, a theory about the

failure of these relationships, she never articulated it to us.

Besides these differences in the scope of their analysis of romantic

situations, the women also varied in how rapidly and easily they devised

responses in the world of romance. Della, in her encounter with the

teacher who embarrassed her in class, was stymied and could not think

of a response. The only solution she could reach to stop him from mak-

ing similar remarks in the future was to avoid him.

Susan’s manner of responding to romantic situations differed from

Karla’s. Recall Susan’s thinking about how to respond to the older man

who asked her out. Her representation showed no overview of the situ-

ation, no hypothesis about his actions. She thought about the man’s

arguments and her various reactions, such as her feeling that he was

old, without piecing these incidents together into any kind of coherent

account through which she could plan a response. She fell back upon

the absentee boyfriend, Howard, and it was not clear how she might

answer the man should he call again, since he already had countered her

“Howard” excuse.

Karla’s story about her former teacher’s attempt to seduce her revealed

a different sort of process. Karla seemed to form a hypothesis about the

situation, on the basis of which she then devised a response. She had to

change her hypothesis several times when events did not go as expected.

Each time, however, she seemed to reformulate a new hypothesis and

plan of response, without having to work through the situation piece-

meal as Susan did. Her final response was to have a friend—a very large

football player—call the teacher and warn him to leave her alone, “or

else.” After that the teacher no longer bothered her.

Agency in the World of Romance

The women we studied varied in their identifications with the culturally

figured world of romance. Not all found it compelling or salient. They
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also varied in their apparent levels of expertise in romantic relationships.

The less expert women tended to repeat the words and follow the direc-

tions of others. They had less of an overview of romantic relationships;

they had to work harder to come up with responses to romantic situ-

ations. Not surprisingly, those who were less identified with the world of

romance, and for whom it was less salient, also were less expert in

managing relationships.

This suggests that involvement—the salience of and identification

with the cultural system of romance—codeveloped with expertise. If a

woman did not develop a clear identification of herself in the world of

romance, then romance was not likely to be very salient for her and she

was not likely to be much of an agent in conducting romantic relation-

ships. Similarly, if she had not developed expertise, then she was unlikely

to have formed much of a romantic identification. Salience, identifica-

tion, and savoir faire appeared to develop together in an interrelated

process—a process that was continually supported and shaped in the

context of social interaction.

These connections among expertise, identification, and salience are

foreshadowed and informed by the theoretical work of Spiro and Drey-

fus. Though each of these authors explicitly focuses on only one dimen-

sion—Spiro with cognitive salience, Dreyfus with expert knowledge—

both refer to the other dimensions, including identification.

Spiro (1982) is concerned above all with the “directive force” of cul-

tural symbols and seeks to explain why symbols become more or less

motivating for different individuals. He depicts five levels of the “cogni-

tive salience” of cultural systems that form a kind of developmental

progression. We will not recount the details here, but will limit ourselves

to two remarks. First, Spiro points out that cultural systems may or may

not reach a very high level of cognitive salience and so may or may not

have anything to do with instigating or even guiding an individual’s

behavior. His postulation of variable cognitive salience certainly applies

to our findings. Second, Spiro finds it necessary to refer to knowledge-

ability in order to discuss salience. His first two stages are devoted to

the individual’s developing knowledge of the system. Individuals, his

scheme implies, must develop at least a certain expertise with the cul-

tural system before they will find it motivating. In our study salience

appeared to codevelop with expertise (Spiro’s knowledge).

Dreyfus (1984) is interested in the development of expert knowledge.
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He too proposes five stages: (1) novice, (2) advanced beginner, (3) com-

petency, (4) proficiency, and (5) expertise. He denies the usual idea that

expertise develops through the formulation of more and more sophisti-

cated rules or propositions from which inferences are more and more

rapidly drawn. Instead he argues that it is primarily novices and ad-

vanced beginners—not experts—who rely upon rules. Those who ad-

vance further form a more comprehensive, “three-dimensional” under-

standing of the cultural system, be it a game such as chess, a

sensorimotor skill such as driving, or a conventionalized, culturally in-

terpreted system of relationships such as romance.

In the novice and advanced beginner stages, the individual’s knowl-

edge is mediated by (organized around) rules and maxims. These rules,

which the learner has probably heard from others, address elements or

aspects of the situation. They are like the steps in step-by-step recipes for

winning the game, driving the car, or finding a boyfriend. Susan’s rules

about scoping out the crowd come to mind.

With competency, the various elements of the situation become organ-

ized into a gestalt. The individual learns to think in terms of broader

components of the overall situation. Karen’s concept of “getting the up-

per hand” in her relationship with Hal is an example of such a compo-

nent.

Dreyfus’s description recalls Vygotsky’s understandings of learning. In

the early stages of learning, cultural artifacts, whether objects, words, or

figures, serve as obvious mediators of people’s activity. We count our

fingers, glance at diagrams, and recite rules to ourselves. After practice

(and for the young, a degree of maturation), however, these means of

mediation are taken into inner activity; words become inner speaking,

and figures become forms of the imagination. We no longer need the

obvious, external form, relying instead on inner means that we can re-

produce at will. As our experience with the activity grows ever greater, as

we grow in expertise, another change occurs. This Vygotsky called fos-

silization. The various parts or steps that we once learned as recogniz-

able elements, and the cultural forms that mediated their learning even

within inner speaking and imagination, lose their separability. The proc-

ess, that is, the production of activity, falls from awareness, and all that is

left is its product. We simply do something, no longer thinking how

we do it.9

Dreyfus’s explanation helps us graduate this process of fossilization
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and relate it to other features of Vygotsky’s work. Following Dreyfus, we

can conceive fossilization as a process of compression in which ever

larger segments of activity become sequentially the elements of atten-

tion. This notion is directly analogous, and perhaps homologous, to

Vygotsky’s (and Bakhtin’s) characterization of the developing syntax of

inner speaking as a process of compression, where more and more gram-

matical elements are elided. It is this compression of inner speaking, of

the imagination, that produces the markedly unconscious aspect of ex-

pert knowledge that Dreyfus emphasizes. At the competency stage one

must still work consciously, that is, within inner speaking, to arrive at

possible responses and assessments of those responses. At the more ad-

vanced stages of proficiency and expertise the experience of arriving at a

response changes. The generation and assessment of responses becomes

less conscious. Susan’s process of thinking about her response to the

older man who asked her out exemplifies a less proficient stage than that

represented in Karla’s account of her response to her former teacher’s

attempted seduction.

Just as Spiro cannot restrict his levels of salience to salience alone,

Dreyfus does not confine his scheme to expertise alone. In describing the

changes from advanced beginner and competency to more advanced

stages, Dreyfus finds it necessary to refer to emotional involvement and a

sense of responsibility in the system.

The shift between the advanced beginner stage and the later stages of

competency, proficiency, and expertise is marked, says Dreyfus, by a

qualitative change in the relationship between the individual and the

system. The individual comes to experience herself not as following

rules or maxims taught by others but as devising her own moves. Drey-

fus describes this change as obtaining a sense of responsibility in the

system. Perhaps a better phrasing would be that the individual gains a

sense of being in the system—understanding herself in terms of the

activity. She identifies herself in the cultural world:

The novice and the advanced beginner applying rules and maxims feel
little or no responsibility for the outcome of their acts. If they have
made no mistakes, an unfortunate outcome is viewed as the result of
inadequately specified elements or rules. The competent performer, on
the other hand, after wrestling with the question of a choice of perspec-
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tive or goal, feels responsible for, and thus emotionally involved in, the
result of his choice. (1984: 30)

In play, as discussed by Vygotsky (see Chapter 4), the child suspends

other possible interpretations of things in the environment and becomes

caught up in a pretend world. Her desires become related to “a fictitious

‘I,’ to her role in the game and its rules” (1978: 100). Her motives be-

come defined by the motives of the game. Here, according to Dreyfus, the

individual gets caught up in a particular game or figured world and sees

herself as an agent in it. As with play, the overall activity is emotionally

engaging. Dreyfus argues that this sort of participation is necessary for

greater mastery: “An outcome that is clearly successful is deeply satisfy-

ing and leaves a vivid memory of the situation encountered as seen from

the goal or perspective finally chosen. Disasters, likewise, are not easily

forgotten.”

With competency the situation becomes “three-dimensional” and the

individual is “gripped” by it:

The competent performer, gripped by the situation that his decision has
produced, experiences and therefore remembers the situation not only
as foreground and background elements but also as senses of opportu-
nity, risk, expectation, threat, etc. These gripping holistic memories
cannot guide the competent performer since he fails to include them
when he reflects on problematic situations as a detached observer . . .
however, these memories become the basis of the competent per-
former’s next advance in skill. (1984: 30)

Notice that the emotional involvement or identification comes only

after a certain degree of competence is reached and that this degree of

emotional involvement is necessary for further mastery. Dreyfus made

this same point in a talk about the acquisition of expert knowledge in the

game of chess: “It seems you can’t acquire these skills [of having a com-

plex view of the situation] unless you’re taking the game very seriously;

it won’t help to just be reading book games. There’s the story that Bobby

Fisher, whenever he plays even a book game, says: ‘Pow, got him, killed

him that time!’ even though there’s nobody [no live opponent] there.”

If Dreyfus’s notions of the development of savoir faire are accurate,

then identifying oneself as an agent in the system—an actor in the world

as defined by the game—is a necessary precursor to mastering the system
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beyond a certain level.10 One has to develop a concept of oneself in the

activity and want either to realize that self or avoid it.

Spiro’s and Dreyfus’s schemes are interrelated. Dreyfus is discussing

expert knowledge, but he finds emotional involvement necessary for

the achievement of the stages of proficiency and expertise. Emotional

involvement also figures in Spiro’s account of the motivating force or

cognitive salience of a cultural system. And Spiro’s scheme implicates

knowledgeability. His first two levels refer to the individual’s knowledge

of the system. Put together, the two schemes begin to describe an inte-

grated process of the development of expertise and cognitive salience.

Furthermore, both schemes predicate what we have interpreted as iden-

tification of self within the cultural world.

Dreyfus, for instance, vaguely notes a sense of responsibility as neces-

sary for the development of expertise: he argues that one cannot go to the

more advanced stages of proficiency and expertise without conceiving of

oneself as devising one’s own moves rather than relying upon rules and

maxims learned from others. Spiro (1982: 48) calls the corresponding

stage the stage of believing—when one comes to think of the system as

being “true, correct, or right.” He is attempting to explain why a super-

natural world—patently impossible to a Western scientific mind—could

seem true.

We believe this key transition that occurs in both schemes is best

recast as identification—the formation of a concept of self as an actor in

the culturally devised system. Spiro suggests that “belief” is crucial for

advancement to higher levels of salience. Acceptance of the reality of the

figured world probably is relevant, but it may not be sufficient. An as-

sessment that a culturally interpreted world lacks validity, truth, correct-

ness, or rightness may indeed affect whether an individual can conceptu-

alize the system as relevant to herself. In our study, for example, Susan

had trouble placing herself in the world of romance as interpreted by her

peers. She disagreed with, and indeed was repelled by, the association

between boyfriends and prestige. The world did not seem right to her.

Sandy, in contrast, continued to “believe” that the world of romantic

male/female relationships existed. She did not come to doubt the world;

rather her concept of herself in such a relationship was uncompelling

and became even less so in comparison with her valued conceptions of

herself in other fields of relationship. Identification, as the more inclu-

sive process, seems to capture better than Spiro’s or Dreyfus’s schemes
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the point where the figured world in which one has been acting accord-

ing to the directions of others becomes a world that one uses to under-

stand and organize aspects of one’s self and at least some of one’s own

feelings and thoughts (see Quinn and Holland 1987).

How Figured Worlds Take Hold

Our study of young women’s differential recruitment to and personaliza-

tion of the figured world of romance revealed processes through which

romance—as culturally construed in the southeastern United States—

became (or did not become) compelling. The larger issues concern the

directive force of cultural worlds and what the process of developing a

self in a cultural world reveals about the motivating force of such figured

worlds. The women in the study belied the commonsense notions that

romance is naturally compelling, naturally salient, and an area in which

competence is readily attained when one reaches a certain age. The com-

monsense notions imply a homogeneity of interest and competence that

we did not find. The women varied in their expertise with romantic

relationships and their interest in romantic activities. Furthermore, the

commonsense notions underplay the pivotal significance of social inter-

course in the formation of romantic interests and skills.

A close look at the women’s courses in the world of romance suggests

that savoir faire, salience, and identification with romance codevelop in a

process that is integrally connected to social context. In accord with

D’Andrade’s (1992) point that cultural models (figured worlds) generate

goals rather than provide a means to satisfy preexisting ones, we found

that beginners may not know the assumed motives for romantic activ-

ity—prestige and intimacy—or may not find them especially enticing.

Their knowledge of the conduct of romantic relationships may be rather

piecemeal, their overviews of romantic situations rather vague, their

responses to romantic situations rather labored, and they may not have

developed any engaging visions of themselves as participants in the

figured world described by the cultural system.

For the women we studied, the cultural interpretation of romance

became salient and compelling as their expertise with romantic relation-

ships increased and as they came to form an engaging interpretation of

themselves in the world of romance. Women who were vague and un-

clear, or resistant to envisioning themselves in the world of romance,
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were the ones who remained less expert and who found romance rela-

tively unimportant in their lives. Expert women were those who clearly

identified with the world and for whom romance was highly salient.

Ethnographic case studies such as this one and Becker’s (1963) make

it clear that the social-interactional context of learning must be consid-

ered in any account of the formation of personal engagements. In our

research the ubiquitous presence of peers—as participants in romantic

relationships and talk about them, as coaches and motivators, and as

targets of opposition—was marked. If the women were not all expert

enough or engaged enough in the system of romance to find it compel-

ling in and of itself, they were all propelled into the activities by the

urgings of others. Further, those who resisted, rebelled, and did not form

identifications with the romantic world did so, in part, in reaction to

their peers.

If we are right that expertise, salience, and identification codevelop in

an interrelated process, then descriptions of cultural worlds must be-

come even more complicated than they are now. The manner of present-

ing the content of a cultural world—as if fully grasped by an expert—im-

plies a level of savoir faire, a level of salience, and a level of identification

that may apply only to a small subset of the people who are presumably

participants in that world. The description may falsely imply a homoge-

neity of expertise, salience, and identification, as well as a homogeneity

of content.

Unexamined assumptions of homogeneity are a problem not so much

because they may be unjustified according to scientific canons as because

they permit inattention to the social distribution of cultural knowledge

and its role in power relations. Assumptions of homogeneity deflect

attention from the social conflict, the social symbolism of knowledge,

and individual appropriation and individual resistance, which are impor-

tant even in an everyday activity like romance. Expertise with romance,

the salience of romantic activities, and the formation of a view of oneself

in the world of romance codevelop in a process that occurs within and is

sensitive to the social-interactional context. Thus the directive force of

romance—its compelling nature—integrally depends upon the realized

world of social position, of hierarchy and power, as well as upon cul-

tural forces.
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III

Power and Privilege
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6

Positional Identities

So far we have emphasized lived worlds as culturally constituted of

conventional events, improvised but recognizable acts, and talked-about

characters. Another facet of lived worlds, that of power, status, relative

privilege, and their negotiation, and another facet of lived identities, that

of one’s self as entitled or as disqualified and inappropriate, must also

receive theoretical attention. In order to highlight these facets, we make

an analytic distinction between aspects of identities that have to do with

figured worlds—storylines, narrativity, generic characters, and desire—

and aspects that have to do with one’s position relative to socially iden-

tified others, one’s sense of social place, and entitlement. These figurative

and positional aspects of identity interrelate in myriad ways. Sometimes

they are completely coincident; sometimes one dominates over the other.

Two incidents from our fieldwork in Nepal give a sense of the positional

aspect of identity formation.

One day when Skinner was recording songs from three of the girls of

Naudada, Tila Kumari, who owned the house Debra was renting, came

storming onto Debra’s porch and began to yell at the girls. She accused

them of eating fruit and cutting fodder from her property:

You stupid girls . . . Why do you cut grass from our fields? Are you not
ashamed? . . . Everyone has seen the guavas here, but only you have
eyes for them . . . Go to your husband’s or father’s field to eat. You have
no fear to cut the grass in another’s field. After telling your parents, I
will weed your hair . . . I will complain like the daughter of Hari [a local
adolescent notorious for her bad temper].1

125

Copyright © 1998 The President and Fellows of Harvard College



E
xa

m
 C

o
p
y

All three girls were upset about this scolding. Muna, one of the three,

said: “We hadn’t done anything. I can’t figure out why they made such a

scandal out of it . . . I felt like crying. I couldn’t retaliate. I do not do such

things. I thought, who was she to tell someone like my mother such

things? We did not get angry because we had not done anything wrong.

That’s why I felt bad and wanted to cry.”

On another day, Shanta, Tila Kumari’s six-year-old daughter, was be-

rated because she ventured into an activity to which she had no right.

Shanta was in the field where her older brother was plowing. As he

steered the oxen past her, she reached out playfully and touched the

plow. Immediately her brother began to hit and rebuke her. Her father

and other brothers ran from the house to join in the scolding and beat-

ing, and her father told her it was a sin for a girl to touch a plow and

threatened to beat her severely if she ever touched it again. Shanta cried

and trembled for hours. When asked about the incident several weeks

later, she remembered it well, repeating her father’s words and promising

never again to touch the plow. Although Shanta did not understand the

wider moral universe in which her act was defined as a sin, she did learn

in a dramatic way that, because she was a girl, she was restricted from

acts that her brothers could freely perform.

Positional Identities in Figured Worlds

Shanta and the three girls had become embroiled in incidents in which

their activity was constrained; they had encountered rebuffs to their

freedom of movement and freedom of action, limitations of what we will

call their social position. Others treated their actions as claims to social

positions, positions that, on account of gender in Shanta’s case and per-

haps of relative caste position in the girls’ case, they were denied. In Tila

Kumari’s eyes Muna and the other girls were appropriate targets for

demeaning. By the acts she suspected they had committed—entering her

yard and taking her fruit—they had claimed positions to which they

were not entitled. The same fault could be found in Shanta’s innocent

intrusion into the male domain of the plow.

Sociolinguistics has long made much of the socially constitutive im-

port of language choice (see Gumperz and Hymes 1972). One’s choices

of dialect, register, pronouns, and genre are not socially neutral. Such

decisions partake of powerful systems that index claims to the social
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relationships between speaker and hearer and to the speaker’s general

social position. Linguistic choice is but one of these indexical systems.

There are other systems of artifacts (returning to the language of Chap-

ter 3) that carry with them a “theory of the person” who uses them.

There could well be fields of sociosartorial studies, sociocognitive stud-

ies, even socioemotive studies, since styles of dress (Turner 1969), dis-

plays of knowledge (Gearing et al. 1979; McDermott 1974; Lutz 1995),

and expressions of emotion (Lutz 1988, 1990) all index social categories

of persons. Spaces, too, imbue and are imbued by the kinds of persons

who frequent them; conventional forms of activity likewise become im-

personated. The dialect we speak, the degree of formality we adopt in our

speech, the deeds we do, the places we go, the emotions we express, and

the clothes we wear are treated as indicators of claims to and identifica-

tion with social categories and positions of privilege relative to those

with whom we are interacting.

This is the stuff of positional or relational identities, and much re-

search in anthropology and other fields shows that this aspect of identi-

ties is important. Relational identities have to do with behavior as indexi-

cal of claims to social relationships with others. They have to do with

how one identifies one’s position relative to others, mediated through the

ways one feels comfortable or constrained, for example, to speak to

another, to command another, to enter into the space of another, to

touch the possessions of another, to dress for another, or, recalling Gy-

anumaya (Chapter 1), to enter the kitchen of another.

Hindu religious tenets posit a world of the sacred. In that extensively

elaborated world, different castes are more or less intrinsically pure, and

one’s caste affects how polluting one can be to others. Perhaps Tila Ku-

mari’s reactions to the girls in her yard had to do with concerns about

pollution. But her treatment of Muna and the other girls was not cast in

these religious terms but rather in terms of forbidden territory and for-

bidden goods. It was more about what we will call positional identity

than about what we have called figurative identity. Positional identities

have to do with the day-to-day and on-the-ground relations of power,

deference and entitlement, social affiliation and distance—with the so-

cial-interactional, social-relational structures of the lived world. Narra-

tivized or figurative identities, in contrast, have to do with the stories,

acts, and characters that make the world a cultural world. Positional

identity, as we use the term, is a person’s apprehension of her social
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position in a lived world: that is, depending on the others present, of her

greater or lesser access to spaces, activities, genres, and, through those

genres, authoritative voices, or any voice at all.

Bourdieu (1977b) makes some useful observations about the way the

phenomenon that we are labeling positional identity manifests in differ-

ent social situations. Here he extends his notion of habitus to speaking,

to encompass one’s sense of the value that is likely to be attributed to

what one has to say in a particular situation. Bourdieu acknowledges, as

did Bakhtin (1986), speakers’ awareness of the differential social valuing

of languages, genres, and styles of speaking, and he emphasizes the

habitual, out-of-awareness assessments one makes before and during

conversation: judgments of the linguistic forms that are likely to be

valued, of one’s command over those linguistic resources, and of the

social privilege (or lack thereof) that a person of one’s relative position

has to employ such resources. The assessment reveals itself in the way

speech is marked, leading the speaker to strained, self-conscious, “cor-

rect” speech or to effortless, unselfconscious speech; to comfort or to

discomfort; to voice or to silence.2

We have already drawn an imperfect but helpful analogy between the

two aspects of identity we are trying to distinguish and two aspects of

linguistic utterances. Figurative identities are likened to propositionality,

to the referential, semantic facet of speech; relational identities are lik-

ened to indexicality, to the pragmatic facet (see Irvine 1989). The import

of a particular linguistic element, determined by its relationships with a

system of other linguistic elements, is different from the import of the

element defined in relation to its social situation of use. Understanding

the difference between the meanings of “mother” and “father” is not the

same as understanding the difference between the social relations in-

dexed by calling the same person “Pop” rather than “Daddy” or “Father.”

Likewise, understanding and identifying with the narrativized posi-

tions that allude to one’s caste, as portrayed in some Hindu religious

texts, is quite different from understanding and identifying with the

indices of privilege, power, and entitlement that mark the relation of a

Bahun to a Damai in Naudada—Tila Kumari to Muna—or the position of

Shanta, a girl, vis-à-vis her brothers. Put perhaps too simply, figurative

identities are about signs that evoke storylines or plots among generic

characters; positional identities are about acts that constitute relations of

hierarchy, distance, or perhaps affiliation.

Localized figured worlds have their own valued qualities, their own
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means of assessing social worth, their own “symbolic capital,” to use

Bourdieu’s term. In the world of community relations figured among the

Kabyle peasants (Bourdieu 1977a), men and families were ranked by

honor. Men of high honor had more symbolic capital; what they did and

said as men of honor was likely to be accorded more credence and more

authority than the actions of men of low honor. Their word was more

likely to be honored by others; a sort of social credit was more likely to

be extended to them than to men of low honor. Likewise, relations

among Kabyle men were generally figured in the idiom of honor. Gifts

were a central cultural artifact, for example, that positioned the giver

relative to the recipient in a script of reciprocity; if the recipient could

not reciprocate he lost honor.

In the world of male-male relations in the Nicaraguan village studied

by Lancaster (1992), machismo named an important calculus of social

worth. Social position and relations among men and between men and

women were often figured in this calculus. A man’s relational position

was played out in terms of the value accorded the active, penetrating role

in intimate sexual activity, for example. A man who took the active role

in sexual relations—whether with a man or woman—affirmed his mas-

culinity.

In the world of romance we studied (see Chapters 5 and 7), “attrac-

tiveness” was an important form of symbolic capital. Relations between

men and women were often cast into a calculus of relative attractiveness.

Hence a man’s treatment of a woman was taken as an index of his assess-

ment of her attractiveness relative to his own, and vice versa. Rela-

tional/positional identities in the world of romance have to do with the

assessment of one’s attractiveness. In the taken-for-granted, unfolding

script of developing intimacy and romantic love, a man and a woman are

attracted to each other. He treats her well, and she permits the relation-

ship to become more intimate. Actions index the development (or failure

to develop) of an intimate relationship, but they also index the relative

attractiveness of the parties to the romance and thus the entitlement of

each party to the other’s attention and support.

Positions and Markers That Cut across Figured Worlds

Relational identities and the cultural artifacts through which they are

claimed may be specific to a figured world. They may have to do with

one’s honor in the Algerian peasant village Bourdieu tells us about, or
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one’s attractiveness in the sphere of gender relations on college campuses

in the United States, or one’s machismo in the Nicaraguan village. Other

positional identities and markers may, however, be less specific and cut

across such worlds.

In the testimony of witnesses in court cases, O’Barr and Atkins (1980)

identified several patterns of speech—such as the use of “hedges,” locu-

tions like “there may be” or “perhaps”—that experimental studies later

showed to undermine the credibility of the testimony of any witness who

exhibited them. There was a correlation between the use of these nonas-

sertive patterns of speech and being female and/or of low “social power.”

O’Barr and Atkins see these speech behaviors as responses Americans

use in formal situations that include people who are more powerful than

the speaker. These speech behaviors are not peculiar to the figured world

of law courts; instead, hedges, “intensifiers,” and “hesitation forms,”

among others, communicate relative position in other figured worlds as

well.3 They are indices of relational identities that are not particular to

any figured world.

In Naudada, too, there were cultural artifacts or resources for position-

ing self and other that crossed a number of figured worlds, those of

domestic/household relations, school, and parma (reciprocal work

groups). One important set concerned food. Taking certain kinds of food

directly handled by another allows a kind of intimate contact that can be

considered polluting if the handler is of lower status. To refuse food

handled by another, then, is to claim greater moral worth and a higher

social position. Conversely, accepting food indicates either one’s affilia-

tion and equality of status with its handler or one’s deference to a higher-

caste donor.4

Besides artifacts, social categories also can have meaning across

many figured worlds. These categories are by and large associated with

the major social divisions—gender, class, race, ethnicity—that separate

those who are routinely privileged from those who are not. Cross-cutting

markers tend to become stereotypically associated with these social cate-

gories, if not actually demanded of their members in practice. Studies in

the United States have found that women use hedges, “tag questions,”

and other deferential forms more often than men (Lakoff 1975; O’Barr

and Atkins 1980; Cameron et al. 1988). In Naudada, Bahuns were popu-

larly stereotyped as greedy and maliciously clever, always looking to take

advantage of others. These stereotypic associations between marker and
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category are the (practical) part and (cultural) parcel of the reproduction

of social division, and of the categories that are its elements.

A controversy has raged in anthropological linguistics over women’s

styles of speaking in the United States and whether they should be

viewed in the enduring, almost essentialist terms of “subculture” or in

the relational terms of situated practice. Tannen (1990) and others take

the former position, which we have called culturalist. Women grow up

learning a set of values and ways of being in the world, which they

translate into ways of speaking. McConnell-Ginet (1988, 1989; Eckert

and McConnell-Ginet 1992), among others, takes a more constructivist

position, arguing that women (and men) grow up learning how positions

of relative power are communicated. Since women are often forced into

positions of lesser power, they end up using deferential speech strategies

more often than men.

Our approach does not automatically give us the answer to the contro-

versy, but it does suggest that the situation is too complex to be settled by

adopting either the culturalist or the constructivist position. It seems to

us a double mistake to think of these cross-cutting relational identities as

somehow cleanly separable from figured worlds. First, it is erroneous to

believe that figured worlds all partake of these differentia in like manner.

Rather, conventions of privileged access associated with gender, caste, or

some other major social division may or may not have been taken up,

elaborated, and made hegemonic in a particular figured world or field of

power. In the schools of Naudada, the language of hierarchy communi-

cated through the rules for exchanging food and water was being used to

subvert the system of caste privilege; in the tea stalls, the same language

was being used to maintain it.

A second mistake, the reverse of the first, is to think that styles of

indicating relative social position can be cleanly separated from a figured

world of moral meanings—that they are arbitrary indicators which

evoke no figured world of their own.5 In the world of academia, being

verbally aggressive may be a sign of high status and position; but for a

person who has formed an identity in a figured world where maintaining

egalitarian relations is important, verbal aggressiveness has connotations

of a moral failing.

Signithia Fordham (1993), drawing from a long-term study of Capital

High School in Washington, D.C., provides an example of both of these

points. She reveals the nuanced ways in which major social divisions
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may be elaborated and made crucial in a localized figured world. She

describes some of the excruciating consequences of participating in so-

cial formations where the styles of one social category are taken as indi-

ces of quality and achievement for all people. She writes especially about

African-American women and their disposition to silence themselves in

the academic activities of the high school. Although Capital High’s stu-

dent body had, at the time of her study, an African-American majority,

the space of its activities ideologically privileged styles that were white

and male.6 The school was oriented toward a particular style and way of

being a student. Its model of the good student was one who behaved as

did white men. The African-American women students, as a result, were

in a place where the styles meaningful at home were considered signs of

being a poor student.

That these styles of speaking and acting could not simply be put on or

taken off at will is evident from Fordham’s analysis as well. There were

especially bleak results for the African-American women who tried to

suppress their own styles and move toward the valued styles—who tried

to “pass.” By passing, Fordham means a more subtle and figurative kind

of performance than the literal passing for white: “Passing implies imper-

sonation, acting as if one is someone or something one is not. Hence,

gender passing [for African-American women] suggests masquerading

or presenting a persona or some personae that contradict the literal

image of the marginalized or doubly refracted ‘Other’” (1993: 3). Too

much passing, she argues, drawing upon Said, can result in a potentially

subversive self where the person can no longer speak or even think in his

or her “native voice.” Such persons lose their creativity: “because they

are compelled to assume the identity of the ‘Other’—in exchange for

academic success—they cannot represent themselves; they are forced to

masquerade as the authentic, idealized “Other” (26).

Taking Up Social Positions

What Fordham shows us in vivid detail are the results of a long process.

Many of the women she studied had developed what we call a posi-

tional identity, a sense of their relative social position, which, among

other things, led them to silence themselves within the figured world of

school. Fordham also describes other young women who had developed

an oppositional stance, rejecting the strategy of effacing themselves in
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order to conform to the model of a good student. How had the young

women at Capital High arrived at these positional identities? What inter-

ests us is the processes of development over the long term. The long

term, however, happens through day-to-day encounters and is built,

again and again, by means of artifacts, or indices of positioning, that

newcomers gradually learn to identify and then possibly to identify

themselves with—either positively or negatively, through either accep-

tance or rejection.

In the groups that we studied, as in any group engaged in jointly

creating and participating in a figured world, day-to-day practices always

positioned the participants situationally, relative to one another. That is,

participants in collaborative activities—be they staff members producing

a treatment plan in a mental health clinic, old hands welcoming a new-

comer to an AA meeting, or a romantically involved couple going out to

see a film—engaged in conversation and interaction that invariably con-

structed their own social position and their social relations with one

another.

As social constructivists emphasize, these “discourses” and the other

forms of cultural artifacts used in everyday practices construct subjects

and subject positions. These positions are, at least provisionally, imposed

upon parties to the practice. The sociologist R. W. Connell provides an

example of this idea when he sums up the argument that gender is more

appropriately treated as a process or a practice than as a static attribute or

an enduring characteristic. He suggests that “gender” would be more

transparent if it were a verb rather than a noun: that its significant

qualities would be clearer if we said, “I ‘gender’ you, you ‘gender’ me, she

‘genders’ him”; or, better yet, “I try to ‘gender’ you, you try to ‘gender’

me,” and so on (Connell 1987: 140).

Entitled people speak, stand, dress, emote, hold the floor—they carry

out privileged activities—in ways appropriate to both the situation of the

activity and their position within it. Those who speak, stand, dress, hold

the floor, emote, and carry out activities in these proper ways are seen

to be making claims to being entitled. Speaking certain dialects, giving

particular opinions, and holding the floor are indices of claims to privi-

lege.

Examples of positional markers, and of the social work that goes on to

maintain their value, abound in ethnographies. In the figured world of

gender relations in a Mehinaku village in Brazil, described by Gregor
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(1977), the men’s house was an important part of the apparatus of male

privilege. Men, especially when gathered together, protected the inviola-

bility of that space. Women were threatened with gang rape should

they enter the house and see the sacred flutes housed there. Men also

engaged in taunting women as a group during certain festivals.7 Helán

Page (1994) details the ways in which public issues in the United States

are defined in the public sphere from a “white” perspective, and how this

guarded space preserves the system of race privilege. Hill (1995) shows

how the speaking of “junk Spanish” by non–Spanish speakers in the

United States works to debase the speaking of Spanish, keeping it an

index of lower social position.

In Naudada, husbands usually addressed their wives with the less

respectful pronominal form used to address children and animals. The

respect and deference owed to superiors were communicated through

other pronouns. Thus each time he used this form of address a husband

afforded his wife a position inferior to his own. In reply, the usual,

respectful forms of address that wives employed for husbands would

accord him the greater deference. Their social relationship—his superor-

dination, her subordination—was constantly reconstituted by the very

media of this discursive practice.

Another example of the affording of a position comes from a practice

in Naudada that depends upon the food etiquette of castes. The tea stall

owners of Naudada served members of the Damai and other “untouch-

able” castes, but required them to wash their own cups and glasses.

Because people of higher castes avoided food or utensils that had been

touched by people of castes considered to be so impure as to pollute, tea

stall owners, by enforcing this rule about washing, implicitly claimed to

be, or positioned themselves as, pure, superior, and keepers of purity for

others. They claimed the qualities of the higher castes, elaborated in

relation to the figured world of caste relations, at the same time inviting

customers of lower castes to enact a subject position of inferiority. For

similar reasons, and with similar implications for the parties’ relative

positions, husbands refused to eat leftover food from their wives’ plates,

but it was not expected that wives would refuse their husbands’ left-

over food.

Viewed over the long term, these day-to-day practices are social work,

acts of inclusion/exclusion, of allowing/compelling only certain people

to evince the sign, that maintains positions and the value of artifacts as
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indices of position. Bourdieu (1977a) shows that maintaining one’s rela-

tive position in the Kabyles’ figured world of honor demanded such

social work on a day-to-day basis. The value of relational indices and the

relative right to use them are maintained through social work of the kind

performed by Tila Kumari and Shanta’s brothers. These valuations and

the restrictions that enforce them have to be imposed, and the outcome

of their imposition is uncertain. There is no guarantee that those upon

whom they are imposed will not try to refuse the implicit positioning, as

did Muna. There is no guarantee, in fact, that everyone will have been

brought sufficiently “into” the “language” of the relational markers to

understand the would-be impositions and take them seriously.

Much of the inclusionary/exclusionary work of sign restriction is done

simply by the inclusion or exclusion of certain types of people from

sites where the signing knowledge is interacted as a matter of course

(see Rogoff 1990). Trosset (1986) describes the difficulties of a foreigner

learning to speak Welsh in Wales. For various reasons, Welsh speakers

invariably switch to English in the presence of a non–Welsh speaker,

thus effectively limiting the signal means to their identity as Welsh, the

ability to speak the everyday tongue.

Gearing and colleagues (1979) describe how processes of inclu-

sion/exclusion work in the absence of clear control—that is, even when

dialects can be overheard, or more privileged ways of acting can be

directly observed and therefore imitated. They analyze the means by

which children in school are kept from learning skills that are taken as

indices of social position. They emphasize that knowledge (reading,

knowledge of chemistry, skills in repairing machinery) is proprietary;

that it is generally associated with, or belongs to, a recognized category

of people; and that, by virtue of this relation, the use of knowledge sig-

nals identity.8 Hence, even in situations where all students are admitted

to the arena of learning, learning is likely to become unevenly distrib-

uted in its specifics. Teachers will take some students’ groping claims to

knowledge seriously on the basis of certain signs of identity. These stu-

dents they will encourage and give informative feedback. Others, whom

they regard as unlikely or even improper students of a particular subject

(girls and shop skills, working-class students and philosophical essays),

are less likely to receive their serious response.9

Bourdieu (1984, 1977a) addresses the issue of timing: the point in

their development when children are given the opportunity to learn
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behavioral markers of privilege. He argues that many styles of acting and

matters of taste that serve as indices of high social position are more

easily learned in childhood. Those who learn activities in childhood

perform them in a more natural, less self-conscious style, itself presti-

gious. Those who learn later usually retain an awkwardness, a more

“mechanical” than “organic” sense of the activity. It is a complicated

point for Bourdieu, one aspect of which concerns the proprioceptive

acuity of childhood learning.

More to our purpose, late learners are impeded not only by their sense

of inferior propriety or right to act, which their late access signals, but

also by the withholding of aid and the acts of disapproval (such as

sarcasm, practical jokes, and straight misinformation) through which

knowledgeable associates enforce their superior claim. Many never over-

come that awkwardness, which inevitably affects the acceptance of their

claims and reproduces the situation of inferiority. They are always lesser

than. And they may always feel self-conscious, linking durably in their

persons the structures of privilege to the dispositions of silencing and

acceptance that such structures demand. These are the dimensions of

difference to which Lykes (1985) alludes when she argues that individu-

als have different senses of self because, senses of self being grounded in

experiences of power, individuals have differential access to the positions

of power that afford the experience. People develop different relational

identities in different figured worlds because they are afforded different

positions in those worlds.10

Bourdieu is careful to point out that the Kabyle man’s protection of his

status in honor, and of the indicators of honor itself, goes on in a largely

automatic way; he does not mean to suggest, although he is often misin-

terpreted in this regard (Bourdieu 1990a), that consciously strategic ma-

neuvers are the rule. Rather, just as Fordham focuses on the dispositions

to silence and effacement that some of the women students at Capital

High had developed in the school context, Bourdieu focuses on the

embodied dispositions developed among Kabyle men to protect their

honor. He details how adult men, in ways beyond their awareness, main-

tained a constant vigilance for slights to their honor. They noticed and

were ever likely to react to social claims made by others of greater honor,

and they worked indefatigably to refuse the positions of inferiority af-

forded them by those claims. Social positions, in other words, become

dispositions through participation in, identification with, and develop-

ment of expertise within the figured world.
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How Social Position Becomes Disposition

Within the constructivist emphasis on the importance of discursive posi-

tioning—positioning by the cultural artifacts of discourse—there is also

a counterpart open to those who, afforded positions, do not always take

them up. Della and Karla, two students discussed in Chapter 5, provide

contrasting examples of this kind of refusal.

Della rejected her professor’s attempt to recast her as other than a

student, his figuring of her as a type from the world of romance and

attractiveness. But here we want to go beyond these ideas of positioning

and resistance. Della was inexperienced with this sort of incident. Al-

though she did not accept the position afforded her, her rejection was

rather feeble. She showed her embarrassment and tried to forestall future

incidents simply by eluding the teacher’s notice.

Karla took stronger measures. For instance, during a period when she

was ill, she felt neglected by her boyfriend and thought he was making

excuses not to see her because he was afraid her illness was contagious.

Generally, she felt he had begun to take her for granted. Finally she

challenged him, claiming that he was treating her as though she were a

“germ” (Holland and Skinner 1987).11 In the incident described in Chap-

ter 5, Karla was pursued by her former teacher, who saw her as a poten-

tial lover. Although he used various means—including trying to position

her (against her own attraction to the intellectual life) as ignorant of the

attitude of intellectuals toward adultery—none succeeded. Karla inten-

sified her means of refusal with each new attempt, until she finally suc-

ceeded in warning off the teacher. Karla was one of the women in our

study who were more determined, more active in the world of romance,

more of an agent. She was adept at refusing positions that were afforded

her and instead creating positions she liked.12

It is important, in understanding positioning, to pay attention to the

fact that positional identities develop heuristically over time. The Vygot-

skian emphasis on semiotic mediation is helpful for understanding the

process by which children, or neophytes to figured worlds of any age,

develop the dispositions of relational identities. Semiotic mediation is

also a means by which these dispositions can be countered and some-

times overcome.13 People may develop a “sense” (in Bourdieu’s terms) of

their worlds, an expertise in the use of cultural artifacts, that may come

to re-mediate their positions in them.

The development of social position into a positional identity—into
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dispositions to voice opinions or to silence oneself, to enter into activi-

ties or to refrain and self-censor, depending on the social situation—

comes over the long term, in the course of social interaction. Relational

identities are publicly performed through perceptible signs. People “tell”

each other who they claim to be in society in myriad ways. In Naudada,

Skinner found, children learned early that a woman’s marital status was

expressed by diverse signs: by the tilhari (a type of necklace) that mar-

ried women wear, for example, or the vermilion powder worn in the

part of their hair. They learned that tea stall owners would not wash the

glasses of a lower-caste person, nor would high-caste persons allow

lower-caste persons to enter their homes. But much of this learning may

happen in a nonreflective way.

Embodiment versus Mediated Positional Identities

In the ordinary developmental sequence proposed by the sociohistorical

approach, the child first interacts the sign in concert with others. The

interaction of the sign, for the child, is part of a behavioral sequence that

may have no meaning in and of itself. It is likely that relational identities

are borne in a similar way, in what phenomenologists used to call the

natural attitude, the uninterrupted flow of everyday life, Bergson’s durée.

The meaning of actions remains transparent or taken for granted in the

natural attitude, and response follows as a matter of course. The forma-

tion of identity in this posture is a byproduct of doing, of imitation and

correction, and is profoundly embodied. Positional identities inhabit the

landscape of Bourdieu’s habitus.

Adults too can be drawn into a figured world and develop a relational

identity without much reflection upon the social claims carried in the

forms of their action. Kondo (1990) provides a telling illustration of the

effects of such embodied processes. Kondo, a Japanese American who

grew up in the United States, relates something that happened to her

after a period of fieldwork in Japan, a time in which she had immersed

herself in the daily lives of people in her neighborhood. She went shop-

ping one day:

Promptly at four p.m., the hour when most Japanese housewives do
their shopping for the evening meal, I lifted the baby into her stroller
and pushed her along ahead of me as I inspected the fish, selected the
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freshest looking vegetables, and mentally planned the meal for the
evening. As I glanced into the shiny metal surface of the butcher’s
display case, I noticed someone who looked terribly familiar: a typical
young housewife, clad in slip-on sandals and the loose, cotton shift
called “home wear,” a woman walking with a characteristically Japa-
nese bend to the knees and a sliding of the feet. Suddenly, I clutched the
handle of the stroller to steady myself as a wave of dizziness washed
over me, for I realized I had caught a glimpse of nothing less than my
own reflection. (16–17)

Kondo had acquired the dress, posture, and habits of a young Japanese

housewife (or so she identified them) simply by immersing herself in

social activity from the position that her gender and her associates as-

signed her. Her acquisition of the dispositions that marked a particular,

gendered identity had occurred without her awareness, and the moment

of recognition was disorienting. The image of herself in the butcher’s

display case and the image of herself in her mind’s eye did not match, and

that disparity led Kondo to distance herself from her fieldwork. Immer-

sion gave way to a reticence in which she gauged her activity according

to the recalled standards of her self-image.

No doubt many aspects of positional identities develop out of one’s

awareness, as Kondo’s had before she caught a glimpse of herself. No

doubt many behaviors develop out of awareness, unmediated by one’s

reflection upon them as claims to social position. One simply partici-

pates in the typical arrangements of people in houses, say, where one is

more likely to find, in the United States, women in the kitchen and

men in the workshop or yard; or in Naudada, women at the hearth, men

at the tea shop. Or one simply takes part in everyday activities and finds

young Japanese(-American) women walking about with sliding steps

and slightly bent knees, pushing babies in strollers as they shop in the

afternoon.

Occasionally a child may be admonished in a way that includes men-

tion of social position. A mother may tell her daughter that girls don’t

do x. Shanta was certainly warned away from the plow in a dramatic

and upsetting way, but perhaps the usual path to relational identity is

through simple associations that pass unnoticed in any conscious way.14

It may not be until later that the associations between social positions

and entitlements become a matter of reflection. The child at first, and

perhaps for a very long time, may not associate the access that she gains
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or does not gain to spaces and activities with the language of social

claims. She may not consciously realize that her developing dispositions

are caste-specific. Especially at first, she undoubtedly does not say to

herself, “Tila Kumari is a Bahun. To go into her yard is to claim to be of

higher caste than I am. If I go there, she is likely to mistreat me.”

Other indices of positional identities, however, become conscious and

available as tools that can be used to affect self and other. Muna inter-

preted Tila Kumari as accusing her and her friends of being morally bad.

She defended herself, to herself and to Debra, as not deserving such an

evaluation. In the lived world of Naudadan domestic and community

relations, a woman’s social worth was figured according to the life path of

the good woman (described in Chapter 3). Girls of Muna’s age had long

been used to hearing and using terms such as radi (widow) to insult

others. These were derogatory terms for women who had strayed from

the life path of the good Hindu woman. They had even come to under-

stand why radi was a negative term—a widow was a woman who had

fallen from the life path by outliving her husband. Further, the girls

cared about their own moral standing in the community and often con-

structed for Skinner representations of themselves as good daughters and

sisters (see Chapter 10). Muna’s emotional response to Tila Kumari’s

scoldings indicated her attachment to the understanding of herself as a

good person.

In other words, some positional identities and their associated mark-

ers are clearly figured. In Naudada, good works and good behavior, when

contrasted to the misbehavior that constitutes pap (sin), are noted and

related to the script of the life path of a good person. In the world of

romance of college students in the American South, attractiveness as a

form of symbolic capital, a measure of one’s social worth, was figured

extensively, not only as a key element in the development of romantic

relationships, but also as a motive for numerous projects, practices, and

artifacts of beautification. Perhaps these figured aspects of relational

identities become relatively conscious for anyone successfully recruited

into the figured world where such qualities are deemed important. The

everyday aspects of lived identities, in contrast, may be relatively unre-

marked, unfigured, out of awareness, and so unavailable as a tool for

affecting one’s own behavior.

We do not mean to imply that identities subsist in two exclusive

forms, one type a pure product of imagination and the other of un-
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reflected action. Rather, consider two orientations or attitudes to the

production of social activity. Figured identities arise and are reproduced

in the special attitude of play or, more precisely, imaginative framing. As

we noted in Chapter 3, Vygotsky describes play as a special social form of

activity, one in which the conditions and modes of action are not those of

the “actual,” that is, everyday setting, but of an imagined template cast

over the everyday. He uses the simple example of a child’s playing at

riding a horse, when what the child rides is “merely” a broom. What

counts in play, and what counts in the identities of figured worlds, is the

cultural relations, the “rules,” that govern the movements of a game. The

meanings of play, like the meanings of langue, are only attached or as-

signed to the material tokens that instantiate them. Their source lies in

the imaginative system.

Mundane activities, in contrast, have become a matter of habit. By

differentiating between mundane activities and the more dramatic, re-

marked activities singled out in figured worlds, we create not a dichot-

omy but a continuum. As Bakhtin maintained (Voloshinov 1986), even

everyday behavior has an ideology, a cultural world. Hence the relation

of play or life in a marked frame of imagination to everyday activity is

more properly one of specificity (one that is marked) to generality (one

that is unmarked). The two situations are convertible. Specific figured

worlds—such as that of romantic love, which began as play in the courts

of eleventh-century France (see Chapter 11)—can be made public over

time to become more mundane genres of the everyday, and the generic

figures of social life can become specialized, “survivals” in Edward Tylor’s

sense, and turned into the stuff of folklore and exotic ethnography.

Vygotsky called the process in which the historical sources and the

distinctiveness of behavior are erased by its automation “fossilization.”

In a sense some imaginative frames become “fossilized” in mundane

daily life. But fossilization is not irreversible. Ruptures of the taken-for-

granted can remove these aspects of positional identities from automatic

performance and recognition to commentary and re-cognition. (Kondo’s

experience is an excellent example.) This hermeneutic moment leads

persons to specify the figured world that prefigures everyday activity.

This disruption happens on the collective level as well. Some signs of

relational identity become objectified, and thus available to reflection

and comment, in relation to the social category. Alternative figurings

may be available for interpreting the everyday, and alternative ways of
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figuring systems of privilege may be developed in contestations over

social arrangements. We heard in Naudada figurings of caste that dif-

fered from those given in Brahmanical texts. Schoolboys told Skinner

that the blood of the lower castes was red, like that of the higher castes—

members of different castes were at root the same, and not “naturally”

different.

At some point the lower-caste child may begin to grasp consciously

the emotional, evaluative nature of the signs that are used to position

him as inferior, as a source of potential pollution for all those whose caste

is higher than his own. By drinking from the glass at a tea stall, the

Damai, the Sarki, the Kami pollutes it. At some point the child may begin

to use the sign in relation to social category and in turn as a symboliza-

tion of how others experience him. Typically a child will reproduce

the comments of adults in his own egocentric speech, that is, in the

speech stream that frames, comments upon, and comes to manage ac-

tion. Through continually objectifying or symbolizing himself enacting

the sign, he becomes able to experience a version of himself as an object

in a social world given meaning by these signs. Eventually this means

of objectification, which is a form of self-management, becomes what

Vygotsky and Bakhtin called inner speech (see Chapter 2), and what

we consider an element of the imagination. One particular lower-caste

boy so resented the position assigned him because of his caste that he

dreamed of returning to Naudada as a doctor, a figure of such importance

that higher-caste people would have to accept food and water that he had

touched (Skinner and Holland 1996).

The women in Holland’s study of romance often talked about such

objectifications of themselves and ruminated upon them. Often these

representations took the form of voices, of Bakhtin’s (1981) vocal im-

ages, while others were visual images. Similar processes of objectification

were evident for the children that Skinner followed in Nepal. These

visions often seemed to motivate (plans for) action, sometimes even

life-changing action.15 Kondo suggests that for her, too, the image

reflected in the display case became a mediating device; it allowed her to

think about what she had become, and to attempt to change it.

Children in their development and neophytes entering into a figured

world, then, acquire positional dispositions and identities. At some level

of apprehension, they come to know these signs as claims to categorical

and relational positions, to status. More important, they learn a feel for
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the game, as Bourdieu calls it, for how such claims on their part will be

received.16 They come to have relational identities in their most rudi-

mentary form: a set of dispositions toward themselves in relation to

where they can enter, what they can say, what emotions they can have,

and what they can do in a given situation.

Explorations of the processes of these formations, followed in more

depth in the next chapters, suggest that the associations children and

neophytes form with different spaces and activities in their environment

are, in fact, social positions that have become dispositions. Gendered

dispositions to participate, or not, in given activities, develop in places

where gender participation in activities is treated as a claim of gender

specificity. Dispositions of lower-caste Naudadan individuals and groups

to speak, or not to speak, with an authoritative voice in public gatherings

where members of higher castes are present develop in places where

speaking is treated as a claim to caste position.

Yet positional identities are not without their disruptions. The same

semiotic mediators, adopted by people to guide their behavior, that may

serve to reproduce structures of privilege and the identities, dominant

and subordinate, defined within them, may also work as a potential for

liberation from the social environment. We will see in the next chapters

how people sometimes fix upon objectifications of themselves that they

find unacceptable. These objectifications become the organizing basis of

resentment and often of more active resistance. When individuals learn

about figured worlds and come, in some sense, to identify themselves in

those worlds, their participation may include reactions to the treatment

they have received as occupants of the positions figured by the worlds.17

Yet the “metapragmatic” capability to figure social practice—through

narrative, drawing, singing, and other means of articulation—is at the

same time a capability to figure it otherwise than it is. Its rehearsal is

the opportunity to re-create dispositions to activities-in-mind that give

shape to this dissatisfaction. The interchange or convertibility of the two

contexts of identity provides opportunities to reform either by recourse

to the other. In other words, symbols also enable the objectification of

the treatment that women or lower-caste people receive, so that narra-

tivized worlds are created around stories of these treatments and visions

of better treatment.
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7

The Sexual Auction Block

In our study of college women in the southern United States (see Chap-

ter 5), the women’s identification within the world of romance entailed

that they form a sense of the social value of both self and others in

that world.1 Identification with that world meant taking, to varying de-

grees, what Bourdieu (1977a, 1977b; Bourdieu and Passeron, 1977)

called “symbolic violence” into one’s self and perpetrating (and perpetu-

ating) it against others. Settling social position—the subtext of interac-

tion and the stuff of positional identities—is a matter of struggle, often

muted or even unrecognized, whose effects live on in personal and social

history.

To illustrate the point, let us begin with Karen’s description of things

that had happened since her last interview:

A friend of mine [Annette] invited us . . . to a party in the dorm. And
she told us that there’d be . . . a couple of people there that she really
liked a lot: guys, that is . . . and . . . when we got there . . . the main one
she wanted to see . . . didn’t even hardly acknowledge her presence. He
practically didn’t even speak to her . . . And it just sort of messed up the
whole party—mainly for her, and because of that, it messed it up for all
of us. I expected . . . some real nice guys. I thought they’d be really glad
to see her. But . . . the one she wanted to see acted real stuck-up, as if
she wasn’t even there. . . . He ignored her . . . She’d be standing practi-
cally beside him, and he wouldn’t say anything.

The interviewer asked why the man, Sam, had acted the way he did. “I

don’t know . . . maybe she just had it in her head that he liked her . . . and
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he was just trying to talk to this other girl or something. But he did act,

he acted sort of too good for her, you know?”

Annette was upset. Karen explained that Annette was trying to reason

out Sam’s actions:

Interviewer: What were some of the ways she reasoned it out?

Karen: Um, well, she thought at first maybe because he was with that

girl, he didn’t want to talk to anybody else. And, but then, he was

talking to other girls that were walking by, and um, then she was

thinking, maybe he was mad at her, but she didn’t know why, you

know, she was just thinking of different stuff like that.

Interviewer: Did you think of any things like that too?

Karen: Uh, not really, I, I, it’s gonna sound terrible. I thought, well he

just didn’t want to, didn’t want to see her at all, ’cause he just

didn’t, I don’t know, what I thought was that, he was like I said

before, he was some big jock on campus, you know, and he just

wanted the real, just certain girls around him, you know.

Interviewer: What . . . kinds?

Karen: Really pretty.

Karen’s embarrassment in telling this story was palpable. Her discom-

fort draws our attention to the importance of attractiveness. Karen was

clearly embarrassed to say explicitly that her friend was not pretty

enough for Sam’s tastes. It was as though Annette had something to be

ashamed of, and Karen’s speech marked that shame. And, even though

Annette was obviously thinking over Sam’s behavior, Karen did not try to

save her time and worry by explaining. This incident underscored, for

us, the pivotal aspect of attractiveness: Why should not being really

pretty be something to be embarrassed about?

No doubt there was another source of Karen’s embarrassment. Annette

had publicly and boldly proclaimed her attraction to Sam, and, by ap-

proaching him, had in effect laid claim to a comparable attractiveness of

her own, only to have it demolished by his lack of interest. In the student

culture attractiveness was very important. It was at the heart of the

gender status quo. Annette’s claim to social worth among her peers had

been proven false (for further analysis see Holland and Skinner 1987;

Holland and Eisenhart 1990).

In Chapter 5 we noted that some women were more adept than others

at claiming—and refusing—roles in romantic activities and that, as a
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matter of that same skill, some were more adept at claiming a high

level of attractiveness. We want to pursue that clue and direct our atten-

tion to how these relational aspects of identity in the world of romance

are negotiated actively within social interaction. Only by following this

course can we understand Annette’s vulnerability to the kind of insult

she suffered and, the broader point, women’s vulnerability to the sym-

bolic violence that marks the ways romance is lived.

How were women developing their sense of place as gendered actors

in the world of romance, and as more attractive or less attractive indi-

viduals? An important means is participation in the discursive practices

described in the chapters on figured worlds and positionality. We noted

in Chapter 6 the idea that gender is more appropriately treated as a

process or a practice than as a static attribute or an enduring charac-

teristic; that, in Connell’s words, “‘gender’ would be more transparent if

it were a verb rather than a noun” (1987: 84). We would argue analo-

gously about the more specific, gendered quality of attractiveness. It

would be more accurate to use a verb that meant “to make attractive”: “I

make you attractive,” “you make me attractive,” “she makes him attrac-

tive,” and so on. This phrasing de-essentializes the quality by reveal-

ing its social-relational dynamics—the continually negotiated construc-

tions and reconstructions that create “real” attractiveness and attractive

people.

Because of its attention to everyday encounters and to the maneuvers

and dilemmas of participants actively engaged in those encounters, the

focus on practice, and on the constitution of images and statuses through

interaction, is reminiscent of symbolic interactionism. Unlike most tradi-

tional forms of symbolic interactionism, however, practice theories go

well beyond the encounters at hand. Bourdieu (1977a, 1990b), address-

ing practice in general, and Connell (1987), addressing practice in rela-

tion to gender, both build on symbolic interactionism, adding a critical

step. They theorize about how systems of power and privilege render the

participants of encounters more or less equal, more or less like agents,

and more or less interpersonally powerful. Here too we must situate

these interactions in a larger system, by recalling the cultural sources

that give these discourses and practices their potency. One important

source has already been introduced: the figured world of romance. Along

with it, other figured and positional aspects of identities in the United

States and the South—race, class, sexual orientation—evoke and give
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shape to what might be called the playing field of day-to-day romantic

encounters.

When we submit identity to the rigors of practice, to this complicated

field of play, an interesting thing happens. The figured world of romance

predicates certain genres of gender relations and the acts and charac-

ters or positions that are meaningful in them. In encounters these ge-

neric worlds may be evoked through gestures, words, phrases, looks, and

movements, and the relative positions of the parties to the encounter are

constructed and counter-constructed.2 Yet, in practice, these worlds are

not everywhere the same and their instantiations are not automatic.

Rather, the evocation is potentiated and differentiated by, first, the posi-

tional markers that constrain people’s “fitness” for certain claims and

rights of use, and, second, by evocations of other figured worlds, other

ways to define the situation. The playing field is the space made of these

possibilities. Southern discourses of romance, it turned out in practice,

were double-edged. They provided for the pleasurable construction of

desire, to be sure, but they also constructed a world in which the parties

to desire could gain or lose attractiveness and prestige. These gendering

discourses and practices were powerful vehicles for the playing out of

romantic selves; they were also potential means of degradation.

In open-ended interviews, the women told us about many incidents

involving actual or potential romantic/sexual partners, especially the up-

setting ones, like the story of Annette, in which they or a friend had been

mistreated and insulted by men. They also talked about incidents in

which they or a friend had been, by their own assessment, inappropri-

ately treated as a romantic/sexual partner by a professor or boss. Unlike

Annette, who willingly sought Sam as a romantic partner, these women

neither sought out nor desired romantic involvement with their bosses

and teachers. Nor did the women in similar stories Holland has since

been told, stories evoked by her lecturing on this material.3 Whether the

women invited the men’s assessment or not, these instances involved

insults, insults both to their attractiveness and (consequently) to their

prestige.

Incidents of Symbolic Violence

The double-edged quality of romantic discourse can readily be discerned

from such cases. It can also be discerned from a videotaped simulation of
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such an incident. Analysis of the videotape’s transcript allows us to expli-

cate aspects of the positionality of romantic identities in general and

to explore what happens when these identities are evoked in the work-

place. The video captures visually the importance of gestures and spatial

positioning. It is useful in particular for understanding how the gen-

dered identities of the world of romance are evoked clandestinely in the

workplace—how the playing field becomes complicated by two figured

worlds. In much of the incident, what is spoken stays in the realm of

work. The world of sex and romance and the positioning of the partici-

pants in that world are evoked largely through nonverbal gestures and

physical contacts.

The video clip we quote was part of a televised program on sexual

harassment in the workplace. The simulated incident was arranged by a

social psychologist, John Pryor, to illustrate his research on the condi-

tions under which men are more likely to sexually harass women at work

(Pryor et al. 1993). Our focus is not on the behavior of the men in the

incident but rather on what this behavior can tell us about the readings

of like incidents by the participants in our studies.

Narrator: During a psychology class, Dr. Pryor re-created one of his

more revealing studies.

Two men, John (the experimenter), and Mr. Williams (the subject), walk

up to a desk on which is a computer; they shake hands.

John: What we’re going to do here, I’m trying to evaluate a program

I’ve developed for the Department of Office Management. Okay?

Mr. Williams sits down at the desk and John sits on the edge of the desk.

Narrator: In this scenario, a graduate student who is actually

participating in the experiment leads the research subject to

believe that he will be training undergraduate women to use a

computer.

John: What you’re going to do is instruct the girl that’s going to be

coming in here on how to correct these mistakes. Okay? Now I

don’t know if you noticed the girl out in the hall, but the girls that

are being sent down here by the Department of Office

Management are real foxy.

Narrator: In reality the real purpose of the experiment was to see if

the research subject would harass given the opportunity.

John goes out and calls “Cindy.” A woman comes in. Mr. Williams stands

up.
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John: Cindy! It is Cindy, isn’t it? I’m John. How are you?

They shake hands.

Cindy: I’m fine, thank you.

John: Don’t I know you from somewhere? You look like an old

girlfriend of mine. (He still has her hand. Cindy laughs.) I want

you to come on over here. Cindy, this is Mr. Williams.

Cindy and Mr. Williams shake hands.

Mr. Williams: Hi, Cindy.

John: Mr. Williams will basically be your boss here for the next fifteen

minutes. So all’s you have to do is listen to what Mr. Williams has

to say and follow his instructions. Okay? Okay?

Cindy sits down at the desk.

Narrator: By the design, the graduate student, who is really part of

the research design, purposively harasses the woman—setting an

example for the computer trainer to do the same.

John is standing behind Cindy. He puts his hands on her bare

shoulders—she has on a “boat-top” sweater—and leaves them there

as he speaks.

John: Make yourself comfortable, then just follow Mr. Williams’s

instructions and you’ll be doing okay. Okay?

Cindy nods her head.

John (to Mr. Williams): And you remember that you’re going to fill

out an evaluation sheet?

Mr. Williams: Yeah. Okay.

John: Okay.

Mr. Williams: Okay, thanks a lot.

John leaves the room.

Narrator: Left alone, and left to believe that sexual harassment is

permitted and even condoned, the computer trainer takes full

advantage of the situation.

Mr. Williams: You want me to give you the sentence now?

He is standing behind the chair. He looks at his paper, then puts his right

hand on the chair behind Cindy’s right shoulder.

Cindy: Okay . . . What’d I . . .

Mr. Williams: It’s number three. Just hit number three up here.

He reaches around her with his left hand and hits the key. When

he removes his hand from the keyboard, he grasps her left

shoulder.

Cindy: Do I have to hit return?
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Narrator: Although this is a re-creation, similar behavior was

observed during 90 percent of the experiments.

Mr. Williams: That’s good.

Cindy: Okay. And?

Mr. Williams: Just use those. Those are fine.

Narrator: Shannon Hoffman, who participated in the real studies and

has just played Cindy in the simulation, remembers feeling

vulnerable because of the permissive situation created by the men

in charge.

Mr. Williams kneels by Cindy’s right side and leaves his left arm around

her. A few seconds later he pats/rubs her back.

Mr. Williams: And that’s all you really need to do. Just hit the letter

and you’ll be fine.

The scene changes to Shannon Hoffman being interviewed on camera.

Shannon Hoffman: It was very uncomfortable for me. I realized that, if

it had been out of the experimental setting, as a woman I would

have been very uncomfortable with someone that close to me and

reaching around me like that. So, it really made me feel a little bit

powerless because there was nothing much I could do. But I also

realized that perhaps in a business setting, if this person really was

my boss, then it would’ve been harder for me to send off the

negative signals, or whatever, to try and fend off that kind of thing.

The simulation provides a vivid case of gendering, and a plausible

example of the type of incidents described to us by our study’s partici-

pants. We now want to read this incident according to the figured world

of romance that we inferred from our studies. Through such interpreta-

tions, women and men live gender ideologies in day-to-day encounters.

In order to avoid awkward, conditional phrasings, we will treat the par-

ticipants of the simulation as though they were drawing upon the back-

ground knowledge we found common in our studies.

The Experimenter Genders Himself and the Other Man

The initial conversation between the two men set the stage for the inci-

dent. It drew upon the discourse of romance to construct the woman as

an object of desire. Of equal importance, the experimenter, in the process

of figuring the woman, gendered both himself and the other man. The
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experimenter, John, said to the subject, Mr. Williams, “Now I don’t know

if you noticed the girl out in the hall, but the girls that are being sent

down here by the Department of Office Management are real foxy.”

Here John drew upon a lexicon, comprising hundreds of gender-

marked terms, that men in our studies had for talking about women as

figures of romance.4 This male lexicon provided many terms that as-

cribed value to different types of women and described the ways they

were likely to behave in romantic relationships. The term “foxy” posi-

tioned the woman—relative to other culturally typed women, such as

“broads,” “babes,” or “cows”—as one who was sexy, a companion with

whom a man would want to be seen, and likable in that she was not

likely to be overly demanding (Holland and Skinner 1987).

In our studies of the lexicons that men used to refer to women and

women to men, it became abundantly clear that these vocabularies were

not just tools of representation. The words were used to do social work

as well. What stood out for many of the men and women we studied

was less the semantics of these gender-marked lexicons than the ways

in which the terms could be used. Their first remarks were often about

the potential use of the words as insults. For example, some respon-

dents grouped terms such as “bitch,” “shrew,” “dog,” “dumb blonde,”

and “airhead” together because they could all be used to insult a woman.

(Other terms, such as “sweetheart,” were said to be endearments.)

Against the conceptual horizon provided by the figured world of ro-

mance, terms such as “dog,” “bitch,” and the milder “women’s libber”

could be used to position, negatively, one woman relative to others.

“Bitches” were women who in the man’s view overvalued their own

attractiveness and so demanded too much. A spurned lover would de-

mean the woman who rejected him by telling friends that she had turned

out to be a “bitch.” Likewise, women had an arsenal of terms—such as

“prick,” “nerd,” and “asshole”—that they used to claim that particular

men were of little value.

The social work of the terms was even more complex. One’s partners,

or those to whom one was attracted, reflected back upon one’s own

attractiveness. In the taken-for-granted scenario, those who were equally

attractive were attracted to one another.5 “Hunks” were not attracted to

“nags” or “dogs” but to “foxy girls” or “dolls,” and likewise “foxy girls”

were not attracted to “jerks,” “nerds,” “wimps,” or “turkeys.” Still, the

attribution—exactly who was a “hunk” and who was a “creep”—varied
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by participant and was not carved in stone. There were no absolute

measures of attractiveness; there was no authority that could definitively

assess who was and who was not attractive. Instead, attractiveness was a

symbolic capital attested to, aggrandized, or devalued by the attractive-

ness of those one approached and the treatment one received from them.

Both women and men read these words as making claims about

their own attractiveness as well as that of others. The naming of others in

the world of romance has a characteristic described by Boltanski and

Thevenot (1983): social classification systems tend to classify the clas-

sifier as well as the classified. A woman who referred to a man as an

“asshole” was implicitly claiming that he held no attraction for her at all,

and thus that she was more attractive than he. By classifying a man as a

“playboy,” a woman admitted both his attractiveness and the possibility

that he would try to treat her as though she were more attracted to him

than he to her. In other words, she admitted the possibility that he was

more attractive than she.

On their part, men used words such as “bitch” or “knockout” to make

claims about particular women and, reflexively in the process, about

themselves and the listener as well. Against the conceptual horizon pro-

vided by the world of romance, a man who referred to a woman as a

“dog,” a “bitch,” or a “women’s libber” was positioning not only the

woman but also himself. He was claiming that the woman, as far as he

was concerned, was unattractive, and therefore (the claim reflecting back

upon him) that he was more attractive than the woman.6

In the case of attractiveness, the classifiers not only classified their

targets and themselves, they also classified those who were intimately

related to the classified. People of similar attractiveness became intimate

in the taken-for-granted situation of the figured world. Thus a woman’s

boyfriend’s attractiveness was a sign of her own attractiveness. If a

woman’s boyfriend was called a “nerd,” her attractiveness also was im-

pugned. If a man called another man’s girlfriend a “dog,” he also implied

that her suitors were unattractive. The reflexivity of these categories

enabled an individual to propose a hierarchical ranking of a number of

people, including himself or herself, simply by labeling one person.

By labeling the women being sent down by the Department of Office

Management as “foxy,” the experimenter, John, evoked the world of

romance and a comparison of the women according to their attractive-

ness. He construed Cindy, the woman who was there for computer train-
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ing, as a prestigious object of desire, and thus when he later approached

her in an intimate way he cast himself as an attractive, desirable man.

Here was a “foxy” woman with whom he could be familiar. With his

comment about foxiness, John also drew the subject, Mr. Williams, into

the figured world of romance and sexuality. He gendered Mr. Williams by

implying that Mr. Williams would participate—with John and from the

same desirable perspective—in the world of male/female relations. He

implied not only that he and Mr. Williams were heterosexual but also

that they shared standards of taste in women and were roughly equal in

attractiveness.

A Gendering Insult

In the two men’s interactions with the woman, they used gestures that

invoked the world of romance and sex. John said to Cindy, “Don’t I know

you from somewhere? You look like an old girlfriend of mine.” He put

his hands on her in an intimate manner, an intimacy that was unex-

plained by any prior history. His gestures and phrases, and the later

physical intimacy of Mr. Williams, all invoked a clandestine discourse, a

discourse that opened a space within the workplace that was ambigu-

ously, if at all, governed by the work at hand, or the figured relations of

occupational specialization and merit. The space was instead infused

with gender relations, interpreted according to the model of romance,

and peopled by types who were relevant to that world.

Yet the work went on, the computer trainer continued the training.

The sexual world was always close to the surface, threatening to over-

whelm the ostensible activity, but the discourse remained submerged,

clandestine. Hence, here and in the incidents described to us, it was

difficult for the women to refuse such a gendering. Especially in cases

where gestures and innuendo were the language of choice, the evocation

of the world of sex and romance could be counter-charged to the woman.

Should she too blatantly or explicitly avoid the unwanted intimacies and

communicate her refusal too forcefully, she could be accused of reading

meaning into gestures inappropriately, of seeing something that no one

else sees, or of fantasizing that she is attractive enough to be the object of

a man’s desire. She could be accused of purposefully evoking the world of

romance herself. Her clothes, her makeup, her posture, and her move-

ments could be scrutinized as cues, and put forward as evidence of her
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desire. Why was Cindy wearing a sweater that left the tops of her shoul-

ders bare?7

When constantly invoked, despite a woman’s wishes, the discourse of

romance constituted a refusal to treat her as worker or student, on a par

with other workers or students. It was a refusal to accord the woman any

value other than that of her attractiveness. This is a general strategy of

male resistance to the incorporation of women into traditionally male

worksites (Weston 1990). The situation simulated in the video clip is

more complex. The work went on; the computer trainer continued the

training; but he did so in such a way that the world of romance and

sexuality infiltrated the activity at hand, giving all acts a double sig-

nificance. The incidents women described to us were similar. Sometimes

they were even more blatant, and sometimes more ambiguous. We did

not hear of situations in which male teachers or employers absolutely

refused to treat a woman as a student or employee. Instead we heard of

situations in which women were suddenly, without warning, removed

from the context of work, treated as objects of desire, and positioned in

the world of romance.

The women in our studies, most of whom were between eighteen and

twenty-two, were shocked when such incidents happened to them or

their friends. This was especially true of women who had been accus-

tomed to deciding which men were and which were not in the group of

potential romantic/sexual interests. Some of these bosses or teachers

were considered too old to be appropriate partners, and their romantic

approach was doubly troubling to the women. Especially distressing

were those incidents that were observed by fellow students or employ-

ees. The women invariably described themselves as intensely embar-

rassed. They felt belittled and unable to counter-attack. (In none of the

cases did the teller report that the audience came to her defense.)

Some of the women were learning through experience that their vul-

nerability to what we call the sexual auction block extended into the

workplace and the classroom. They could be reconstituted, without their

invitation or permission and before their fellows, from student or worker

to object of desire and token of attractiveness. Some of the women expe-

rienced these incidents as revelations. One incident sufficed to make

them realize that the clandestine discourse of romance and sexuality lay

just under the surface in every classroom and workplace: that they might

at any time be treated as a romantic or sexual object regardless of their
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absorption in the task at hand, regardless of their desire not to be so

treated, and regardless of how inappropriate an arbiter of their attractive-

ness the man in question seemed to them to be. This subtext, once

revealed, led to a more complex apprehension of men in positions of

authority.

This shift in perspective was affectingly articulated by the young

woman we call Karla. After the incident described in Chapter 5, in which

one of her former teachers had approached her as a potential lover, she

concluded somewhat sadly:

But, you know, this has caused me to do a lot of thinking about the
nature of the human male. Here is a man you would never suspect . . .
upstanding member of the community, seemingly happily married.
What more could he want? And trying to seduce an eighteen-year-old
girl . . . and an intellectual seduction, too. It’s made me a little leery of
older male teachers who act incredibly friendly, because there have
been a lot of them, that I always looked upon as just really nice people
who were interested in their students. But now this whole other dimen-
sion has been added of, “Hey, wait a minute; maybe he’s not interested
in my intellectual development.”

An Insulting Gendering

The woman in the video clip was exposed to a “gendering insult”: with-

out any invitation on her part and in a work situation where it was

supposedly irrelevant, she was evaluated and treated according to her

attractiveness. But there was more to the incident: not only was the

gendering itself an insult; its substance or content was insulting as well.

The discourse of romance evoked in the incident was double-edged. It

constructed desire, but it also positioned the parties to the romantic

encounter, ranking them according to their relative amounts of the sym-

bolic capital, attractiveness.

Similarly, on the two college campuses we studied, the figured world

of romance provided a means for creating gendered persons of more or

less value, possessing more or less symbolic capital. Students used the

lexicon of gender-marked terms to position themselves and others. Part-

ners’ treatment of each other was also read as claims about their relative

amounts of symbolic capital.

Romantic and sexual activity were understood by the students to be
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about attraction. They were organized around the taken-for-granted un-

folding of a romantic/sexual relationship that we presented in Chapter 5:

Two equally attractive people were drawn to each other. The man treated

the woman well: he appreciated her; he recognized her special qualities;

he did nice things for her; and he was sensitive to her desires. The

woman, in turn, showed her affection for him and allowed the relation-

ship to become more intimate. Both were rewarded by the intimacy of

the relationship and by the validation of their attractiveness.

In this figured world, attraction was the force that produced intimate

cross-gender relationships, and the ability to attract was a crucial quality

of those who would participate in the world of romance. Attractiveness

determined how a woman would be treated by men. Attractive women

received attention, gifts, and intimacy and gained access to whatever

social and material amenities the men wished to share. Unattractive

women either received ill treatment from attractive men or settled for

relations with unattractive, less prestigious men. And it worked similarly

in reverse: attractive men were admired and chosen as intimate partners

by attractive women; unattractive men had to settle for less attractive

women.

At first attractiveness seemed to be construed as an intrinsic charac-

teristic of a person, a set of qualities that some had naturally, others

cultivated, and many lacked. Closer examination, however, showed at-

tractiveness to be less an enduring or essential quality than a product of

one’s relations and activities. It was drawn from the attractiveness of

those who were attracted to one and how one fared in romantic/sexual

encounters.8 A man’s attractiveness was affirmed, increased, or dimin-

ished by each of his encounters with women, according to the outcome.

The same was true for a woman. Attractiveness was a form of symbolic

capital: a putatively unchanging attribute of the person that actually

fluctuated according to the treatment he or she received from others.9

There were ways to make up for mismatches in attractiveness. A rela-

tively unattractive man could succeed with a relatively attractive woman

if he treated her especially well. He could be exceptionally sensitive to

her, especially creative and clever in pleasing her. In this way, expecta-

tions of good treatment became a language of claims to relative attrac-

tiveness. A woman who seemed to expect special treatment, with little

demonstration of affection on her part, was interpreted as claiming to be

more attractive than her partner. If a man felt a woman was demanding
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too much, overrating her own attractiveness relative to his, he could

retaliate by calling her a “bitch.” By the same token, if a man expected

intimacy and affection from a woman and yet treated her badly, he was

interpreted as claiming that she was less attractive than he. The woman

too had the verbal means to counter this assessment, and many reasons

to use them. For, in this only partly verbal language of claim and coun-

terclaim, acquiescence demonstrated agreement. If a woman stayed with

a man who treated her as less attractive than he, she enacted her lesser

attractiveness.

In this figuring of sexual relations, rape constituted an ultimate form

of ill-treatment. It was an acting out of the man’s sense that the woman’s

prestige was negligible. And, as others have argued (Sanders 1980), be-

cause attractiveness was attested to by the treatment women received

from men, the very act of rape created the victim’s low prestige. Further-

more, in the logic of this system, women who “accepted” ill-treatment

deserved that ill-treatment and relations with unattractive men. As one

of the women in the study said, “The hall slut deserves the dullest guy

around.”

In the incident depicted in the video clip, both men continued to treat

the woman in intimate ways, though she had given no indication that

she desired intimacy with them. Except for John’s fleeting acknow-

ledgment that Cindy looked like the type of woman he was willing to

have as girlfriend—an accolade that is more or less valuable depending

on one’s assessment of his attractiveness—neither man did anything for

her that counted as good treatment in the world of romance. They gave

no indication of sensitivity to her wishes. They gave no sign that they

saw her as a special person. Nor did they do anything for her in the way

of special favors. By the standards of the figured world of romance, they

were claiming to be prestigious, desirable men whose attractiveness was

so much greater than the woman’s that she could expect no special

treatment from them. They acted as though she would surely welcome,

or at least allow, intimacy regardless of their relative disregard for her.

In short, they played out the entitlements of men possessing large

amounts of symbolic capital, men of great attractiveness and high pres-

tige. And in the process they devalued the woman’s symbolic resources;

they implied that her capital was less than theirs. The woman not only

had to contend with a gendering insult but with an insulting gendering

as well. She faced both the double-talk of romantic discourse, masked
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within the workplace, and its double-edged nature. The discourse can

construct desire and pleasure, but it can also construct degradation.

Women in our study described many incidents in which they felt

demeaned by men’s treatment. The incidents had the themes just eluci-

dated: their (potential) boyfriends and lovers enacted positions of greater

entitlement and thus cast the women as relatively unattractive. The

women complained of being treated as though they were only one of a

crowd of women, many of whom would do just as well. They also ob-

jected to men’s expectations that they would rush into intimate relations

with little prelude. They disliked being made to feel as though they were

simply props that men used to demonstrate their status to their buddies.

The incidents in the classroom or the workplace were similarly insult-

ing and even harder to manage. At parties and social events, in dating

relationships, a woman had ways to counter a man’s view of his supe-

rior attractiveness. She could oppose him by trying to insult his attrac-

tiveness. She could publicly label him a “prick” or a “jerk” or a “nerd.”

Or she could simply leave, without much fear of damaging retaliation on

his part.

Return for a moment to Karen’s account of Sam, the big man on

campus, and his treatment of Annette, the ordinary girl. Karen described

her own reaction to Sam: “I didn’t think he was attractive anymore.” Her

inclination was to demean him, to label him an unprestigious man, an

unattractive type: “I wanted to tell him . . . he was acting like an ass.”

The women had more trouble responding to such insults from bosses

or instructors; they were not so ready to insult the symbolic capital of

men in positions of authority. Potential retaliation from a boss or an

instructor could be much more damaging. Compared with men of their

peer groups, bosses and instructors had more power to impose “their

vision of the divisions of the social world and their position within it”

(Bourdieu 1985b: 732).10 It was difficult, indeed dangerous, to resist

because the boss or employer had an independent source of attractive-

ness/prestige as a result of his position. It was also difficult because of the

double-talk nature of the clandestine discourse. Shannon Hoffman, who

participated in Pryor’s experiments, commented in the video that, even

though the situation was artificial and sure to end quickly, she experi-

enced a sense of powerlessness. She was being treated as a low-status

object, a person of few entitlements, and placed in a position where she

could be ridiculed if she protested.
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The Buxom Woman in the Bikini

An incident from a paper written by one of Holland’s students, a

woman we will call Eva Haley, shows some of the same elements of the

case portrayed in the video. The paper concerned the history of pinup

calendars, and it included a brief tale of Haley’s experience with such a

calendar:

In 1985, I was [the general] manager at a new car automobile dealer-
ship . . . One day I entered the parts department for a consultation with
the [parts] manager. As the door closed behind me I turned and with-
out warning came face to face with a very large “pinup” calendar spon-
sored by a tool company and displaying a bikini-clad, buxom woman
whose exaggerated body positioning and seductive gaze infused the
image with clear, culturally coded sexuality.

In this brief description this incident seems quite different from the

one simulated in the video. The parts manager did not put his hands on

Eva. He said nothing about his old girlfriends. He said nothing about

bikinis, nor did he call attention to the bikini-clad woman on his door.

There was no indication that he had put up the calendar in anticipation

that Eva would see it. But Haley’s reaction suggests a similarity: “I felt my

face flush with anger and shame as the ground holding me on an equal

level with my fellow manager shifted beneath my feet.”

The same popular ideology of romance, the perceptible evocation of a

figured world, made Eva Haley’s situation as potent and insulting as the

situation faced by the woman in the video. The pinup on the calendar

recalled the world of romance and attractiveness. The space that was

ostensibly a workplace was infused with gender relations. In that space,

Haley’s superior position as a manager of the car dealership, relative to

her colleague, the parts manager, was rendered less potent. Instead, their

positions in the world of romance and sexuality, that is, of a woman in

relation to a man, were brought to the fore. To the extent that she had to

occupy that position, the basis for her claim to superior status as a

worker was vitiated. She experienced a gendering insult.

Furthermore, just as in the video, the gendering was an insulting one.

The means of insult were different; the outcomes were similar. In the

video simulation Cindy suffered an insulting gendering when the men

treated her as being less attractive than they were. In order to understand
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how Eva Haley underwent an insulting gendering, recall that gender

typing affects all those involved in the world of romance and attractive-

ness. Gender labeling redounds upon both the classifier and the person

listening to the classification. In Haley’s words, “the image defined a

standard of beauty and a role by which to judge women, leaving me . . .

physically substandard.” The calendar’s picture of the woman in the

bikini evoked a ranking of women according to attractiveness—a rank-

ing in which Eva felt devalued. Like gender typing by words—the use of

“foxy” in the video—so too the image on the calendar reflected upon the

person observing it.

We would extend Haley’s analysis by adding that the parts manager

was making a claim about his own tastes and attractiveness. He implied

that he was attracted by handsome women, and so that he was a hand-

some man. The calendar evoked a three-way ranking of Eva, the woman

in the bikini, and the man—a ranking in which the man was elevated as

Eva was put down. The man had created a gendering space that offered

him a claim to the symbolic capital of attractiveness.11 Women entering

the space were invited to feel disempowered.

Haley wrote that she was angry and ashamed. Yet, so far as we know,

she did not try to retaliate against the man. Why might she have re-

frained? After all, she was the general manager and he was her subordi-

nate. Again, the answer lies in the double-talk that conceals the dis-

course—or, in this case, the imagery—of romance and sexuality in the

workplace. Had Eva confronted the man, she could have been accused of

raising the specter of romance and sexuality herself and of being the sole

author of any invidious comparisons between her and the bikini-clad

woman. Again, note the double-edged nature of the talk. A pinup calen-

dar can perhaps provide a shape for desire, but, in this case, it figured an

act of degradation.

Privileging Spaces

Eva’s response to the pinup calendar shows that her position as a woman

in the figured world of romance has become disposition. She was very

much affected by threats to her social worth, to her symbolic capital of

attractiveness. Her disposition—to see herself through the figured world

and to recognize her vulnerability to insults to her attractiveness, even in

a situation that was supposedly divorced from romance—was also the
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disposition whose development the women in our study described. Re-

call such situations as the one where Della’s looks were singled out for

sexual innuendo by her professor (Chapter 5) and the encounter be-

tween Sam and Annette that Karen recounted.

Men, too, were vulnerable to having their attractiveness insulted by

women, to having their social worth belittled, to bearing the brunt of

symbolic violence. Women could accept their gifts, their attention, and

their good treatment and still not reciprocate with any show of affec-

tion. They could refuse to allow the relationship to become more emo-

tionally or physically intimate. Women could insult them verbally as

well, referring to them as “pricks,” “nerds,” “creeps,” and other unap-

pealing names. Nonetheless, our studies showed that women’s treatment

by men had a greater impact upon evaluations of their social worth than

the relationship reversed. That is, the gender ideology discussed here

had more importance for women than for men.

On the face of it, the romantic/sexual relationship that constitutes the

standard of meaning in the model—the pairing of attractive people who

give and get equally, and the expected outcome of intimacy and prestige

for both—seems to favor neither the woman nor the man. But, in the

student world of the late 1970s and early 1980s, equality was not the

rule. Women’s attractiveness and prestige were far more dependent upon

their relationships with men than vice versa. Men had diverse sources of

symbolic capital. Men on the basketball team and men of (potential)

wealth, for example, had sources of attractiveness and prestige that were

largely independent of how women treated them.

There was no such alternative source for women. Participation on

women’s sports teams—no matter how many championships the teams

won—added little to the athletes’ attractiveness to male students; the

same was true for women’s participation in student government or uni-

versity performance groups. The playing field for romantic encounters

was not equal. When Sam snubbed her, Annette had little else to fall back

on for validation of her social worth. Had she similarly snubbed him,

Sam, a well-known athlete, would not have been as bereft.

It is clearly fairly easy to create spaces, figured by the world of ro-

mance, in which men are especially privileged. This easy access to privi-

lege is a consequence of men’s more numerous sources of symbolic capi-

tal. Yet other social and material contexts may affect the ways popular

ideologies of romance are played out in particular sites. One woman in
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our study pointed out that women outnumbered men at her university.

Consequently, in her view, all the men enjoyed an inflated sense of their

attractiveness and prestige. Men who, in a larger market, would have

been considered undesirable were treated as though they were attractive.

Hence, for that time and on that campus at least, they were attractive.

Pryor’s findings, reported in the video, could be interpreted along the

same lines. The experimental conditions set up a situation in which

simply being male gave all the men who participated symbolic capital

and its attendant entitlements relative to the women. In the words of the

video’s narration, the experimental conditions established a “permissive

situation.” The men felt free to be intimate with the woman.

We would augment this analysis by drawing upon the ideology of

romance and attractiveness. The experimental conditions established a

“privileging” space with two characteristics. First, male/female relations

were interpreted according to the figured world of romance and attrac-

tiveness. Through his comments and actions the person in authority, the

experimenter, evoked this world. Second, the conditions created a space

that automatically afforded the men greater symbolic capital than the

women. The comments and actions of the experimenter, from his posi-

tion of authority, not only evoked the world of romance but also posi-

tioned him and his male confederate as attractive/prestigious relative to

the woman. That authoritative position gave the men reason to expect

that the woman would treat them as attractive.

The most unsettling aspect of Pryor’s findings, especially to those of us

who are women living in this society, is how little effort it took to create

a privileging space in which a high percentage of the men involved felt

entitled to treat the woman as though her social worth were considerably

less than theirs.12 It sadly corroborates other evidence, such as the all

too frequent occasions when male athletes, misusing the attractiveness

and prestige attributed to them, act out their entitlement by mistreating

women. The fraternity rape described by Sanday (1990) is an even more

extreme case. Pryor’s findings are also particularly distressing because

the situation was putatively a workplace, where attractiveness should be

irrelevant. His data confirm that many women in the United States are

widely subject to evaluation, and potential degradation, in terms of the

popular ideology of romance and attractiveness, no matter the context of

activity.

That a high percentage of the men in the experiment engage in harass-
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ment does not lead us to think of the men, or men in general, as intrinsi-

cally or essentially sexual harassers. It does lead us to think of the way

the popular ideology of romance and attractiveness empowers men in

certain situations. It suggests that the ideology of romance was a potent

part of these men’s experience; the world of heterosexual romance and

sexuality was very salient to them and very easily evoked. Pryor’s experi-

ment spells out how easily men may be induced to adopt the positional

identity of an attractive man relating to a less attractive, less prestigious

woman. The experimental conditions created a particular sort of gender-

ing space, a particular privileging space, that was very potent not only for

the woman but also for the men.

Many of the women in our studies had trouble handling such situ-

ations. Della, when her professor praised her attractiveness, felt embar-

rassed and subsequently tried to avoid him. Retreat was the only solution

she could conceive that would not risk provoking his further comment.

After Sam treated her badly, Annette was probably less quick to reveal her

attraction to a man and perhaps less likely to pursue one of Sam’s pres-

tige. That the women struggled to manage such situations tells us not

that they were intrinsically victims but rather that the playing field of the

encounters was unequal. The women had relatively few resources for

contesting such genderings.

The Discourse of Sexual Harassment

Since the time of our studies of romance on college campuses, there have

been organized efforts by individuals and groups to use legal and quasi-

legal means to stop unwanted sexual advances. Now there are discourses

of sexual harassment and other sources of remedy beyond the individ-

ual woman’s attempts to counter-insult or dissuade a man from involving

her in unwanted relations. The language of these policies and laws, and

the debates over what precisely constitutes sexual harassment, have in-

formed the relatively new discourse. They have at least created some new

categories—beyond “prick,” “jerk,” and the like—for interpreting and

naming the parties to the type of gendering insults analyzed in this

chapter.13 Were we to return to the same campuses today and interview

students about the incident simulated in the video, we would no doubt

find reference to this discourse. Perhaps women would tell us about

incidents in which they did not respond with embarrassment, unex-
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pressed anger, or guilt, but instead rebuked the man for sexually harass-

ing them. Perhaps we would hear, in other words, about cases where the

discourse of harassment was brought into the incidents themselves.

The availability of this discourse certainly does not eviscerate the

popular ideology of romance and attractiveness. Nor does it save women

from the type of gendering insults discussed here. The Anita

Hill/Clarence Thomas hearings were one potent testimony to women’s

continuing vulnerability, even in the process of pressing claims of sexual

harassment, to degradation through discourses of desire (see Eisenhart

and Lawrence 1994). Nonetheless, there is little doubt that legal and

quasi-legal remedies for sexual harassment have altered the resources

available for contesting this form of sexism.14 The ideology of romance

and attractiveness has the force of a cultural inertia, born especially from

its potential for constructing pleasure and desire, but it cannot be as-

sumed that inertia grants it an automatic monopoly on meaning. Instead

its place must be held or dislodged through social effort and struggle.

Women now have an alternative discourse, and sometimes the backing

of an enforcement apparatus, through which they may try to refuse or

defuse situations of the type we have described.

The discourse of sexual harassment affords a woman a new resource to

turn the playing field to her advantage, redefining the incident from one

of her inappropriate and degrading gendering into one of his negative

gendering, of outlawing and ostracizing the man. A woman in a situation

like Cindy’s could now try to alter the computer trainer’s actions by

threatening to denounce him as a sexual harasser. The emerging dis-

course of sexual harassment gives women a resource for disrupting the

construction of spaces that give the privileged positions to men. They

can try to convert these spaces into ones where men are reminded of

their liability to sanctions by university hearing boards, corporate com-

mittees, and government agencies. Had Eva Haley’s encounter with the

bikini-clad pinup happened in the late 1990s, not in 1985, she might

have been moved to counter-attack. Instead of feeling devalued because

she failed to meet certain standards of physical appearance, she might

have tried to turn the parts manager’s office into a place that discom-

forted him, because the space he had created did not meet standards of

acceptability.15 She might have hung an anti–sexual harassment poster

over his pinup calendar.

How useful these resources will turn out to be—how effectively they
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will aid women to defuse insulting genderings and disrupt gendering

spaces—remains to be seen. Besides the dangers of insult to the victims

of sexual harassment in hearings, there is intense struggle over the very

discourse itself.

David Mamet’s play Oleanna provides an instructive example. The

play, a drama with only two actors, takes place in a professor’s office. In

the first scene an anxious undergraduate, a student in one of the profes-

sor’s courses, arrives for an appointment. She is confused about her grade

and generally insecure about her educational progress. She wants sug-

gestions for improvement. The egocentric male professor, absorbed in

contemplating his successful career and in buying a house, virtually

ignores her wishes. He takes the opportunity, instead, to instruct her on

his “quasi-radical” academic analyses of the failures of American higher

education.

In the next scene the student returns for another appointment, this

time armed with a more authoritative way of figuring the conflict be-

tween them. She has in the interim joined a women’s group on campus,

and she has learned not only that she has rights but also ways of asserting

those rights. The communication between student and professor wors-

ens, and she eventually makes a charge that sets in motion the college

apparatus for investigating sexual harassment. The originally ambiguous

tension between them has become socially clarified in the terms of a

gendered conflict, not limited to his office, but grown campus-wide. He

is (re)positioned, cast as a suspected sexual harasser, and eventually he

loses his tenure, his job, his new house, and even his wife’s support.

Mamet’s play not only shows how sexual harassment might intervene

between a woman and the “insults” of her position but also illustrates a

contestation of the discourse of sexual harassment and the identities it

affords. Audience discussions, which followed the performances we saw

and those we read about, often denigrated the woman student for evok-

ing the specter of sexual harassment and falsely accusing the professor.

The discussants had the idea—though it was more often implied than

made explicit—that recourse to charges of sexual harassment is both

unfair and counterproductive because it is too easily abused. Our con-

cern here is not to debate Mamet’s play but rather to let it dramatize the

simple point that these discourses are still under heavy dispute. Whether

and how they will survive is still in question.

Equally intriguing is the question of just how salient the discourse of
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sexual harassment will become in the construal of gender relations.

Could it become even more salient than the ideology of romance and

sex? A world of gender relations figured on a central narrative of men as

predators who use their power to exploit women sexually is imaginable

and indeed has already been imagined. It is the emerging and monstrous

world, the panic-world, portrayed in the writings of such controversial

and self-proclaimed feminists as Roiphe (1993).

Romance and Attractiveness and Other Fields of Power

The popular ideology of romance is thoroughly entangled with other

important collective structures that affect and effect gendering. The dis-

course of sexual harassment may offer an additional means of interpret-

ing male/female encounters and relations, but it sheds little light on and

gives little relief from a veritable obsession that some of us have with our

own attractiveness. Capitalism has stimulated the fetishization of attrac-

tiveness, this central notion in the popular model of romance, and en-

couraged the commodification of gender itself (Haug 1986; Willis 1991).

The advertisements of the cosmetics and apparel industries alone, not to

mention the ways attractiveness, romance, and sexuality are harnessed to

sell other products, clearly intensify and shape—and are intensified and

shaped by—the pivotal role accorded attractiveness in the figured world

of romance.16

Romantic practices are ever confounded with other powerful systems

of privilege that affect the playing field of cross-gender relations. Clearly

women and men are differentially advantaged as participants in the

world of romantic and sexual relations according to race, class, age, and

sexual orientation. How is it, for example, that some forms of appearance

and ways of acting have come to be considered more attractive than

others? How is it that the media represent images of attractiveness that

are ageist, constructing younger forms as beautiful; racist, putting a pre-

mium on white features; and classist, promoting those forms of beauty

that depend upon wealth? These race, class, and age privileges are not

determined by the figured world of romance and attractiveness, but are

mediated and potentiated by it.
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IV

The Space of Authoring
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8

Authoring Selves

Bakhtin’s vision of self-fashioning, which we call the “space of author-

ing,” resonates with what the case studies have told us about identity

formation. The cases belie any simplistic notion that identities are inter-

nalized in a sort of faxing process that unproblematically reproduces the

collective upon the individual, the social upon the body.1 Bakhtin’s con-

cepts allow us to put words to an alternative vision, organized around

the conflictual, continuing dialogic of an inner speech where active iden-

tities are ever forming.

Dialogism

In explicating the interconnections of Bakhtin’s seminal contributions to

literary analysis and criticism, to linguistics, and to anthropology, Mi-

chael Holquist (1990) draws out a central organizing principle, which

he names “dialogism.” The figured world of dialogism is one in which

sentient beings always exist in a state of being “addressed” and in the

process of “answering.”2 People coexist, always in mutual orientation

moving to action; there is no human action which is singularly expres-

sive. Holquist provides a helpful exposition:

Dialogism begins by visualizing existence as an event, the event of
being responsible for (and to) the particular situation existence as-
sumes as it unfolds in the unique (and constantly changing) place I
occupy in it. Existence is addressed to me as a riot of inchoate potential
messages, which at this level of abstraction may be said to come to
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individual persons much as stimuli from the natural environment come
to individual organisms. Some of the potential messages come to me in
the form of primitive physiological stimuli, some in the form of natural
language, and some in social codes, or ideologies. So long as I am in
existence, I am in a particular place, and must respond to all these
stimuli either by ignoring them or in a response that takes the form of
making sense, of producing—for it is a form of work—meaning out of
such utterances. (1990: 47)

In the making of meaning, we “author” the world. But the “I” is by

no means a freewheeling agent, authoring worlds from creative springs

within. Rather, the “I” is more like Lévi-Strauss’s (1966) bricoleur, who

builds with preexisting materials. In authoring the world, in putting

words to the world that addresses her, the “I” draws upon the languages,

the dialects, the words of others to which she has been exposed. One is

more or less condemned, in the work of expression, to choices because

“heteroglossia,” the simultaneity of different languages and of their asso-

ciated values and presuppositions, is the rule in social life. In Bakhtin’s

words:

Language—like the living concrete environment in which the con-
sciousness of the verbal artist lives—is never unitary. It is unitary only
as an abstract grammatical system of normative forms, taken in isola-
tion from the concrete, ideological conceptualizations that fill it, and in
isolation from the uninterrupted process of historical becoming that is
a characteristic of all living language. Actual social life and historical
becoming create within an abstractly unitary national language a multi-
tude of concrete worlds, a multitude of bounded verbal-ideological and
social belief systems; within these various systems (identical in the
abstract) are elements of language filled with various semantic and
axiological content and each with its own different sound. (1981: 288)

It is important to remember that languages are, for Bakhtin, not only

abstract semiotic systems but inevitably and inextricably also ideological

and lived perspectives on the world:

all languages of heteroglossia, whatever the principle underlying them
and making each unique, are specific points of view on the world,
forms for conceptualizing the world in words, specific world views,
each characterized by its own objects, meanings and values. As such
they all may be juxtaposed to one another, mutually supplement one
another, contradict one another and be interrelated dialogically. As
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such they encounter one another and coexist in the consciousness of
real people . . . As such, these languages live a real life, they struggle
and evolve in an environment of social heteroglossia . . . They may all
be drawn in by the novelist for the orchestration of his themes and for
the refracted (indirect) expression of his intentions and values. (Bakh-
tin 1981: 291–292)

In such a diverse and contentious social world, the author, in everyday

life as in artistic work, creates by orchestration, by arranging overheard

elements, themes, and forms, not by some outpouring of an ineffable and

central source. That is, the author works within, or at least against, a set

of constraints that are also a set of possibilities for utterance. These are

the social forms of language that Bakhtin summarized: dialects, registers,

accents, and “speech genres.” We discuss speech and other expressive

genres in more detail later, for they embody Bakhtin’s closest analogue to

what we call figured worlds. For the time being, we will gloss speech

genres as conventional styles of speaking whose performances presume

and depend (for their very meaningfulness) upon a figured world, which

Bakhtin (1981) called a “chronotope.”3

Dialogic Selves

In the figured world of dialogism the vantage point rests within the “I”

and authoring comes from the I, but the words come from collective

experience. Words come already articulated by others:

As a result of the work done by all these stratifying forces in language,
there are no “neutral” words and forms—words and forms that belong
to “no one”; language has been completely taken over, shot through
with intentions and accents. For any individual consciousness living in
it, language is not an abstract system of normative forms but rather a
concrete heteroglot conception of the world. All words have the “taste”
of a profession, a genre, a tendency, a party, a particular work, a particu-
lar person, a generation, an age group, the day and hour. Each word
tastes of the context and contexts in which it has lived its socially
charged life; all words and forms are populated by intentions. Contex-
tual overtones (generic, tendentious, individualistic) are inevitable in
the word.
  As a living, socio-ideological concrete thing, as heteroglot opinion,
language, for the individual consciousness, lies on the borderline be-
tween oneself and the other. The word in language is half someone
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else’s. It becomes “one’s own” only when the speaker populates it with
his own intention, his own accent, when he appropriates the word,
adapting it to his own semantic and expressive intention. Prior to this
moment of appropriation, the word does not exist in a neutral and
impersonal language (it is not after all out of a dictionary that the
speaker gets his words!), but rather it exists in other people’s mouths,
in other people’s contexts, serving other people’s intentions: it is from
there that one must take the word, and make it one’s own. (Bakhtin
1981: 293–294)

The mixture of the perspective of the “I” and the words of others

creates the contours of Bakhtin’s contribution to our ideas of selves and

identities. Here again,

an active understanding . . . establishes a series of complex interrela-
tionships, consonances and dissonances with the word and enriches
it with new elements. It is precisely such an understanding that the
speaker counts on. Therefore his orientation toward the listener is an
orientation toward a specific conceptual horizon, toward the specific
world of the listener; it introduces totally new elements into his dis-
course; it is in this way, after all, that various different points of view,
conceptual horizons, systems for providing expressive accents, vari-
ous social “languages” come to interact with one another. The speaker
strives to get a reading on his own word, and on his own conceptual
system that determines this word, within the alien conceptual system of
the understanding receiver; he enters into dialogical relationships with
certain aspects of this system. The speaker breaks through the alien
conceptual horizon of the listener, constructs his own utterance on
alien territory, against his, the listener’s, apperceptive background.
(Bakhtin 1981: 282)

It is not only being addressed, receiving others’ words, but the act of

responding, which is already necessarily addressed, that informs our

world through others. Identity, as the expressible relationship to others,

is dialogical at both moments of expression, listening and speaking.

Reminiscent of Mead (1934), Bakhtin insists that we also represent

ourselves to ourselves from the vantage point (the words) of others, and

that those representations are significant to our experience of ourselves.

In Holquist’s rendition of Bakhtin’s views:

It will be remembered that the time of the self is always open, un-
finished, as opposed to the time we assume for others, which is (relative
to our own) closed, finalizable. And yet, in order to be known, to be
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perceived as a figure that can be “seen,” a person or thing must be put
into the categories of the other, categories that reduce, finish, consum-
mate. We see not only our selves, but the world, in the finalizing cate-
gories of the other. In other words, we see the world by authoring it.
(Holquist 1990: 84)

The meaning that we make of ourselves is, in Bakhtin’s terms, “author-

ing the self,” and the site at which this authoring occurs is a space

defined by the interrelationship of differentiated “vocal” perspectives on

the social world. In Bakhtin’s vision, the self is to existence as the pro-

noun “I” is to language. Both the self and “I” designate pivotal positions

in the stream of (language) activity that goes on always.4 In explaining

what an “I” is, position, rather than content, is important. Suppose one

tries to define “I” by summarizing the characteristics of everybody one

has heard use the term in the past week. One can imagine a prototypical

tree, but can one imagine a prototypical I? In Bakhtin’s system the self is

somewhat analogous to “I.” The self is a position from which meaning is

made, a position that is “addressed” by and “answers” others and the

“world” (the physical and cultural environment). In answering (which is

the stuff of existence), the self “authors” the world—including itself and

others.

The authoring self is invisible to itself. The phenomenology of the self

is, in Bakhtin’s terms, characterized by “openendedness.” Because the

self is the nexus of a continuing flow of activity and is participating in

this activity, it cannot be finalized. It cannot step outside of activity as

“itself”; the self as it reflects upon its activity is different from the self

that acts. In Bakhtin’s view, the self-process must be dialogic. It consists,

as told by Holquist (1990: 22, 28), in relating, orchestrating, the “I-for-it-

self” (the center) and the “not-I-in-me” (the noncenter). The other is

authored, captured, and finalized in language as though the other were

not a subject just as open-ended as the self. And, by the same token, in

answering the other as its necessary counterpart, the self represents

(and thereby finalizes) “itself” through a collective language. Reiterating

Holquist: “And yet, in order to be known, to be perceived as a figure that

can be ‘seen,’ a person or thing must be put into the categories of the

other, categories that reduce, finish, consummate.” The self authors it-

self, and is thus made knowable, in the words of others.

If, to be perceptible by others, we cast ourselves in terms of the other,

then we do that by seeing ourselves from the outside. That is, we assume
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a position which Bakhtin names “outsideness” or “transgredience”

(Bakhtin 1981, 1990; Holquist 1990). In earlier chapters we described

selves authored via cultural resources, such as the life stories of Alcohol-

ics Anonymous, that have become aspects of history-in-person. Putting

one’s self in the texts, the genres, of AA achieves “outsideness.” Coming

to realize how they can be read as romantic figures, the women described

in Chapters 5 and 7, in effect, achieved outsideness.

Bakhtin and Vygotsky

Wertsch (1985a, 1991) and others (Emerson 1983b; Holquist 1981,

1990) have argued that Bakhtin’s work complements that of the sociohis-

torical school of psychology and that it in fact remedies serious lacunae

in that school’s treatment, especially of the social conformation of activ-

ity.5 We, too, see such an integration as productive, indeed necessary to

the kinds of study we outline here.

Vygotsky’s vision of psychology, seventy years later, remains one of

the few to attempt a true integration of culture and mental life. What

Bakhtin has to offer this still revolutionary psychology is a much keener

appreciation of the ties of cultural forms to social others and to the

fundamentally social nature of dialogism. By looking carefully, one can

discern a philosophy of dialogism in Vygotsky—especially if one pays

attention to his recognition that consciousness forms and re-forms in

activity—but the theme is dim and underdeveloped (see Wertsch

1985b). Vygotsky attended much more to the issues of human develop-

ment and, in particular, to the role of cultural forms in that development.

Again, one can discern in Bakhtin aspects of change and development

and the importance of cultural forms in mediating those changes—Bakh-

tin writes of the development of an “authorial stance” and of art and

literature as providing possibilities for reorchestrating the self—but the

theme is dimmer and less developed than in Vygotsky’s work. Develop-

ment and dialogism are the critical themes to be intertwined here.

Inner Speech as a Site of Subjectivity

Vygotsky and Bakhtin figured language, words, speech as the key means

of subjectivity and consciousness, and both held “inner speech” to be the

key intra-mental node, where social speech penetrated the body and
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became the premiere building block of thought and feeling. Vygotsky put

forward a “law”: “every function in the child’s cultural development

appears twice: first, on the social level, and later, on the individual level;

first, between people (interpsychological) and then inside the child (in-

trapsychological)” (Vygotsky 1978: 57).

This maxim entails that inner speech is preceded in ontogeny by ex-

ternal speech, where children talk as though speaking were simply part

of an activity, repeating words and gestures they have heard from others

(see Chapter 3). Vygotsky thus reversed the Piagetian formulation (that

speech begins for oneself), and argued that speech begins for others

and then eventually is directed toward oneself. Speech directed toward

oneself begins out loud (as so-called egocentric speech), but eventu-

ally becomes silent, inner speech, a speech whose formal characteristics

(such as ellipsis, deletion of the subject, focus on sense rather than

meaning) become differentiated from those of social speech (Vygotsky

1986; Voloshinov 1986). The possibility of directing speech to oneself is

equally, for Vygotsky, the possibility of achieving at least a modicum of

control over one’s own behavior. One can at least have a voice in direct-

ing one’s own actions.

As we discussed in Chapter 3, Vygotsky emphasized the ability of

humans to use mediating devices, especially symbols, to modify their

own mental environment and so direct their own behavior. These de-

vices were generally first taken up in interaction with others, and then

only gradually taken into one’s self-activity. The resulting complex (de-

vice plus behavior—not forgetting context) could eventually become

habitual or “fossilized,” in Vygotsky’s term (1978: 68), be moved out of

awareness, possibly with no observable trace of the mediating means;

“the” act, subsuming its exterior development, became seemingly an

essential characteristic of the person.6

Vygotsky’s attention to the achievement of freedom via discipline, that

is freedom from the random stimuli of the environment and discipline by

the direction of oneself through signs, emphasized the significance of

cultural forms. Cultural forms were the creation of the collective, and

through these forms a second world could be articulated. By construct-

ing an unseen, a spoken if not imaginary, world for its agents—which as

scientific concepts could achieve maximum distance from the directly

experienced physical stimuli—humans vitiated external exigency.

Vygotsky’s appreciation of the collective dimensions of human life also
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extended to the social. Individuals have access to the cultural legacy of

the collective through others. Social interaction is the context in which

cultural forms come to individuals and individuals come to use cultural

forms. Learning is “situated,” to use the term of scholars such as Lave

and Wenger (1991); the cultural forms that come to inhabit the individ-

ual depend upon the place, the social position, from which the individ-

ual engages with others in activities, in practice. At least at first, and, we

suspect, in many cases later on as well, others support or censure use of

particular cultural forms in practice. With the helpful encouragement

and gentle rephrasings of oldtimers, newcomers to Alcoholics Anony-

mous meetings gradually begin to tell their stories. In the interchange

that surrounds the telling, they are softly directed toward the generic

forms of the organization.

Vygotsky’s theories of education and pedagogy made explicit his ideas

about the distribution of neophytes’ activities, even their thinking and

feeling, over those with whom they interacted. Vygotsky summed up this

absolutely social character of human learning through his concept of the

zone of proximal development, the ZOPED. In most U.S. schools, stu-

dents are measured for acquired and inherited skills and abilities by tests

in which help from others is considered cheating. The ZOPED seeks to

determine what the individual can do with the support of others, in the

social context of learning. Perhaps an AA member can/will tell the story

of her life as an alcoholic only with the support of other AA members.

The story lies within her zone of proximal development, if not yet within

her sole capacity.

Yet Vygotsky was himself guilty (as are we all, more often than not) of

focusing too exclusively upon the facilitation of skills and abilities that

took place in the ZOPED.7 He often omitted its negative aspect—both

the censuring and “extinction” of behaviors irrelevant to the learning

task and the shaping and inculcation of only those skills and actions “fit”

for the social position the neophyte was accorded. To reverse the title of

Foucault’s famous book, the ZOPED was also a place to punish and

discipline.

While the social was clearly important to Vygotsky, we miss the ele-

ments of power, status, stratification, and ownership that Bakhtin em-

phasized. In Vygotsky’s vision cultural forms became fused with mental

life within social interaction, but he avoided attention to the conflictual

in social life or to the oppressive nature of many institutions in which
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humans interact these cultural forms (Wertsch, Minick, and Arns 1984).

And so we miss the social struggles and conflicts that drive aspects of

inner speech. Vygotsky recognized differences between inner speech

(speech for one’s self), and social speech (speech for others), and he

thus recognized a tension, for example, in moving from inner to social

speech. But the tension lay in such contrasts as those between the

“sense” of a word or phrase for one’s self, the connotations and memories

of the contexts of the word’s use, and the “meaning” of a word or phrase

for generalized others. Bakhtin’s view of the social and the fusion of the

social with cultural forms was much more complex.

Bakhtin was keenly aware that speech forms—social languages,

speech genres—were neither neutral with regard to values and world

views nor a simple means of expressing thoughts, leaving off the subtexts

of power and stratification. Vygotsky quite appropriately emphasized the

potential of words as tools, as “bootstraps” by which one could pull

oneself up to another form of behavior,8 but he ignored the conflicts and

struggles, the whole history of contested practices now emblematized

and brought along with the tools. Vygotsky’s tools, according to Bakhtin’s

vision of human expression, came marked with social division and the

often incompatible perspectives attached to them.

To appreciate the difference between the two it is also necessary to

recall Bakhtin’s insistence on dialogism, addressivity and answerability.

Vygotskian psychology, especially its development by the Kharkov line

of the sociohistorical school now referred to as “activity theory,” empha-

sized the situatedness of thought and feeling and their developmental

courses over the lifetime. But, where Bakhtin emphasized the always-

continuing activity of producing meaning in dialogue, “activity” in the

sociohistorical school refers to any historically specific, collectively de-

veloped or conventionalized, social endeavor such as work. Where Bakh-

tin emphasized a global self-fashioning, or authoring of the self, the

tasks that Vygotsky considered, such as remembering to do something

(Vygotsky 1978) or controlling one’s emotions in a particular situation

(Vygotsky 1987b), were more varied and more everyday.

It is true that, writing with and against the formalists, Vygotsky (1986)

did discuss monologic versus dialogic forms of (inner) speech, but he

simply did not give inner speech the dialogic quality that Bakhtin did.

Inner speech was, for Vygotsky, only possible because of social speech,

and thus dialogical in its developmental origins. But Vygotsky gave more
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emphasis to the semantic, representational potential of mature linguistic

practice and its potential for semiotic mediation, and thus gave less

attention to what Bakhtin continued to emphasize, the pragmatic aspects

of language—how it was used, how it communicated power and author-

ity, how it was inscribed with status and influence.9

Authoring the Self, Orchestrating Voices

Vygotsky wrote little about the self, at least as far as we are aware. If we

extrapolate from his position, especially his emphasis on semiotic media-

tion, however, we find no incompatibilities with the writings of Bakhtin

on the subject.10 In fact, the implications of Vygotsky’s work seem to

complement Bakhtin’s position. In Bakhtin’s account of “self-authoring,”

the “I-for-myself” realizes itself explicitly in words and categories, nam-

ing the “I-for-others” and the “other-in-myself.” As we have argued,

following Vygotsky, such symbols for self may become important in at-

tempts to control or modify one’s behavior. The AA member who comes

to identify herself as a non-drinking alcoholic may use the tokens of that

identity, such as the number of colored chips she has collected, to tell

herself parts of her personal story, to keep herself from taking a drink.

The categories of the other not only finalize the self, putting closure on

what is actually open-ended, but also guide the future self in its activity.

They direct the trajectory of the self-process, becoming part of what we

call history-in-person.

Bakhtin has more to offer. For him, the voices, the symbols, are so-

cially inscribed and heteroglossic. Often the voices are in conflict. The

AA member may hear the voices of other members, but she also hears

the voices of her friends who still drink: “Oh, come on, have a drink.”

And it is unlikely that the member will be able to avoid situations in

which these voices, which are reminders of earlier selves, promote diver-

gent actions. These voices will have to be put together in some way. The

orchestration of such voices, which Bakhtin calls self-authoring, thus is

a complicated matter indeed. Or, in Vygotsky’s terms, semiotic media-

tion, made over into a matter of voice, looks less like a smooth steering

mechanism and more like a self-contest.

Consider Sandy, one of the college women introduced in Chapter 5. In

her “talking diary” interviews we discern several voices, some of which

Sandy identified with and others with which she was at odds, the voices
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of critics. Sandy was upset by the critical talk. She had come to the

university from another part of the country and, from what she said,

found her fellow students’ ideas of attractiveness unfamiliar:

In my hometown, I was pretty much respected in the community and
accepted for what I am, or was, in that community. [I was] basically
your nonconformist, and I dressed to suit me. But when I came down
here I . . . got the impression that here I was a sloppy little girl and I
didn’t have any class or I didn’t have any style . . . I have some preppie
clothes, and sometimes I wear them but I don’t feel that what you wear
puts you in a certain circle, and all of a sudden I felt that I was put
either to one side or to the other side . . . and I didn’t have a choice
because it was all around me . . . and I didn’t like that . . . And it really
really bothered me.

Sandy went on to say that the same forces made her feel that she was

not a “lady” just because she cursed when she got angry. As she reported

her thoughts and feelings, the criticisms were remembered in (took on)

the voices of her peers. She seemed to reexperience the comparison of

herself to an ideal through the questions and criticisms of her peers.

These critics had become an “internal interlocutor,” which invidiously

compared her to the ideal and to whose charges she formulated answers

and defenses (Holland 1988).11

Much of Bakhtin’s most fascinating work is devoted to styles of

authorship in literary genres. It was characteristic of the novel, as Bakh-

tin conceived it, that the author’s position was articulated not through

explicit statements but through the juxtaposition, the orchestration, of

the voices and performances of the novel’s characters:

The author does not speak in a given language (from which he dis-
tances himself to a greater or lesser degree), but he speaks, as it were,
through language, a language that has somehow more or less material-
ized, become objectivized, that he merely ventriloquates.
  The prose writer as a novelist does not strip away the intentions of
others from the heteroglot language of his works, he does not violate
those socio-ideological cultural horizons (big and little worlds) that
open up behind heteroglot languages—rather he welcomes them into
his work. The prose writer makes use of words that are already popu-
lated with the social intentions of others and compels them to serve his
own new intentions, to serve a second master. Therefore the intentions
of the prose writer are refracted, and refracted at different angles, de-
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pending on the degree to which the refracted, heteroglot languages he
deals with are socio-ideologically alien, already embodied and already
objectivized. (Bakhtin 1981: 299–300)

We see this same sort of authoring in inner speech.

An excerpt from Lachicotte’s interviews with psychiatrists and other

mental health workers provides an example. Public mental health care is

a profession involving at least four vocations: the medical or psychiatric,

the psychological or psychotherapeutic, the sociological or social work,

and the administrative or managerial. Because people are trained in at

least the rudiments of each vocation, and because they work in teams

drawn from these vocations, each professional learns and personalizes

the discourse (and, as Bakhtin would say, the “volitional-emotional” con-

tent) appropriate to all the vocations. That is, the vocations become

“voices,” situated vocal-images within inner speech, and thus possible

ideological standpoints for responding to the problems that confront

practitioners. The authoring of mental health care, as an activity and an

understanding that are one’s own, is composed, in Bakhtin’s terms, by the

relations among these situated voices.

In order to elicit accounts that might retrieve that process of author-

ship, our interview confronted each professional with a hypothetical case

summary, a description of a woman’s psychiatric problems in the context

of her life. We asked how the professional would plan treatment of such

a case. As we will explain in Chapter 9, mental health workers have

trouble treating the type of mental patient represented in the case sum-

mary. The following excerpt from an interview shows how a particularly

articulate therapist tried to create an authorial position for herself in

relation to the hypothetical character. Each ideological-linguistic voice

available to the therapist is noted in brackets.

[social] Find out what her resources are. A girl like this is going to
need outside resources. Does she have any? A lot of times, surprisingly
enough, they have. Surprisingly enough, they very often may have
friends that you’re unaware of, that they’re unaware of!
  [therapeutic] But, work out with her, again, trying to get her to take
as much control as she can of her life. “What are we going to do?”
and, again, set up the rules. Set up the consistency and rules. Try to
understand that just because her illness, her manifestation of illness
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tends to be less pleasant than your chronic schiz’s, doesn’t make her any
less safe.
  So what does she want to do about the divorce? Does she want to
divorce this guy? [social] Usually, right off, they don’t have any money.
Where is she going to live? So, with her, I would start off with much
more practical considerations. “Where are you going to live? What are
we going to do? What are the options? Where can you go? Can you go
to your family?” [and administrative] Because if she’s going to go to
South Carolina to live with her family, then we’re not going to do
anything with this lady except get her to South Carolina.
  [medical/therapeutic] So a patient like this, she’s very easily de-
pressed and very unstable. She’s going to need stability before she needs
anything else, so my first priority with her would be to find some way
to get her stabilized.
  [social] I don’t mean psychiatrically stabilized, I mean socially stabi-
lized. [medical/therapeutic] This is somebody who, you’re not going to
fix the psychiatric problems, for the next fifteen years, at least, even if
she’s cooperative. And I don’t mean that in a mean way, but that the
reason she’s unstable is that obviously—her mom spent the last year in
a hospital suffering from psychotic depression—[and social] basic lack
of security. Husband losing a job; she’s going to bounce off the walls
and be dead.

For virtually all the people interviewed, the woman’s case was a hard

problem. Few expressed confidence that any treatment they could devise

would prove effective, and most accounts reflect that diffidence. Many

lack an authorial center, wandering substantially from task to task and

discursively crossing the vocations conventionally responsible for these

tasks. Others take an authorial stance that directly reports, without

adopting or valuing any one interrelationship, the steps each vocation

might take and the reasons for their failure.

The therapist quoted was an exception, and it is not surprising that

she was considered an expert with borderlines—the diagnosis most often

evoked by the hypothetical case. Throughout the case recitation she

relates the vocations with little commentary. She presents each with

respect, as a serious participant, but gives clear weight to the sociological

standpoint. She begins and ends from that perspective, she interrupts

speaking from the other vocations to return to social concerns, and, at

times, she mixes (in Bakhtin’s term, hybridizes) the other vocations’
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discourse with the social. The formal ways of relating social languages,

evident in this therapist’s speech, provide a powerful means to “out-

sideness”—a way of standing apart from immediate experience that yet

defines it as ours by the very arrangement that relates it. It is utterly

characteristic of self-identification under a regime of heteroglossia.

Mental health workers have long been exposed to heteroglossia, a

cacophony of different languages and perspectives. They are faced with

the choice of either taking on these different languages and perspec-

tives willy-nilly or developing a more or less stable “authorial stance,” a

voice that over time speaks categorically and/or orchestrates the different

voices in roughly comparable ways. A first step toward an authorial

stance, one already mastered by this therapist, is the creation of inter-

nally persuasive discourses—external or authoritative speech that has

been married to one’s own:

Internally persuasive discourse—as opposed to one that is externally
authoritative—is, as it is affirmed through assimilation, tightly inter-
woven with “one’s own word.” In the everyday rounds of our con-
sciousness, the internally persuasive word is half-ours and half-some-
one else’s. Its creativity and productiveness consist precisely in the fact
that such a word awakens new and independent words, that it organ-
izes masses of our words from within, and does not remain in an
isolated and static condition. It is not so much interpreted by us as it is
further, that is, freely, developed, applied to new material, new condi-
tions; it enters into interanimating relationships with new contexts.
More than that, it enters into an intense interaction, a struggle with
other internally persuasive discourses. Our ideological development is
just such an intense struggle within us for hegemony among various
available verbal and ideological points of view, approaches, directions
and values. The semantic structure of an internally persuasive dis-
course is not finite, it is open; in each of the new contexts that dialogize
it, this discourse is able to reveal ever newer ways to mean. (Bakhtin
1981: 345–346)

Here one sees a close approach in Bakhtin’s thought to Vygotsky’s notion

of mediation. The creation of an internally persuasive discourse mediates

the reorganization and extension of social speech into new forms of

inner speaking. It changes the nature of subjectification.

In a situation of heteroglossia different languages and perspectives

come inscribed with differing amounts of authority, which suggest how
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they might be orchestrated. Nonetheless, especially in situations where

the usual authorities are unsettled (see Chapter 9), there is little agree-

ment about how to orchestrate these various voices. As the case of Susan

in Chapter 5 shows, the development of an authorial stance, in any

figured world, can take a long time. Sandy, as well, struggled with the

criticisms she encountered from her peers. Sorting out and orchestrating

voices is much more than sorting out neutral perspectives in some ra-

tionalist’s argument; the voices, after all, are associated with socially

marked and ranked groups (“the in-crowd,” one’s sorority sisters) and

even with particularly potent individuals (Mom, one’s brother, a hated

classmate).

A Bakhtinian “space of authoring” is then very much a particular

“zone of proximal development,” and one that is extremely important in

an explication of the development of identities as aspects of history-in-

person. Bakhtin does not take development as the center of his concerns,

as does Vygotsky. Yet he does write about differences between the neo-

phyte, given over to a voice of authority, and the person of greater expe-

rience, who begins to rearrange, reword, rephrase, reorchestrate different

voices and, by this process, develops her own “authorial stance.”12 Again,

in Bakhtin’s words:

This process—experimenting by turning persuasive discourse into
speaking persons—becomes especially important in those cases where
a struggle against such images has already begun, where someone is
striving to liberate himself from the influence of such an image and its
discourse by means of objectification, or is striving to expose the limi-
tations of both image and discourse. The importance of struggling with
another’s discourse, its influence in the history of an individual’s com-
ing to ideological consciousness, is enormous. One’s own discourse
and one’s own voice, although born of another or dynamically stimu-
lated by another, will sooner or later begin to liberate themselves from
the authority of the other’s discourse. This process is made more com-
plex by the fact that a variety of alien voices enter into the struggle
for influence within an individual’s consciousness (just as they strug-
gle with one another in surrounding social reality). (Bakhtin 1981:
348)

Brown and colleagues (1993) provide a fascinating glimpse of this

process in their examination of how American girls (ages 11–15) use the

media’s representations of sexuality. They describe three different styles
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of usage, three different dispositions toward the discourse presented in

the popular media: uninterested, intrigued, and resisting. Members of

the first, and youngest, subgroup remain uninterested in sexual content

and avoid reference to it. Girls of the second, and largest, subgroup are

intrigued by the representations of sexuality. They readily take up the

media’s images into their own talk, but in a relatively naive manner. The

discourse provides a model for their own experimentation with sexual

activity, but the model is still idealized, and provides a kind of retreat, a

place of safety unfreighted with the contest of real partners. It is this

attachment of identified others to the images and voices of the media

that distinguishes the third, and oldest, subgroup, which the authors call

“resisting.”

The critical stance of these older girls toward depictions of sexuality

developed within social interaction, with the realization of heterosexual

activity: “at least for some, as more personal experience is gained, the

fantasy painted by the media is tarnished by the reality of imperfect

bodies, distant boys, and lack of control, and the media image is resisted”

(Brown et al. 1993: 180).

Bakhtin (1981) described how one makes the authority of discourse

into one’s own word (into “internally persuasive speech”) by first per-

sonifying the “alien word,” attaching to it the real limitations of specific

others. As one girl said: “Guys I know are so afraid of getting it [AIDS]

. . . because they’re so scared, they’re more likely to use rubbers—that

helps with the pregnancy problem—could it be a blessing in disguise?”

(192). Far from the tepid waters of Blue Lagoon! The girls have used this

technique to authorize their own understandings of sexuality, opposing

to the idealized blandishments of television and magazine not only the

boys of their own acquaintance but the foibles of people in the news:

“First it’s Jim Baker and recently Gary Hart. All some stupid sex scandals

that no one really pays attention to. It’s all been one bore after another”

(189). It is not that girls find a voice independent of the media’s dis-

course; they make a voice by taking a stance toward the variety of media

and personal voices in their worlds.

From Inner Speech to Social Speech

We can now continue our argument about joining Bakhtin’s dialogism to

Vygotsky’s developmentalism. To reiterate, Bakhtin brings to Vygotsky’s

rather abstract concern with the social roots of psychological activity a
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differentiated conception of sociality, both of its cultural means (so-

ciolects and speech genres) and of its actual, localized articulation (the

sociolinguistics of utterance). Vygotsky highlighted the ways in which

language and other cultural forms are socially interacted and, in many

cases, taken in and made into personal tools for affecting one’s own

behavior. Bakhtin reminded us that these forms are by no means taken in

as socially neutral:

It might be said . . . that in the makeup of almost every utterance
spoken by a social person—from a brief response in a casual dialogue to
major verbal-ideological works (literary, scholarly and others)—a sig-
nificant number of words can be identified that are implicitly or explic-
itly admitted as someone else’s, and that are transmitted by a variety of
different means. Within the arena of almost every utterance an intense
interaction and struggle between one’s own and another’s word is being
waged, a process in which they oppose or dialogically interanimate
each other. The utterance so conceived is a considerably more complex
and dynamic organism than it appears when construed simply as a
thing that articulates the intention of the person uttering it, which is
to see the utterance as a direct, single-voiced vehicle for expression.
(Bakhtin 1981: 354–355)

Vygotsky saw the escape from the tyranny of environmental and inter-

nal stimuli as coming through the gift of collective symbols wielded

toward the self. In Bakhtin, escape from being ventriloquated by first one

and then another authoritative voice comes through the orchestration

of and adoption of stances toward these voices, arrangements that are

themselves suggested (perhaps) by texts. Indeed, the complementarity is

apparent here. Had he studied Alcoholics Anonymous, Vygotsky might

have emphasized the life story as a sign by which an AA member comes

to turn himself from drinking and eventually toward a new habitual way

of responding to messages inviting him to drink. Bakhtin would have

weighted the life story more as a text that provides the AA member with

a model for responding to the multiple and conflicting voices that speak

to him about drinking and what it means that he is drawn to drink. Both

enable us to see that consciousness and subjectivity are thoroughgoing

products of the collective life, but their paths to that vision take us to

different vantages on self-fashioning. Vygotsky leads us to look at a more

asocial, developmental effect of cultural forms, as mediating devices of

consciousness. Bakhtin leads us to capture the ongoing social struggles,
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and the continuous social demands, the responsibility of “answering,”

that follow along with the symbolic gift.

The task of “answering” can be understood in the relation between

inner and social speech. Both Vygotsky and Bakhtin (Voloshinov 1986)

conceive inner speech as the major site where social speech and other

aspects of day-to-day existence are brought into history-in-person, into

bodily reactions and responses. Yet we have seen that subjectification,

the traffic of social speech to inner speech, is not a simple or direct

process. It does not result in a facsimile of the social reproduced upon

the body. Inner speech, though parented by social speech, is not a clone

of social speech.13 Nor does the translation of bodily reactions and re-

sponses into social speech belie the difference between the two. The

constraints of “answering” are not so stringent that sameness is pro-

duced and dialogue superseded.

The social shaping of objectification, that is, the social responsiveness

of the movement from inner speech to social speech, is given more

significance and reported more vividly by Bakhtin than by Vygotsky.

Vygotsky approached the issue of “objectification” mainly through his

distinction between the “sense” of words and symbols and their “mean-

ing.” Inner speech works primarily through the “sense” of words and

events; social speech depends more upon “meaning.”

Vygotsky argued that children first learn to use words and, by implica-

tion, other symbols in interactive contexts. They develop a “sense” of a

word that is bound up with these contexts of its use. Over time, from

comparison of the various contexts in which the word is used, they

gradually infer the “meaning” or cross-contextual referents of the word.

Meaning is a part of sense, the stable or systematic aspect, the significa-

tion, of a word or symbol. Sense is contextualized, connotational; mean-

ing is decontextualized, denotational. Vygotsky put the distinction in

this way:

A word’s sense is the aggregate of all the psychological facts that arise in
our consciousness as a result of the word. Sense is a dynamic, fluid, and
complex formation which has several zones that vary in their stability.
Meaning is only one of these zones of the sense that the word acquires
in the context of speech. It is the most stable, unified, and precise of
these zones. In different contexts, a word’s sense changes. In contrast,
meaning is a comparatively fixed and stable point, one that remains
constant with all the changes of the word’s sense associated with its use
in various contexts . . . Isolated in the lexicon, the word has only one
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meaning. However, this meaning is nothing more than a potential that
can only be realized in living speech, and in living speech meaning is
only a cornerstone in the edifice of sense. (1987c: 275–276)

Luria provides a concrete example of this distinction:

The Russian word “ugol’” (coal, charcoal) has a definite and clear
meaning. It involves a black substance, most often having its origin in
wood, that is derived from the carbonization of trees. It involves a
substance having a definite chemical composition, the chief constituent
of which is the element C (carbon). However, the sense of the word
“ugol’” can vary greatly for different people in different situations. For
the housewife, “ugol’” is associated with something used for heating
the samovar or something used for heating the stove . . . For the artist
who wishes to use “ugol’” (charcoal) for making a sketch, it is associ-
ated with the means he/she has for outlining a picture. And for the little
girl who has smudged her dress with coal, the word “ugol’” carries an
unpleasant sense. It is something that has spoiled her dress, something
that evokes an affective feeling. (1981: 45)

Vygotsky implied that the process of moving from inner speech to

social speech reverses the proportional weight given sense over meaning.

One may (indeed must) personalize symbols, using them to direct one’s

own behavior, but to affect others—whose histories of usage undoubt-

edly diverge widely—meaning must predominate. Thus Vygotsky tended

to reestablish a kind of gulf between the social/meaningful and the per-

sonal/sensible.

Voloshinov (1986), Bakhtin’s collaborator, made the fusion of the so-

cial and the personal far more complete:

Psychic experience is something inner that becomes outer and the
ideological sign, something outer that becomes inner. The psyche en-
joys extraterritorial status in the organism. It is a social entity that
penetrates inside the organism of the individual person. Everything
ideological is likewise extraterritorial in the socioeconomic sphere,
since the ideological sign, whose locus is outside the organism, must
enter the inner world in order to implement its meaning as sign.
(1986: 39)

Or, more briefly: “there is no such thing as experience outside of embodi-

ment in signs . . . It is not experience that organizes expression, but the

other way around—expression organizes experience” (85).14

Not only does the speaker depend upon the words of others to author
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his “own” experience, he also must answer to, respond to, the social

relations between himself and his addressee in speaking socially:

Even if a word is not entirely his, constituting, as it were, the border
zone between himself and his addressee—still, it does in part belong to
him . . . If . . . we take the implementation of word as sign, then the
question of proprietorship becomes extremely complicated. Aside from
the fact that word as sign is a borrowing on the speaker’s part from the
social stock of available signs, the very individual manipulation of this
social sign in a concrete utterance is wholly determined by social rela-
tions. (1986: 86)

. . . expression-utterance is determined by the actual conditions of the
given utterance—above all by its immediate social situation. (85)

The word is oriented toward an addressee, toward who that addressee
might be: a fellow-member or not of the same social group, of higher
or lower standing (the addressee’s hierarchical status), someone con-
nected with the speaker by close social ties . . . or not. (85)

The immediate social situation and the broader social milieu wholly deter-
mine—and determine from within, so to speak—the structure of an utter-
ance. (86)

Utterances, that is, are constructed between socially related and thus

positioned persons. Since utterances organize experience (as the source

of the psyche itself), we are strongly affected by the position we are cast

into within interactions. Voloshinov (1986: 87) gives an example of

hunger and its expression. How hunger is expressed and therefore expe-

rienced depends upon one’s social group and position, and upon the

immediate situation. Suppose you are a guest in an expensive hotel (here

we modify Voloshinov’s example somewhat). Imagine that you enter

hungry and are kept waiting for your dinner order. Imagine how you

might express/experience the hunger. Or imagine yourself a political

protester, jailed and deprived of food long past mealtime. Would the

expression/experience of hunger be different from that in the expensive

hotel? Or imagine you are a host, deferring your own meal in order to

provide food for your guests. How would you express/experience your

own hunger in that situation? For Bakhtin and Voloshinov, moving from

inner to outer speech is a process in which the immediate social situation
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profoundly shapes the experience from within. Their position is reminis-

cent of the situational determinacy we discussed in Chapter 1. We see

people’s behavior/experience/expression conforming (in the sense of be-

ing created together) with the social situation.

In short, the task of “answering to” others is a significant one. Bakh-

tin’s insistence on dialogism, the always present, always operating, al-

ways demanding job of being in dialogue with others, with one’s envi-

ronment, forces attention to the present situation and entails its

importance in the space of authoring. We are reminded how unlikely it

is that one’s identities are ever settled, once and for all. Dialogism makes

clear that what we call identities remain dependent upon social rela-

tions and material conditions. If these relations and material conditions

change, they must be “answered,” and old “answers” about who one is

may be undone.

Development

It is not just the present condition of dialogue that is important to Bakh-

tin. There is history in the person, which also significantly shapes social

activity. Voloshinov emphasizes, perhaps overemphasizes, the determi-

nation of utterance by the social situation. But he also postulates a fea-

ture of inner speech that he calls a “stabilized social audience”: “Each

person’s inner word and thought has its stabilized social audience that

comprises the environment in which reasons, motives, values, and so on

are fashioned” (1986: 86).15 This stabilized social audience can be spe-

cific persons or more idealized ones.16 It is in this sense of an idealized

audience (like Mead’s generalized other) that Bakhtin and Voloshinov

speak of ideology: “any cognitive thought whatever, even one in my

consciousness, in my psyche, comes into existence . . . with an orienta-

tion toward an ideological system of knowledge where that thought will

find its place. My thought, in this sense, from the very start belongs to an

ideological system and is governed by its set of laws” (1986: 35).

Ideology is not, however, an abstractum, held in the mind as a set of

propositions or in habit as a set of tropisms. It is instead a habituated,

figured world. So, though Bakhtin does not often speak to the point,17

there must be periods (and these periods may even be the majority)

during which one’s authorial stance becomes stable, or, in our terms, an

identity becomes habituated, usual, common. These topics return us to
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Vygotsky’s concerns with development, consciousness, and control. The

“space of self-authoring” can be illuminated by Vygotsky’s concept of the

zone of proximal development.

For Joas (1985), resuming Mead’s position in terms of voices, voices

that are very alive in inner speech may, at some point, fade in their

insistence on being answered. The authorial stance that one takes, the

orchestration that one makes, may become stabilized. The behavior that

was meaningful or indexical with respect to the identity has become

habituated, fossilized in Vygotsky’s terms, automatic. The complexes of

behavior associated with and mediated by the identity have become sec-

ond nature, and their production has moved out of awareness. The rela-

tion of the self to a significant audience (which is the identity’s reference)

has become stabilized and the orchestration is one that has endured.18

Development of Identity as Problematic

Yet, despite the ordinary force of habituation, a developmental perspec-

tive must problematize development. As our ethnographic studies have

made clear, identity formation should not be taken for granted. As we

have seen, many actors are not sufficiently engaged by the world of

romance, say, or that of Alcoholics Anonymous that they ever form much

of “an” identity relevant to the particular figured world, at least not for a

long time. Sandy’s concern with her peers’ remarks about her anomalous

behavior and lack of attractiveness faded with time. Instead, her life

became focused around a particular friend. She and the friend moved

away from campus life, and Sandy eventually quit school. Years later, in

the follow-up interview, we discovered that she had only recently re-

turned to the university and to the world of romance and attractiveness

that she had eschewed.

Similarly, some participants in AA never identified enough to attend

meetings faithfully or to produce an interpretation of their lives that

accorded with the genre performed in the meetings. It is folly to assume

that members of a voluntary group, or even members of an “involun-

tary”—an ethnic or racial—group are uniform in their identities (see

Rouse 1995). There may be far less to participation than meets the eye.

In other cases there is more to participation than might be suspected.

As we shall see in Chapters 10 and 12, many of the Naudadan women

who participated in the Tij festival developed identities and senses of
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themselves that were important to them. Nonetheless, those aspects of

identity associated with the critical commentary voiced at Tij and with

the social world figured by Tij songs were dependent upon the recogni-

tion of others. Since Tij was only a day-long festival, confined to a small

space in the year, it might seem that these women’s identities had lit-

tle importance to the broader public world. In fact, the identifications

founded in Tij readily turned the women to new forms of action and

combined with other figures of femininity to produce a broader realm of

social and political activity. The “subterranean” (re)production of identi-

ties, within inner speech or first in the putatively closeted venues of

specialized practices, the force of history-in-person, may erupt in social

interaction with surprising and powerful results.

We conceive the space of authoring, then, as a broad venue, where

social languages meet, generically and accentually, semantically and in-

dexically, freighted with the valences of power, position, and privilege.19

Such a large concept is needed if we are to understand more particu-

larly the places each of us occupies, and if we are to develop notions

of authorship, of social and personal agency, that do justice both to Vy-

gotsky’s keen sense of persons-in-history and to Bakhtin’s heteroglos-

sic (and, we might add, heteropraxic) social worlds. Such a concept

is needed to do justice to the complexities of self-fashioning in every-

day worlds.
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9

Mental Disorder, Identity,
and Professional Discourse

Identity is produced socially and culturally from the generic personae

and scenery of our figured worlds as they are positioned in the hierar-

chies of power and privilege that relate fields of activity. In these land-

scapes, or rather in the movement across them, are wrought the bodily

and mindful impersonations of the people, ourselves included, whom we

come to know in our lived worlds. That is to say, identity responds to

both the imaginary and the embodied communities in which we live. My

Hamlet is not Hamlet, nor Olivier’s Hamlet, though it has much to do

with both. Identity is mediated, a product of both dis-stance and in-

stance, just as, Voloshinov and Bakhtin argued, human utterance (and

we extend this to all activity) is somehow generic (it is language) and

somehow specific (it is talking) and is realized as meaningful action only

to the extent that it is both.

Let us continue our consideration of the intricacies of mediation

through which human agency produces itself. The capacity of self-man-

agement, Vygotsky’s great concern, is the paradoxical and final media-

tion of human experience. Through its development “within” people, in

their inner speaking and proactivity, the power of language and image to

suspend the immediate and thus resituate persons finds its own locus of

reflection. In the commentaries of inner speaking, one’s own activity is

represented and reenacted (or pre-presented and pre-enacted) and thus

becomes the object of evaluation and manipulation.

Yet this autonomy of the self, or self-agency, depends upon one’s ca-

pacity to produce the means that organize one’s activity. There is a sec-

ond half-step of “personalization” hidden here. It is not enough merely
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to direct one’s behavior intimately. Rather, one must be able to produce

the means of signification personally as well. The relevant situation of

semiotic mediation must be freed from its domination by discourse;

others’ words must become “internally persuasive speech.” This feat,

however, is itself a kind of social product and a form of social location

created by the encounter of manifold discursive practices. This place is

Bakhtin’s space of authorship. It is not simply a natural artifact of peo-

ple’s invariant self-consciousness, but an achievement of different de-

grees in practice.

The power of discourse to define persons, Foucault’s notion of subjec-

tification, had its first articulation in his works on madness (1965, 1979).

We will return to it to show the pertinence of his rendition to any human

agent and also to diversify its intentions for that agent. We will try to

recover from Foucault a social world whose various practices, profes-

sional disciplines, and everyday congeries are not so regimented—whose

forms of power, though surrendering none of their formative primacy,

produce something less than an “epistemic” totality. Rather, they work

often at cross-purposes, in what Engeström (1987) calls, in straight-

forwardly Marxian terms, contradiction. We will try to show how one

person plays and is played within these diverse fields—within a space

of authoring, to make at last a repertory of potential identities and, from

that repertory, something more than Foucault’s subject—though less

than an imperial self.

The Project

The Triangle Mental Health Survey, from which the case we report here is

drawn, had two purposes.1 The first was to reconstruct the ways in

which people who suffer from severe and persistent mental disorders

learn to survive economically and socially. It was a study of subsistence

strategies, of personal economies—something familiar to many anthro-

pologists (such as Spradley 1970). We recruited people who were, so to

speak, early in the career of their illness, those to whom the potentially

damaging effects of mental illness were yet new. We followed each par-

ticipant for two years, doing a formal interview every six months.

The first, third, and fifth of these interviews were broad and long

survey instruments. We collected information on employment history,

the everyday experience of work, job seeking, working and financial

Mental Disorder, Identity, and Professional Discourse     193

Copyright © 1998 The President and Fellows of Harvard College



E
xa

m
 C

o
p
y

relationships, and the context of financial decisions. We also collected

extensive information on broader social network and interpersonal rela-

tionships, psychiatric status, and dealings with the mental health system.

This information was compiled for analysis by multivariate statistical

techniques, particularly by a method called event history analysis. Again,

the objective was to weigh the conditions that influence the choices

people make and the changes in their lives after those choices.

Still, the interpretable models, both of measurement and of the social

world, that make statistical analysis possible derive from ethnographic

inquiry, from rigorous, naturalistic description, and from the profes-

sional, critical discourse that is its commentary. Hence the real core of

the inquiry concerned our descriptive, “narrated” understanding of our

participants’ economic and social lives. We devoted the second and

fourth interviews and parts of the surveys to what may best be called

discussion. We sought a picture of subsistence more complete than

fixed-format items could elicit, a picture that would take account of our

informants’ own conceptions of the events of their socioeconomic and

sociomedical worlds.

We also interviewed persons important in our informants’ lives (“sig-

nificant others”), staff members of the local mental health centers, and

hospital social workers who dealt with the centers. With significant oth-

ers, who were usually family members, the interviews centered on the

informant. With staff, rules of confidentiality often precluded our speak-

ing of the informant. Instead, these interviews plumbed the usual prac-

tice and conception of treatment of mental illness in the local area. Both

these types of interview included extensive discussion. Our purpose was

to re-create the perspective of representatives of groups that play impor-

tant roles in the process by which the social career of a “mentally ill”

person is constructed.

In order to recruit our participants, to follow them in their peregrina-

tions, and to prepare for the interviews, we had to do much observation

and much “natural” as opposed to “interview” talk. We spent hours in

the hospitals, in the mental health centers, in people’s homes, neighbor-

hoods, and communities.

The information we collected from all these sources was vital to the

second objective of the study: to understand how participants created

new identities in the face of illness often thought to be destructive of the

self. This objective is tied to economic adaptation, especially in a society
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that so emphasizes work. The making of identity is the precondition, the

context, an outcome, and a means to evaluate the facts of subsistence. It

is what we as social beings are about.

I want to bring all these sources of information to bear upon a single

case, to answer not the project’s question but the more complicated one

posed earlier: How do we understand a person’s “subjectivity” and his

agency? The case is that of the man we have called Roger Kelly. Over two

and one-half years I interviewed Roger six times and talked with him

much more frequently. I also interviewed his wife and his psychiatrist. I

will briefly describe how Roger tried to refigure his life in the face of its

massive disruption by mental disorder. Mental disorder creates condi-

tions that approximate what Vygotsky would call an experiment, albeit a

natural one: situations in which the ordinary courses of activity and the

forms of psychological functioning are disrupted. Under such condi-

tions, the arrangements of self-management, the social constituents of

identity, are revealed.

Disorders and Persons

Psychiatric practice is a kind of subworld, a demimonde, with many

kinds of activities and many differing characters who perform them, all

brought together to manage the social disorders of mental illness. It

refers to more than what psychiatrists do about illness. Instead “psychi-

atric” practice encompasses all that psychiatrists and allied health profes-

sionals, social service administrators, police and social workers, patients,

and their friends and families do about mental illness. Here I will focus

mainly on one range of activity, diagnosis, and one aspect of the figured

world, psychiatric classification or nosology. There are several traditions

and vocations for managing mental disorder, some medical, some psy-

chological, and some sociological. The efforts to unite these traditions

under the hegemony of medical psychiatry—what is sometimes called

medicalization—have not yet erased their differences. The field is still

strongly contested at certain points. Moreover, American psychiatry dif-

fers from European and other ethnopsychiatries.2 Let us begin, however,

as if psychiatric classification were a simple thing.

Four broad groups of mental disorders listed by the fourth edition

of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, or DSM-IV

for short (APA 1994), were represented among the participants in our
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study:3 (1) the schizophrenias and other psychotic disorders, (2) major

affective disorders, (3) anxiety disorders, and (4) personality disorders.

The first category, schizophrenias, designates severe disturbances of cog-

nition, especially social cognition, and of perception. The extreme or

“florid” manifestations of schizophrenia, once called hebephrenia and

now simply “disorganized” schizophrenia, are the prototypic figures of

the mad person. This group is also known as thought disorders, in con-

trast with the second large category, affective disorders. Affective disorder

is characterized by severe disturbances of mood or emotionality, and the

most important variants are major depressive disorder (major depres-

sion) and bipolar affective disorder (manic-depression).

There is considerable overlap between these two categories when they

are attributed to people by diagnosis on the basis of symptoms. Persons

with schizophrenia have frequent (and even characteristic) disturbances

of emotional expression, called “inappropriate” (silly) or “flat” (monoto-

nous or uninflected) affect. Similarly, persons with affective disorders

often exhibit some “psychotic” behaviors: delusions, hallucinations, and

confused thinking. Psychiatrists distinguish the two by judging the rela-

tive pervasiveness and often the persistence of the two symptomatic

types. It is not uncommon, as we shall see in Roger’s case, for a person to

receive a diagnosis of thought disorder on one occasion and affective

disorder on another, especially when different diagnosticians weigh the

evidence.

The last two groups differ from the first two by the presumed severity

of their effects and by their causes, their etiology. Anxiety disorders (in

which for convenience I also include dissociative, somatoform, and ad-

justment disorders) and personality disorders are widely conceived to be

less disabling and often less enduring conditions. They are also thought

to arise more from psychological and social (situational) causes than

from physiological dysfunction. Experience and learning, especially un-

der conditions of extreme psychological stress or trauma, are at the root

of these disorders;4 they are simply secondary or contingent to schizo-

phrenias and affective disorders, whose causes are ordinarily thought to

be neurological.

Anxiety disorders span much of what used to be termed neuroses in

the psychodynamic literature. Persons with anxiety disorders often re-

spond favorably to certain medications, the widely used anxiolytics or

“minor” tranquilizers (distinguished from the antipsychotics or “major”
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tranquilizers, like Thorazine), of which Xanax and Valium are the best

known. Hence, and despite the larger role accorded to environmental

factors in their etiology, anxiety disorders are considered to have a neuro-

logical substrate, to involve a physiological impairment. They are ar-

rayed as specific, limited or episodic, clinical syndromes with the

thought and affective disorders on what is called Axis I in the DSM.

Personality disorders are yet again different. They are stable but

maladaptive patterns of relation to one’s environment (and oneself)

whose etiology is regarded to be primarily developmental in the psycho-

logical sense, a matter of learning during infancy and early childhood.

They are global disorders of people’s cognitive, affective, and practical

organizations, that is, their “personalities” as this discourse defines

them. Their formation precedes, coexists with, and may outlast the vari-

ous clinical disorders. Beginning with the third edition of the DSM, the

personality disorders were assigned to a second axis, affirming their

distinction from other disorders. They are figured, in the abstract form of

the diagnostic space, to vary independently of the “clinical” disorders of

Axis I.

Ideally, any diagnosed person should be described along both axes.

Practically, however, psychiatrists focus on one aspect or the other and

accord one or the other precedence in treatment. It is unusual for a

person with schizophrenia to be diagnosed with a personality disorder,

and rarer still for such a disorder to be given much time in treatment.

Schizophrenia is taken to be the more important problem because it is

the more serious illness. In contrast, an anxiety disorder that coexists

with one of the severe personality disorders may receive little attention

beyond a drug prescription.5

This system of psychiatric classification is a phenomenological or de-

scriptive system. The types of disorder are differentiated according to

observed constellations of symptoms called syndromes. The ideology of

psychiatry maintains that people are distinct from their illnesses, inso-

far as the illnesses are presumed to originate from somatic dysfunctions,

that is, diseases of the brain. Still, because the illnesses are noticeable

from the ways people behave, psychiatric categories inevitably identify

“personae,” recognizable modes of activity—what I call signatures of

practice. There is an understandable confusion, an elision, that pervades

not only popular discourse but also the practical and informal discourse

of professionals. Persons diagnosed with schizophrenia become “schizo-
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phrenics”; those diagnosed with borderline personality disorder, “bor-

derlines.”6

Each diagnostic type has instructions, so to speak, for the making of a

kind of person, and these instructions are communicated within the

interchange of staff members and their charges. It is not usually direct

transmission, though that may occur when therapists teach clients about

symptoms and their interrelations in order to encourage self-monitoring

and to minimize, by early detection, the effects of “exacerbations” (active

episodes of chronic illness). It is more strongly the unspoken concerns,

the ways questions are posed, and the themes of psychological “instru-

ments,” that is, the expectations embedded in the means of gathering

information, that allow people to infer the symptomatic activities that

constitute the therapeutic identity.

Only prejudice and misunderstanding make us think that persons we

consider mentally ill are not as aware of and attentive to the social

framing of communication as “normal” people. We attune to one an-

other by voicing, inflection, and accent, by spatial orientation and ar-

rangement, by timing, rhythm, and pace, through the contexts and in-

tertexts of speech and gesture. All the mechanics of practical

communication apply to convey a sense of one’s own position. Moreover,

there is a growing popular literature on psychiatric disorders in which

people may read about the basics of (disordered) behavior that constitute

such “therapeutic” identities. Roger, whose life we consider here, made

frequent use of both therapeutic and popular resources to understand

and, I believe, to produce the forms of his own behavior and their place

within a world of related figures.

Roger has had many diagnoses in his psychiatric history, but has

finally received the one that is almost characteristic of debatable cases:

borderline personality disorder. The name of this disorder describes it

accurately. Something that is borderline exists between more settled or

more clearly defined things. Borderline personality disorder is a most

unusual category, whose history includes a wide range of earlier diagno-

ses—odd forms of schizophrenia, affective disorders, and earlier person-

ality disorders—which are preserved in its diverse symptomatic profile.

Its historical course records the attempt to assimilate what was origi-

nally a psychotherapeutic identity into a medical discourse. The notion

of the “borderline” comes from the psychoanalytic or Freudian tradition,

where it designated those people whose volatile cognitive and interper-
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sonal behaviors fell between the recognized psychotic and neurotic

forms of organization. Even today, professionals can largely agree about

the ways borderlines behave in therapy. Yet, as American psychiatry

moved from its largely psychodynamic orientation of the 1950s to a

“medical” or somatic model of illness and treatment in the 1960s and

1970s, this psychotherapeutic understanding of the borderline came into

contact with ambiguous or intermediate forms of thought and mood

disorder that derive from the medical psychiatric tradition (for more on

borderline disorders see Lachicotte 1992; Stone 1986).

What “borderline” behavior signified was thoroughly unsettled by this

mixture, and new hierarchy, of discourses. What kind of disease or disor-

der produces the “borderline” syndrome, and what therapeutic forms

best treat it, are still undecided paradigmatic questions, in Kuhn’s sense

(1962). They refer to broad differences in the ways the object world of

the discipline is construed. Professionals talk about borderlines far more

than any other kind of disorder, and their mixed feelings about the

people called borderlines reflect in part the uncertain status of psychiat-

ric diagnosis. This uncertainty is not limited to borderline disorders; it is

general to the entire nosology. Psychiatry has a descriptive system, but

the discipline wants something more. It wants to connect its various

categories by a general theory of neurological causation, or etiology, but

cannot do so. Hence, odd categories like borderline personality disorder

persist. The very uncertainty epitomized by this diagnosis gives the peo-

ple who hold it a kind of power, a freedom, in dealing with professionals.

The Case

Roger at our first meeting was a rather short and rotund man of thirty-

three. He looked the part of a prosperous middle-class salaried worker.

He was well kempt and well dressed and showed few of the irregularities

of self-care that were apparent among other patients. Roger did not have

obvious thought disorders, behavioral abnormalities, or disturbances of

mood. His “affect”—emotional tone of speech and activity—seemed, on

observation, full and appropriate to his situations. It was hard to see why

Roger was on the ward at all—until you spoke with him. Roger had a bad

case of alien voice. He spoke loudly, with little inflection, yet with a force

and speed that intimated agitation or excitement. His tone of voice often

did not match his other means of expression, either gestural or facial.
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There was something “at odds” about Roger. Although a college gradu-

ate, he had been consistently underemployed during the ten years he had

worked. He was married, throughout the time I met with him, to a

psychiatric nurse. I first interviewed him during his fourth psychiatric

hospitalization.

The previous year had been a hard one for Roger. He had suffered

several setbacks at work, including a transfer that he regarded as a demo-

tion. His marriage had gone through a shaky period after four years of

relative tranquillity. According to his own assessment, Roger turned sui-

cidal because he could not handle the stress of his job, of his and other

people’s expectations:

Yeah, I just—racing thoughts and fearful thoughts and you feel closed
in and “I can’t do this job another minute,” and yeah they had me on
something called the mini-stacker. And these big boxes would come
down with hundreds of parts in them. I had to count all the parts;
they’re in bags, some of them weren’t in bags. Then I had to put them
on another conveyer belt, punch in a few things, and it would take
them to the racks and stick them up in stock. But some days you’d
stand around an hour. Your technician is looking at you the whole time.
And I don’t know what to do. And he’ll give me some racks to fill and
I’ve never done them before. And it just created a lot of tension, him
looking at me all the time. You know, and other days you’ve got so
much on that conveyer belt, it’s backed up around the corner some-
place. [It changes so much] and I like something steady.

Three times that year he made attempts on his own life and each time

was hospitalized on the psychiatric ward of the local hospital. These

were short stays. Once in the hospital Roger stabilized quickly and soon

left to return to work.

At our first interview Roger gave the impression of someone who had

found an explanation of his problems that he could accept: “It’s a major

psychiatric illness . . . A sort of thinking and feeling disorder. I can’t

always trust what I’m thinking and feeling.” He remembered, in a gar-

bled way, the names the doctor had told him: “Obsessive-compulsive

disorder. Bipolar. Schizoid-affective personality disorder.” But he pre-

ferred to call his illness “neurotic depression.”

After this discharge Roger was placed on medical disability by his

employer. As time went on he bought into the therapeutic system in a big
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way. He told me at our second interview: “Maybe I’m really sick. I’m

trying not to face that fact, but it looks like I’m really sick, you know. I

may have this disability for several years; I don’t know.” Each time I

asked, he would say that his “meds” (medications) were the best regimen

he had had so far. He took an active interest in “psychosocial” therapies

as well, attending weekly sessions with his therapist, with his support

group, and, from time to time, with his wife in couples therapy. He told

me a year after we first met: “I have a 200-page notebook upstairs that

has notes on sessions with every doctor, social worker I’ve ever seen. It

helps.”

It was as if Roger had taken on his recovery as a job, and he worked

quite hard at it:

I think all the time. You know, “How can I go back to work?” and “How
can I be less fearful and less depressed?” and “Should I exercise more at
the spa?” “Should I change vitamins?” “Should I eat different foods?”
and “Should I talk to myself and be positive all the time?” You know, all
the techniques I’ve read about, so I incorporate a few of them, but not
all of them. There’s so many ways that I don’t know, you know, what I’ve
read. I’ve read probably thirty, forty books, but I can’t remember, you
know, what was what. I probably should stop reading those things.

About the reading he confessed: “That’s my major activity. Self-help

books, trying to change my personality better, and things like that.” But

this therapeutic labor met with little success. Each of his attempts to

complete the task—to return to “real” employment—ended quickly: “I

don’t know [what will happen]. I—the book store had four days open for

a cashier job in January. I worked two days and I got very panicky

attacks, fearful. I had to leave, so I only completed two days out of four.

I’d like to go back to work part-time . . . but I don’t know if I can last

more than a couple of days.”

Eventually Roger settled into a routine of television, volunteer work,

and the rounds of therapy. He applied for federal income maintenance

(SSDI), which he was granted after a year’s wait. Two years from our first

interview he told me: “I’m only 35. I mean I wi—kind of wish I was 60,

and I was done with all . . . It would make things simpler, you know, ‘I’m

disabled. I’ll just live out my last few years and do a little good works and

try to enjoy my day.’ But when you’re only 35 there’s pressure to get back

in there and try it again. I’ve tried four or five times. I’ve been up in the
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hospital five times now. How many more times do I have to try?” When I

last talked to Roger, eight months after he admitted this secret wish, to be

older, he was still planning a return to college, a plan he had conceived

over a year before. He was “better now” and thought once again that he

could move back into a regular life.

Throughout our acquaintance Roger professed a mental illness with-

out hesitation. His ideas about this illness, however, altered. Not only did

he learn more about psychiatric illness in general; his conception of the

nature of his own illness changed. By the second interview he had

adopted “manic-depression,” a combination of “racing thoughts” and

enduring depression: “how about just a guy feels lousy and there’s no

known reason?” The lack of apparent reason for both his cognitive and

affective states clinched the argument for him: “I’m starting to believe

I’m very manic-depressive. Over the weekend I was quite suicidal, and

there was no apparent reason. My wife was here—she’s a psychiatric

nurse, so that’s as good as anything. And she said, ‘You’re recycling too

fast or something. You need another antidepressant.’” It had to be some-

thing within him, not outside and visible. At this point Roger focused

more upon his symptoms than upon any causal model of his illness. It

was enough for him that his illness was a medical or somatic condition

and not, as his parents seemed to suggest, a problem of character or will.

By the third interview, one year after the first, Roger had again

modified his ideas about his psychological problems: “I’ve always

thought they were mainly chemically related and I still think they are.

But there is some personality. When you’re growing up, I believe—that

affected the way I . . . my behavior, my thinking patterns. That has not

changed. It’s a combination of personality and chemical, that’s what I

feel, more chemical though.” After discharge from his baseline hospitali-

zation Roger had begun working with a new psychiatrist. This doctor

told me that he had changed Roger’s diagnosis and the emphasis of his

therapy. Previously Roger had carried a primary diagnosis of either bipo-

lar disorder or schizoaffective disorder, depressed type.7 His new psy-

chiatrist decided, putatively on the basis of psychological testing, that

Roger was basically “borderline,” that is, personality disordered. He had

told Roger his conclusion, and Roger had begun to take it to heart.

The next interview, six months later, found Roger still learning his

roles. In fact he reverted to speaking about his “racing thoughts” and

“twisted, negative thoughts,” which he carefully referred to mania and
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depression and not to any character disorder. He was pleased about a

new cognitive therapy he had begun to learn and a new support group

for manic-depressives he was attending. His medication was once again

effective, especially the Prozac recently prescribed for him. Roger was

quite upbeat and full of plans to return to normal life. He spoke of a piece

of land he and his wife had recently purchased in a resort area, of their

thoughts of relocating there. He did not expect, nor had he for a long

time expected, a cure. He told me, with a sophistication that bespoke his

continual reading: “No, you’re always a manic-depressive. You never

recover. You have a chemical imbalance that’s always there in your syn-

apses and all that, your serotonin uptake. It’s always got to be regulated.”

Still, at this time Roger was optimistic about his ability to manage the

illness.

I encountered a chastened Roger six months later at our fifth inter-

view. He had just returned from a three-day hospitalization instigated by

a severe bout of “suicidal thoughts.” When I asked about the cause of

this incident, Roger, in his rather oddly earnest and naive way, began to

report problems of character: “I would say . . . borderline personality

disorder. That means a manipulator, a liar, social behavior is sometimes

you get abnormal—things like that. I go to massage parlors occasionally.

My wife knows about it. She’s very upset. So part of my personality is like

that.” And, alongside the biochemical model of the previous interview,

he recounted different causes: “My parents were highly critical of me

growing up. I had to be perfect, get straight A’s, so I was very hard on

myself, so some aspects of my personality probably never developed as

much as they should have. I stunt—stunted, stunted growth, that’s what

happened.”

He sometimes mixed the two sorts of understandings: “My mother’s

some traits of it. I think it’s genetic, a lot of that stuff. It’s how you’re

raised, according to that book, by your parents. Whether they uh, reward

you or punish you, they’re critical or loving. They’re there when you

need them. Breastfed, too early, not enough—I mean there’s lot of factors

involved in that, sort of like chemistry. There’s a lot of factors.” Roger had

been reading again and was attempting to piece his ideas together.

What amazed me, after the countless times I had heard staff complain

about borderlines, was that he showed no resentment, shame, or anger at

the dread label of borderline personality. To Roger, one psychiatric condi-

tion was equivalent to another. But, as he reminded me, “I’m not really a
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full blown borderline . . . No. No, I got a book on it. I let my doctor—my

psychiatrist—he said it’s a good book, but I haven’t been sexually abused

as a child, I remember, nothing like that.”

In the two years from our first interview to our fifth, then, Roger

consistently identified himself as a mentally ill participant in the world of

mental health care. But his ideas of his illness had deepened and broad-

ened in the ways predicated by an ever fuller involvement in that world.

Roger’s final report of the extent to which his illness affected his life is no

surprise: “It permeates you. It’s everything, like friendships . . . it’s in me.

It affects everything. Everything from my relationship to God, who won’t

heal me, to my wife—try to cheat on her, to my parents—call them

twice a day. I mean my best friend, I told his girlfriend he was seeing

somebody else, and, I mean I’ve really screwed up lately. I uh, it’s just—

it’s in my life. It affects my thinking and feeling, and my behavior. It’s me.

I’m who I am.”

Public and Private Politics

As Roger left the public world centered upon work and the day-to-day

accounting of common interaction, he entered into different means for

the making and interpretation of behavior. These psychiatric means are

not completely alien to the everyday, so influential has medical practice

become. But the more removed one becomes from the ordinary arenas of

interaction, the more salient are these special “technologies of the self.”

Not all people who find themselves so secluded agree with, or even

attend to, the psychiatric line. But their opposition or indifference leaves

them in the same ambit as those, like Roger, who accept it wholeheart-

edly. The power of social circumscription, what has been called “role

constriction,” sets persons with psychiatric disorders apart, despite their

wishes and sometimes considerable efforts to counteract it.8

There were other reasons for Roger’s willingness to adopt psychiatric

ideas. Roger’s inability to work was the central fact of his predicament in

the eyes of others. It was both the great puzzle and the great complica-

tion of his everyday life. Work is, in many social venues of the United

States, the central claim to personal competency and personal worth.

When work is denied us, that “failure” requires explanation, and the

explanation comes to serve as defense for our endangered personhood.

Roger devoted an inordinate amount of discursive labor to this subject,

204     Identity and Agency in Cultural Worlds

Copyright © 1998 The President and Fellows of Harvard College



E
xa

m
 C

o
p
y

and his explanation reveals much about his local as well as our society’s

world.

His mental illness obviously entered into a longstanding interchange

among Roger, his wife, and his family. His wife told me: “There’s always

been a big competition in the family. And he was the one that went to

four years of college, and you know, everybody wanted him to be a

lawyer, and here’s his brother who didn’t go to any college and took a few

courses at IBM and has a very good position in IBM.” Roger’s failure

required justification if he was to reclaim some place of value among his

close associates. He received little help or understanding of his efforts, as

he himself admitted: “I’m very closely tied to my parents. I don’t know

why. They never—I’m probably trying to get what I never got from them.

I don’t know—love and understanding. All I got was criticism and ‘you

can do better’ . . . They wonder why I’m not at work now. They don’t

understand mental illness. They think, you know, if you get off the pills,

get off this, everything’ll be OK.” This sense of competitiveness in eco-

nomic achievement, the emphasis on self-control, the giving and with-

holding of affection as motivation toward achievement, are stereotypical

features of American “middle-class” family life. Roger’s quite obvious

failure to meet these standards, and the consequent disapproval he met

from his family, was a lasting dilemma in his social life and for his

self-understanding.

If from his family Roger met expectations that he found hard to fulfill,

he encountered an opposing pressure from his wife (and his psychia-

trist). She told me:

When he sees a job in the paper that he really would want, I have to
think in my mind, is he really going to be able to perform that type of
work, and yet I don’t want to be the one to be the bad guy and say
“Roger, I don’t think you can really do that.” You know, I think he ought
to look into job opportunities as he’s been doing, but I think there’s
some things that he’s just never going to be able to do. And until he
goes and applies for these jobs and realizes he’s not qualified he’s, you
know, it’s hard for him to accept that.

She saw her task as helping Roger lower his expectations about employ-

ment, in line with her notions of the functional impairment that mental

disorders cause. From her stance as a psychiatric nurse, she had adopted

in her domestic relations both the separation between Roger and his
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illness and the power of illness over person that is the popular way of

figuring this separation. But this toleration too was a problem for Roger.

With his family, the distress that mental disorder caused Roger disap-

peared in the disguise of Roger’s defective will. With his wife, Roger’s

own thoughts, feelings, and interests disappeared within the manifesta-

tions of illness.

It is not illness itself but the interrelations of various fields of practice

that determine the possibilities of self-expression. It is easy to guess what

impelled Roger’s conflation of identity work and work in its usual sense.

How Roger used psychiatric notions strategically in his everyday rela-

tions is rather more interesting. From his local world, shaped by the

counterpositions and alliances among his wife, psychiatrist, parents (and

silently, his brother), and employer, Roger crafted a response, which was

at once his identified place and his proper labor.

It was not a singular response. When speaking about his parents or his

employers and co-workers, Roger usually emphasized his manic-depres-

sion. Both medical psychiatry and much of popular psychological dis-

course conceive this illness, bipolar affective disorder, to be primarily a

somatic disorder, caused by a dysfunction of neurotransmission. Suscep-

tibility to the illness is also thought to be genetically based. Thus having

manic-depression is not one’s own fault. Roger opposed its unwilled

disruption of his own capacities to his parents’ and co-workers’ interpre-

tation that he lacked the willpower or the energy to change his misbe-

havior. He borrowed the authority of medicine to answer other people’s

claims against him. At the same time, the persuasiveness of this psychiat-

ric identity increased as it provided Roger with a way to legitimate his

past activity and to maintain the relationships he valued. It is appropri-

ate, when one is afflicted by a disease that incapacitates, for one’s therapy

to become one’s entire work. So Roger justified his withdrawal from the

world of employment by his identity as manic-depressive.

This construction drew authority from explicitly biological models of

bipolar disorder to oppose Roger’s parents’ ethnopsychology of “will.”

Unlike the latter, which locates disorder as misbehavior, within the realm

of self-control, Roger’s adopted understanding blamed no person, only

his neurophysiology. It both signaled and consequently encouraged the

restitution of his relationships, with himself, his wife (who shared this

assessment of his disorder), and even his parents. Moreover, it explained

the propriety of Roger’s disability and the promise of his (chemo)thera-
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peutic regimen. In his discourse manic-depression came up commonly

with talk of work, of disability, and (however paradoxically) of hope.

When speaking of his wife and his psychiatrist Roger usually took a

different line. He emphasized his borderline persona. After all, Roger’s

wife did not doubt his incapacity or the necessity of his treatment. If

anything she went too far: her fatalism and her obsession were even

greater than Roger’s. Roger’s life apart from his illness—what he wanted

to do and what he could do, not what he was made to do by disease—was

nearly lost in their dealings. Hence Roger changed the terms of interpre-

tation. The personality disorders, to the extent that they are learned,

matters of experience, remain within the scope of will. We can unlearn

what we have learned, if we want to. Roger drew upon this sense about

personality disorders to oppose his wife’s (or his psychiatrist’s) reduction

of him to his disease.

By becoming “borderline” at the proper times and places, Roger em-

powered a sense of his agency, his active self-expression, without letting

go of the legitimate disabilities of illness. Borderline personality disor-

der is peculiarly adapted to this kind of double posture because of its

undecided position in psychiatric knowledge. It carries still the signs of

schizophrenia, of affective disorder, and of character disorder, in a con-

tinually rebalanced mix. And the powerfulness attributed to its volatility,

the fact that its balance may come apart at any moment, served Roger

well. It went far to ensure that he, the actor “Roger,” would not be

dismissed or overlooked. So Roger reproduced a sense of personal power

through his borderline identity.

The association of willfulness that colors the personality disorders

does two kinds of discursive work here. It differentiates and reasserts

Roger’s self-activity, his autonomy, in the face of his wife’s presumption

(and cultivation) of his debility, and yet it leaves that activity somehow

unwilled, beyond everyday self-management, and hence in the realm of

therapy. Personality disorders (like the classical neuroses) double the

“self” through its division into impaired (misbehaving) and intact (help-

seeking) parts. They thereby afford inculpable opportunities for strategic

action—which Roger pursued.

This talk, like the actions it describes, is directed to his wife. When

Roger addressed his parents through the notion of the borderline, he did

so in a way that did not accede too much to their view of his problems as

willful. Instead, he indirectly reassigned culpability for that ill-formed
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will to his parents, according to the developmental etiologies conven-

tional to these personality disorders. Roger’s control over his social mis-

behavior was thus vitiated, his actions recast into a reenactment of an

originally pathological relation of parents to child. Work has little to do

with this settling of personal relationships, and Roger’s talk of it did not

coincide with his borderline discourse. Its absence may also have been

strategically significant—though such an attribution is always chancy.

“Work” disability is ordinarily associated with only the most severe per-

sonality disorder, which Roger did not avow. His borderline identifi-

cation could not serve him, and was not invoked by this crucial problem-

atic.

Hence Roger’s bipolar and borderline identities participated in differ-

ent social and imaginative landscapes. They were differently addressed

and differently answerable, in Bakhtin’s terms, yet they were not thor-

oughly separable. A figure in the realm of popular psychology united

them: the idea of stress: “[My doctor] said depression and borderline

personality disorder. That’s what he labeled it as. And I can’t handle

stress. We agree on that.” Though Roger clearly described the conditions

of his work and personal life in terms any reader would call stressful, he

did not use the word itself until the third interview (just quoted). The

context was one in which he was asked to represent his doctor’s under-

standing of his illness. “Stress” provided the figurative grounds of their

agreement. Over the next year Roger increasingly used the notion of

stress as a point of interchange not only between the differing under-

standings afforded by his dialogue with psychiatry but also between his

(ever more psychiatrically informed) conceptions and those of his par-

ents and friends: “[My parents] say, ‘You can’t take . . .’ well, they finally

realized I can’t take stress, and they think I’m a little lazy. That’s what

they think.”

This usage is not idiosyncratic. Just as, in contemporary Euroamerican

social life, a common medium for material interchanges has developed in

the form of money, so too a common medium for “psychic” interchanges

has developed under the rubric of “stress.” The concept takes a negative

mode, somewhat like impedance, resistance, or “load” in engineering,

and it predicates a differential between inner and outer, personal and

public economies. In the metaphorical world of architectonics (using

Bakhtin’s Kantian terminology) the “person” or “individual” is conceived

as a integral system of balances among constituents, as conditioned by its

environments. When changes of state occur, such as when an inter-
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change with the environment takes place, the equilibrium of the system

is necessarily disrupted.

In Roger’s words: “And, like I said, you don’t know what feeling is

normal, so it’s a little bit of both, really. But mainly irrational thinking.

Then I get under stress. I’m thinking irrationally and feeling fearful. So

it’s really a combination that kicks in under stress.” Stress is the (retro-

spective) measure of effort requisite to reestablish the (interior) balance

of the person, the cost of living in alterable circumstances. Projectively, it

is the measure of an environment’s potential disequilibrating effect. The

notion was popularized in psychology by Selye (1956), though it has

been extended from its original and calculable physiological settings to

less measurable, “qualitative” changes of psychological state.9

“Stress talk” is a genre of both popular and professional psychologies,

whose chronotope—Bakhtin’s phrase for the definitive figured world of a

form of discourse—is the abstract landscape just described. Different

persons, different identified systems, are presumed to have differing sus-

ceptibilities to stress. (Roger said: “My stress tolerance is very low. I don’t

know why my stress tolerance is so low. I’ve never figured that out.”)

This susceptibility may come from either genetic causes or historical

(developmental) ones. Likewise, different environments predicate differ-

ing stresses, for any number of reasons. In order to calculate actual

“stress,” one must know both functional components: systemic capabil-

ity and environmental energetics. At this abstract level, the figured world

of stress unites first the biological and sociological conditions of mental

illnesses and then the different forms of illness as so many products of

these generic conditions. Stress warrants that, no matter what variant

illnesses one has, there exists a common ground for them in the relation

of body to social world. As Roger told me: “And the other thing is

sensitivity to stress, and depression, and fear, and obsession. They’re all

tied in. When I get stressful, depression, fear, and obsessional thinking

kick right in, so I can’t take much stress.” It also warrants, by extension,

the integrity of a person—“I can’t take much stress”—inhabited by the

personae named by these illnesses.

Artifacts and Associates

Roger used various tools to revise and establish his new identifications

and understandings of himself. These mediating devices included the

various behavioral templates provided by accounts of diagnostic catego-
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ries (borderline, manic-depressive, obsessive-compulsive, and so on), by

therapeutic regimens (cognitive “chaining” and replacement, de-escala-

tion), and by Roger’s own rehearsals (the therapy book) and others’

renditions (self-help and support groups). Apart from these specifics,

there was the structure, the means of organization provided by the to-

ken of the activity itself. Performing therapy, attending self-help groups,

reading both popular and professional treatises—these activities express,

by their very sensibility, a dispositional lesson. They signal to ourselves

as well as others where we are headed and with whom we travel. They

are the means we use to reproduce the desire for particular identities. But

there is a price.

Access to these activities and to the specific identities they produce is

a matter of social situation and negotiation—of, in a word, politics. By

participating one adopts specific affiliations, disaffiliations, and relations

of self-production. Roger’s course was not smooth. He did not settle on

one psychiatric identity but maintained several versions of himself: as

bipolar, as obsessive-compulsive, as borderline. These were tied to the

activities and agents from which they were mastered. As either the situ-

ational or the institutional relations among these activities and agents

changed, so did Roger’s identifications (or at least the work needed to

maintain them). The change of psychiatrists, of therapeutic groups, of

the relations between wife and family, wife and psychiatrist, psychiatrist

and group, even abstract changes in the authority of psychiatric diagno-

ses, all had “direct” effects upon Roger’s self-conception. Bakhtin would

say that, even as means of the imagination, semiotic devices remain

others’ words and acts, others’ speaking, others’ voices. By using them

one gains the material toward identity because they come socially iden-

tified. At the same time that you inform yourself, you open yourself

(even in your own thoughts and feelings) to the social world.

Yet the world of inner speaking, of the imagination and consciousness,

is not a simple copy of the social world. We have neither the time nor the

resources to do analytic justice to Roger’s history of self, to how prior

self-concepts and self-understandings shaped the course of his self-refor-

mation. What Roger’s case shows, however, is that one’s personal agency

is not the creation of a self that is always uniquely one’s own. Rather,

agency takes shape in what we call the space of authoring. This space is

formed, both within us and outside us, by the very multiplicity of per-

sons, who are identifiable positions in networks of social production,
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and of worlds of inner activity that are also scenes of consciousness.

When we act, whether that act is instrumental or imaginative, we

“move” through this space figuratively. None of us is occupied singu-

larly: we are not possessed by one identity, one discourse, one subject-

position. Each act is simultaneously a social dynamic, social work, a set

of identifications and negations, an orchestration or arrangement of

voices. And our sense of self comes from the history of our arrange-

ments, our “styles” of saying and doing through others. The freedom

that Bakhtin calls authorship comes from the ways differing identifica-

tions can be counterposed, brought to work against one another, to

create a position, our own voice, from which we work.

Roger opposed several identities drawn from psychiatric discourse to

those cast for him by his wife, family, co-workers, psychiatrists, even by

himself. We believe he did not do so either to destroy or deny or to

assert or take up any one identity—to say that he was truly one person

or another. Rather, he orchestrated these differing identities, differing

voices, to shape a place for his own activity. When speaking of his family

and friends, and of work, Roger counterposed his manic-depression, and

thus signally the authority of the persons, his wife and psychiatrist, and

the situations of therapy that were its expressive source. When contest-

ing the confines of these last associations, he drew upon his borderline

persona, referring to the strong (though in this case negative) voices of

psychiatrists and the popular psychological literature, to the disorder of

everyday impulse that wrecks the discipline of therapy. His agency was

no one personage but the ensemble of persons that lived around and

within him.

It is therefore entirely conceivable that Roger saw no conflict between

identities founded upon the two types of disorder, that they simply coex-

isted for him, manifest at different times in differing forms. The figure of

stress, which is the popular and professional point of some resolution of

these differences, seems, in Roger’s case, an afterthought. Or, stress is not

so much the reality as the possibility of unity; not so much the source,

the original, from which different forms of personal disorder arise as the

point of exhaustion into which they collapse. Hence it is not really the

resolution, but rather the recognition of these different figurations of

personhood, these “psychiatrized” identifications. Roger’s case teaches

us one final lesson: there is no necessary integrity to self-understanding,

but there are degrees of relatedness among the partial selves that respond
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to sets of our associates, our multiple others (see Gergen 1994). That is a

story we will have to leave to another time.

Michel Foucault has taught us that historical and political actions, on the

grand scale, created first “insanity” and then “mental illness” from mad-

ness, a notion of behavioral and cognitive aberration hardly divorced

from everyday life. We must begin to amend his vision at the point where

it seems whole, at the point where the variety of the forms of life, which

after all was one of Foucault’s motives, becomes subsumed in the habit-

ual ordering of these forms. When it is forgotten that such an order must

be reproduced, when it is acknowledged that the reproductions them-

selves are identical, then one must think again. Foucault must always be

brought to contend against himself.

It is also a mistake to concentrate too much upon the course of disci-

pline, for example, of interchanges that move only from therapist to

client, however fully explored. As Roger’s and my other case studies

show, people participate in several discourses and fields of activity rele-

vant to their “psychological” identities. They attend, besides the formal

therapeutic activities of hospitals and mental health centers, self-help,

support, and advocacy groups that are more loosely connected to the

institutional psychiatric apparatus. The mass media also provide a sub-

stantial and less regular means toward psychological self-formation. Self-

help and popular psychological literature and televised talk shows and

documentaries take the discursive and practical subjects of psychiatry

and medicine into a realm where they associate and contend with forms

of subjectivity and agency created and preserved under different social

and cultural worlds.10 And, while these means are one important vehicle

of the medicalization of everyday life, they are also an opportunity for

the transfiguration of the properly medical, for what Bakhtin called the

carnivalization of authoritative discourse. We will return to this interplay

of figured worlds in Chapter 11.

Finally, if one penetrates even further into the underlife (Goffman

1961) of psychiatry, one reaches “common parlance” and the cultural

subworlds that persons with mental disorders create among themselves

and with consociates of other practical fields. What we call the everyday,

or everyday practice, is a reality that is everywhere diverse and at the

same time substantially whole. That is to say, it is composed within the

interrelations of many specific practices. Any one instance of the every-
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day is both peculiar in the practical arrangement of the moment and

locale and generic in its dependence upon the institutional (extralocal)

and historical conditions of the discursive and practical fields.11 Roger’s

and all our worlds are local, as Bakhtin would insist, only to the extent

that they seek the general, and vice versa. Our identities are formed

within, and serve to mediate, this dialogic movement between exten-

sion and intention in social life, between worlds at play and ways of

self-discipline.
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Authoring Oneself as a
Woman in Nepal

In the spring of 1990 a people’s pro-democracy movement overthrew the

one-party panchayat system in Nepal, which had been in place for thirty

years. Political parties again became legal, and in the spring of 1991

elections officially restored the multiparty or bahudal system of govern-

ment. In the interval between these events, several remarkable incidents

took place in Naudada, the Hindu mixed-caste hill community where

Skinner and Holland did ethnographic research.1 Before the elections,

women from one of the eastern hamlets (gaon) began a procession to-

ward Tarara Gaon, the administrative center and gathering place of the

community, a place renowned for its tea shops where men came to drink

and gamble. Along the way women from other gaons joined them, and

together they marched, shouting their demands: “Men, stop your drink-

ing and gambling! Let women inherit property! Give women equal

rights! Don’t marry off your daughters so young!” In another incident, a

group of women brandishing sticks entered some of the local teashops to

break drinking glasses, bottles of distilled alcohol (raksi), and the equip-

ment used to make the homemade brew. A third incident took place after

a woman was beaten by her drunken husband. A group of about fifteen

women, armed with sticks, descended on him and threatened to beat

him if he ever again abused his wife.

Both the women’s banding together to voice demands at odds with

patriarchal power and their retaliatory acts against men were unusual,

perhaps unprecedented, events for this area of Nepal. On the surface they

were surprising because, in Naudada, women as well as men voiced

notions of the “good woman” that resonated with Brahmanical teach-
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ings about how women should be and act.2 Women enacted this figured

world and its identity of the good Hindu woman in many ways in their

everyday lives.

But a closer look suggested that women also felt anger and resent-

ment toward the ways this narrativized world defined them as women.

Disrupting currents were also evident in relational aspects of identity.

Skinner’s research showed how young girls and women developed a

sense of their position relative to others in the social world, a sense that

as women they were entitled to, or denied, access to certain spaces and

activities. There were movements into, and thus contestations with, the

positional identity associated with the “good Hindu woman.” The

women’s protests exemplified these contestations of self and of gender

relations. The women’s complex and contested self-understandings de-

veloped and were produced in particular social, historical, and cultural

sites or activities, and their development allowed “good” Naudadan

women to rapidly transform into angry, active protesters who called their

treatment into question through their words and deeds.

Growing Up Female in Hindu Nepal

Skinner’s research in Naudada focused on children’s roles in the copro-

duction and reproduction of gender and caste identities and relations.

Skinner examined the organization, contexts, and content of socializa-

tion activities in which children participated and the words and actions

of thirty boys and girls, aged eight to eighteen, as they responded to and

co-created these structures, activities, and cultural knowledge. We will

concentrate here on the ten girls she followed most closely, and on what

they conveyed to her about their lives in daily encounters, tape-recorded

interviews, and, for the literate ones, written accounts.

The girls often portrayed themselves as good workers, good girls, and

obedient and honorable daughters. These identities relevant to work,

gender, and family were central ones for females in Naudada, and were

figured by the Brahmanical model of the expected life path for women.

When Skinner asked them to describe themselves, most girls recited the

good habits they had and the bad ones they avoided. A typical response

included most of the following characteristics and behaviors: “I am a

good girl. I love those who are smaller than me. I obey my parents. I

never tell a lie; I always speak the truth. I get along with others. I don’t
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talk unnecessarily with boys, and I don’t quarrel or scold others. I don’t

steal from others’ fields. I stay in the house and do my work. I do my

studies. I only get angry if someone scolds me.”

Parbati, a thirteen-year-old Damai girl (Damai is a lower caste consid-

ered “untouchable”),3 described herself this way: “I am a very good girl. I

don’t fool around with others . . . I am very good . . . I don’t speak that

much also. I will say “Namaskar, didi” (“Greetings, older sister”) on the

spot when I meet you. I am like that. I am very good. I don’t even like to

fool around much. In my being, I am very good. I do my own work by

myself.” And Muna, a Damai girl of fourteen, said: “I don’t speak lies, and

when somebody speaks a lie against me, I get furious, but I don’t try to

pick fights . . . I don’t get angry . . . I have lesser quarrels and I don’t

speak nonsense.” These self-descriptions did not vary much by caste or

socioeconomic status. Here is Maiya, an eleven-year-old Chetri girl: “I

am a good, nice girl. I don’t get mad at anyone. I don’t fight. I don’t steal

. . . I don’t deceive anyone and don’t lie.”

The girls’ responses had a certain canned quality. They were recita-

tions that varied little in content or format. In these self-descriptions the

girls were rehearsing themselves in relation to the figured world of the

expected life path of the “good Hindu woman.” In daily life and in rituals

experienced in childhood and beyond, girls were presented with a vari-

ety of messages related to what was expected of them as women. Most

socialization contexts promoted the notion of a “good woman,” one who

follows the ideal life path as set out in Brahmanical writings and teach-

ings—the dominant ideology of gender identities, roles, and relation-

ships in Naudada as in other Hindu areas of Nepal and India. The model

presumed that Hindu women, except in cases of bad luck or bad morals,

would follow a particular life path (see Bennett 1976, 1983; Caplan

1985; Das 1979; Skinner 1989, 1990; Stone 1978). The generic woman’s

roles in this figured world were family-centered, and the favored charac-

teristics were those which supported the patriarchal family.

In the storyline envisioned in this world, a girl is first a daughter and

a sister. She grows up surrounded by relatives who urge her to cultivate

the habits that will mark her as a good daughter, wife, and daughter-in-

law. From their teachings and scoldings she learns to be a hard worker,

obedient and respectful to elders, and shy, gentle, and virtuous. In the

next stage of the life path she is married soon after she reaches puberty.

With marriage she becomes a daughter-in-law, a wife, and eventually a
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mother. She is hard-working, faithful and devoted to her husband, obe-

dient and helpful to her mother-in-law, and a respectable woman in the

community. With the birth of children, especially sons, she acquires a

valued identity—what some have called the central or prototypical iden-

tity of women: that of mother (Stone 1978). A woman who bears sons

proves herself to be a good woman with a good fate. Finally, as a mother-

in-law, a position accorded higher status than other female roles in the

family, she can direct and control the lives of her daughters-in-law. At the

end of the life path, ideally, a woman never becomes a widow. A good and

virtuous woman, through ritual observance and daily practice, ensures

the health and long life of her husband and dies before him.

Women in Naudada were interpreted and evaluated against this

narrativized world with its ideal woman and her life course. Those who

deviated from the life path of the good woman were judged to be aber-

rant and problematic in some way. Women who withheld their labor

from domestic and agricultural tasks, who gossiped about their hus-

bands’ shortcomings, committed adultery, contradicted their mothers-in-

law, did not give birth to sons, or were widowed were the subjects of

gossip. Good women labored for the benefit of their households. Good

women never talked unnecessarily or wandered about to malinger, gos-

sip, or flirt.

Within this figured world, women who deviated from the life path did

so because they were intrinsically bad or the victims of bad luck. A

woman who did not have children, for example, was presumed to be

barren, and this condition was seen as a punishment for her misdeeds in

a previous life. Widows, too, had fallen off the expected life path. They

had the bad fate to outlive their husbands. Widows were to be pitied, but

they were sometimes feared as witches.

Talk about “bad” or “sinful” women was part of daily conversation, a

great deal of which included evaluations of self and others in relation to

this figured world. Devi, a Chetri woman in her late twenties, talking

with Skinner about women they both knew, explained that one was a

nathi (a flirt or a woman who goes with men other than her husband).

Another was a papini (female sinner) because she did not feed her grand-

children while her daughter-in-law was working long days in the fields.

One of Devi’s neighbors was a bad woman (naramro aimai) because

she was very jealous of others and mistreated her father, who lived with

her. The many negative types that commonly figured in such conversa-
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tions—the boksi (witch), radi (widow—with the connotation of bitch

and whore), aputri (barren woman), alacchini (a woman who brings bad

luck to her household), sande aimai (a woman who acts masculine, like a

bull)—were all characters who had gone awry in the figured world of

good women’s lives.

By the age of four or five, and in some cases even younger, girls knew

the meaning of chori (daughter), sasu (mother-in-law), sauta (co-wife),

and other terms that designated kin roles and relations. By seven or

eight, they also knew words for women who had deviated or threatened

to deviate from the expected life path and could begin to elaborate the

meaning of these words in relation to this figured world (Skinner 1990):

they knew these types were considered bad, and they knew why they

were bad.

The appropriation of these terms began very early, especially in cases

where the words were used as insults. Even children of four or five knew

that radi (widow) was not a good word to say. It was one of the most

common insults used for any female regardless of her age (and radiko

chora, or widow’s son, was often used as a term of abuse for males). It

was used often in scolding and cursing. While the younger girls knew

only that a radi was a bad thing to be called, the girls of eight or so knew

why a radi was bad. They knew it was bad for a woman to outlive her

husband. Likewise, from scoldings the younger girls knew only what

behaviors they were supposed to avoid, whereas the older girls had ac-

quired a broader understanding of the proper comportment of daughters

in relation to the figured world. The older girls also talked frequently of

life as a daughter-in-law and wife and knew the codes of behavior they

would be expected to follow and the characteristics they would be ex-

pected to exhibit in these roles.

These evaluative terms for women indexed a moral universe, a figured

world, and served as cultural resources in the process of identity forma-

tion (Skinner 1989, 1990). Girls developed understandings of gender-re-

lated terms and the discourse of evaluation in specific sites and activities

such as everyday events of gossiping and scolding; and they used these

terms to identify themselves and others as particular kinds of moral

actors in the figured world of domestic relations in Naudada. They scru-

tinized their own and other women’s behavior through the lens of this

discourse. They described themselves, both to themselves and others, in

ways that defined them as good daughters or good women, and they

attempted to avoid or dispute the negative labels.
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This evaluative discourse created an inner voice of censure and di-

vided women from one another. Aruna, a Damai girl of fourteen, re-

ported that anyone, even a close girlfriend, would say a girl was bad if

she went to a boy’s house. Kamala, a fourteen-year-old Chetri girl, com-

plained that she could not show her anger because others would say,

“How angry that daughter seems to be.” Tika, a Damai girl of fifteen,

described herself as being on a “straight line.” Then she talked about a

woman who had run away with her husband’s brother: “It is better to

take a straight line than to do such a scandalous thing. A good wife stays

with her husband; a bad one leaves and goes with another.” Kamala,

talking about the same event, said others were saying that this woman

was a kukurni (female dog) and had spoiled the prestige/honor (ijjat) of

her family.

It appears that these girls not only knew the expected life path and the

behaviors that counted as those of a good woman but also embraced

these concepts and behaviors as ways to define themselves. They were

figured by this world, valuing themselves and others in its terms. They

desired to be and be seen by others as good selves. Their appreciation of

the figured world was not a product of its intrinsic persuasiveness, how-

ever. It was not so much that they were drawn to the image of the good

woman as that they were “backing into” it to avoid negative evalu-

ations. For example, Kamala and her friends experienced many scold-

ings in which they heard evaluations of themselves and others. They

cared about what other people thought of them, and they did not wish to

dishonor their families. They tried to avoid behaviors that would catego-

rize them as a bad type. In self-censoring their actions this way, they

backed into attachments to good and valued identities, and developed

claims to being good daughters and future daughters-in-law. Kamala said

she and her friends often heard women talking about what made a good

wife and daughter-in-law:

A good wife never criticizes her husband, and she never complains
about her husband to other people . . . A good daughter-in-law always
gets up early in the morning, and she does all the work she has to and
obeys her mother-in-law. She obeys her husband. She does not run
away to her natal home. She never steals to eat, and she does not steal
corn that grows in another’s field. Daughters-in-law are not good if they
do not obey their mothers-in-law or if they move about here and there.
They do whatever they like. They steal, and they spend their time at
others’ houses. They go to festivals sometimes.
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Kamala thought that, if she had to get married, she would be a good

daughter-in-law, but she recognized that it would be very difficult: “One

has to work very hard. We all have to act good. We are not supposed to

quarrel, lie, or steal. At home, we may not obey our parents all the time,

but we must obey at our mother-in-law’s.” A friend of Kamala’s added

that women whose husbands beat them “should just take it.”

As portrayed so far, the Naudadan girls seem to have been totally

absorbed in all that the figured world promoted for women in their

domestic life path. The reproduction of patterns of gender relations prac-

ticed by previous generations seemed assured. From the comments we

have quoted, we might assume the girls accepted the life path and were

committed to its views of marriage and their roles as daughters-in-law

and wives, or, at least, that they acquiesced to their fate and silently

complied with the dominant ideology, as some authors have suggested

South Asian Hindu women do (see Dhruvarajan 1989). Their identities

as figured by this world seem to be their only views of self.

This picture of their self-understandings becomes more complex,

however, when we consider other things the girls said and did. Although

they laid claim to being good girls and good daughters and said that if

they married they would try to be good daughters-in-law and wives, they

also questioned the expected life path, were critical of the unequal treat-

ment of men and women, expressed anger and sadness about the way

they were treated because they were female, and schemed to avoid mar-

riage. They were gaining a sense of their position vis-à-vis others, noting

their relative lack of privilege and power. They were developing rela-

tional identities along with the figured identities.

Maiya, like many of the other girls, compared her life to that of her

brothers. In her first interview, in response to the question “Are you

happy to be a girl?” Maiya replied that she would rather be a boy because

“sons don’t have to work hard. Girls have to carry water and cut grass,

while the sons can just sit and eat.” Sunita, a ten-year-old Bahun, said she

had argued with her parents against the idea that only boys should go to

school. She told her parents, “You are sending boys [to school], why not

send girls?” Tika also complained: “If I were a son, I would have been

allowed to study. Since I am a daughter, I did not get to study.”

Muna, when asked what she thought about the future, replied: “In the

future, now when I see others get married and have fights in their new

home, um . . . why do we give daughters to another’s house? These
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thoughts play in my mind. I think about it . . . If I am not able to study

and not able to work, um, if I am not treated well after I am married in

my new house. When I think that this may happen to me in the future, I

fear it and am very worried.” In trying to express her sadness and sense

of injustice, Muna sang a song that included these lines:

You are forced to leave your father’s house,
Stars floating in the sky . . .
The stream of tears has floated the stars in the sky.
Why do we have to wash the walls of others?
Mother’s lap of love is empty.
Stars floating in the sky.

In her song Muna voiced her dread and sadness over having to leave her

natal home and the mother she loved. In her husband’s home she would

be the servant of her in-laws and work for them. Muna’s singing in

response to a question about her life was not unusual. The girls fre-

quently resorted to song to express some sense of their lives, often a

sense that reflected a critical view of their position as women in a patriar-

chal society. A particularly strong example is a song sung by Naudadan

schoolgirls in 1986 at the annual cultural performance at the local high

school:

Being enslaved and repressed, don’t remain in isolation.
We have to tear and throw out this web of exploitation.
If the husband keeps a co-wife, it is all right.
But if a woman takes another man, she must pay a price.
Even to eat, you have to fight hard.
Even to survive, you have to sell your very life.
Wake up, oh sister, and recognize this sinner man.
Let’s unite to destroy this tradition.

Naudadan girls’ accounts, evaluations, narratives, and actions re-

vealed images, understandings, and feelings about themselves that var-

ied within and across contexts. The ways girls talked about themselves

and their lives and the ways they presented and represented themselves

were not consistent.4 Sometimes girls and women gave voice to cultur-

ally dominant notions of what the proper Hindu woman should be,

portraying themselves in terms of the ideal Hindu woman who accepts

her submissive and relatively powerless role vis-à-vis men. But they also,
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at least in some contexts, took another stance; they authored different

senses of themselves through an emotional commentary of sadness, an-

ger, and resistance about the position that the figured world put them in

as women.

They were aware of the hardships and injustices that came with being

a “good woman,” and they gave extensive reflective and critical com-

mentaries, both in discourse and in song, on the relative lack of status

and privilege of that position. They denounced the treatment women

received at the hands of some men (and sometimes other women such as

mothers-in-law) and castigated the legal system that gave men inheri-

tance and marital rights that women were not granted. The girls Skinner

interviewed were at times critical of the expected life path; they some-

times rejected it or tried to find acceptable alternatives to it. In the

interviews all but two stated that they did not want to get married, and a

number had plans—usually involving going to school and becoming a

teacher or office worker—for avoiding or delaying marriage.

The evaluative discourse used in everyday activities of Naudadan

life—in scolding and gossiping, in the telling of hardship tales—gradu-

ally had been appropriated by the girls; at the same time they had in-

ferred the figured world of the expected life path and women’s domestic

lives (construed in these activities of everyday evaluation). Words such

as alacchini (a woman who brings bad luck to her family) and naramro

chori (bad daughter), and behaviors such as doing household chores and

avoiding being with boys evoked for them the figured world and the

meaning of being a good daughter, daughter-in-law, and wife as defined

within it.

But the words and behaviors also evoked memories of the actual epi-

sodes of scolding, gossiping, and hardship that the girls had experienced.

The expected life path that was symbolized in ritual and indexed in

everyday discourse was constituted as natural, as ahistorical and time-

less. It was the path for the generic woman. Attention to the grounding

of this figured world in historically particular conditions and in the

various social spaces of Naudada was not invited. The girls had been

encouraged almost daily by their parents and others to develop a view of

themselves as traveling along the taken-for-granted life path and as ac-

countable in that figured world. They had clearly developed such an

identification, one readily expressed in certain contexts, but they also

retained a definite sense of injustice. Girls often told of situations in

which they were shamed, hurt, angered. While developing an under-
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standing of the meanings underlying the Brahmanical cultural model of

women’s lives, the Naudadan girls were also developing a sense of the

hardships (dukha) associated with the actions required of them in this

figured world. How had they arrived at the point where they both em-

braced and rejected the expected life path?

Here Bakhtin and the sociohistorical school of psychology are helpful.

Its theory does not insist upon a coherent and integrated self. Instead it

guides us to look at the sites and practices in which identities and selves

are formed and to consider that the existence of a transcendent self—a

self that is independent of content—is contingent upon the existence of

cultural resources, such as the AA personal story (Chapter 4) or the

means of accounting oneself a good woman, for creating that self and

for the continuing social work that reminds one of one’s self.5 It leads us

to specific spaces of authoring; it also recognizes what we observed in

Naudada. Children appropriated conventions of meaning—to interpret

and evaluate their own behavior and that of others, but their sense of the

contexts or sites in which those more abstract meanings were being

distilled was distinct from those conventions. The girls seemed to have

developed a salient identification with the figured world of women’s

lives: a desire to be a “good girl,” a “good daughter,” a “good woman.”

Yet they were also developing a sense of gender as entitlement, a knowl-

edge of their gendered position and how it limited their access to certain

spaces, activities, and resources.

Naudadan girls distilled the common, public meanings associated

with specific sites and activities and identified with them, (re)producing

subjectifications of these figured worlds in inner speech. At the same

time, they were developing embodied senses associated with their posi-

tionality in these sites and activities. In the realm of inner speech, these

different senses of self intersected and, at times, conflicted. From this

internal and heteroglossic dialogical process, girls developed both good

selves and oppositional, angry selves.

Sites and Activities of Identity Formation

In Naudada there were a number of activities in which gender-marked

terms and gender-specific rules were expressed: scoldings that children

overheard, received, or gave; gossip sessions that they overheard and

sometimes contributed to; exchanges of complaints and worries about

one’s life, often in the form of dukha stories (stories of hardships and
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suffering); domestic scenes in which girls observed and heard women’s

problems; the telling of their worries for the future; the singing of songs

about women’s lives; and the conduct of rituals that marked girls’ transi-

tion from one status to another (see Skinner 1989). Most of these activi-

ties were fairly common, occurring almost daily, and they, more than the

less frequent rituals, were what the girls talked about in the interviews.6

We will discuss three activities: scolding, domestic scenes, and the an-

nual Tij festival.

Scolding Activities

Scolding and cursing others were ubiquitous, everyday activities. Chil-

dren were the frequent targets of scolding for transgressions and for

problems they caused their parents, other adults, and one another. Such

scolding generally began with an insult. Radi—one term for widow—

was a common insult to hurl at any female, even a toddler. Nathi, loose

woman, was another. “Radi!” the scolder would scream. Then the girl

would be told the rules that she had violated. A typical scolding might

run as follows: “Radi! What a daughter you are! After we have given you

food, this is all the work you have done! What have you done the whole

day? Why are you sitting there when the cattle need fodder and there’s

no water in the house? Did I raise a lazy daughter?”

Aruna, a Damai girl of thirteen, said her mother always scolded her,

saying “radi” when she did not do her work.7 Kamala, a Chetri girl of

fourteen, related that mothers sometimes called their daughters nathi,

scolding them, saying, “Don’t walk with boys this way.” Muna said: “I

feel very sad . . . when my father and mother scold me when I am not

doing any work, and get angry with me, when they say something and

scold, I feel very sad and unhappy. I feel sad when they scold my friends.”

The incident that opens Chapter 6 presents a dramatic example of

scolding and its effects. To recapitulate, Skinner was recording songs one

day when three girls who were visiting her ran afoul of Tila Kumari, the

Bahun woman who lived in the house above hers. Tila Kumari walked

down to Skinner’s porch and yelled at the three Damai girls for eating

fruit and cutting fodder from her property:

You stupid girls. You are joking with us. Why do you cut grass from our
fields? Are you not ashamed? . . . Everyone has seen the guavas here,
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but only you have eyes for them . . . Go to your husband’s or father’s
field to eat. You have no fear to cut the grass in another’s field. After
telling your parents, I will weed your hair. You have no shame to show
those teeth of yours. I will take your molar teeth out. I will complain
like the daughter of Hari. Do not do unnecessary things here.

The girls were upset and angry, particularly since Tila Kumari also went

to their houses and berated them and their families. They brought up the

scolding in a number of later interviews. As quoted earlier, Muna said

this about the scolding: “We hadn’t done anything. I can’t figure out why

they made such a scandal out of it . . . I felt like crying. I couldn’t

retaliate. I do not do such things. I thought, who was she to tell someone

like my mother such things? We did not get angry because we had not

done anything wrong. That’s why I felt bad and wanted to cry.”

Evidently Muna heard implications about behavior she should avoid,

but she also heard and felt other things. For her, the context of the

knowledge was highly charged. If we can judge by her interviews, Muna

thought of the episode not only in terms of the content—the do’s and

don’ts of how to act—but also in terms of her own feelings about the

scolding. Muna recounted her process of reacting to the scolding. She

rehearsed seeing and hearing Tila Kumari, and she composed arguments

to defend her actions. She described feelings of pain, sadness, and a sense

of being unjustly accused. Tila Kumari became a dialogic other, envi-

sioned and heard as a particular person, but also perhaps as a repre-

sentative of the higher-caste Bahuns, who sometimes accused and in-

sulted the lower castes.8 By replaying this event Muna was forming a

notion of her liability to the public meaning of certain acts, but at the

same time she was developing a sense of mistreatment and a sense of her

positioning as a lower-caste woman by a higher-caste woman.

Another example of the distinction between a developing knowledge

of the meaning of acts in the figured world and a personalized sense of

one’s own positional identity can be seen in the way girls attained an

understanding of radi. Girls heard mothers-in-law and husbands call

daughters-in-law and wives radi for a variety of perceived offenses. Often

the girls themselves were the targets of scoldings in which radi was the

insult or epithet. Over time they abstracted the common meaning of the

term and came to know that a radi was a deviant type, one who had left

the life path and failed to be a good woman. Radi evoked and was under-
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stood in relation to the Brahmanical cultural world of the expected life

path. But the girls also embodied personal senses of the word that were

more contextualized.9 When they heard the term radi they remembered

lived situations in which they were scolded unjustly by parents, humili-

ated by boys, screamed at by Tila Kumari, or saddened by the taunts and

insults of strangers.

Scolding involved the expression of generic concepts, meanings, and

evaluations commonly applied to women’s behavior in Naudada. The

activity of scolding was a potential source not only of the public mean-

ings that the girls were appropriating to talk about their own and other

women’s behaviors in Naudada but also of their embodied sense of the

treatment they received in the positions afforded women. On the one

hand, they were developing an understanding of themselves as partici-

pants in a narrativized, figured world organized around the life trajectory

of a good woman. They were developing the disciplines and charac-

teristics that could earn them praise for being good daughters—disci-

plines and characteristics naturalized to stand outside of history, out-

side of time, and in isolation from caste or other local social groupings

in Naudada. On the other hand, they retained vivid memories of abrupt

encounters with these expectations—memories of the particular people

who scolded them, of their feelings of shame and anger, of bodily sensa-

tions associated with their sense of having been unjustly accused. Where

their parents were involved, they retained a question of how their

mother or father could treat them like this: “Why am I expected to do all

of this work and my brother is not?” Thus subsequent reminders could

evoke for them both the cultural meaning and a sense of injustice, anger,

or other emotions not accounted for in the figured world of the good

Hindu woman.

Domestic Scenes and Their Telling

Girls also witnessed scenes from everyday life that centered about gender

and kin relations. They were admonished as they went about their

household and agricultural chores to be good, obedient, hardworking,

and honorable daughters. At the same time, as daughters in the natal

home, they were given fewer rights and privileges than their brothers;

they saw their brothers getting more and better food and clothes, and

they often had to work in the fields while their brothers went to school.
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They were teased by their parents and others about being married away

“beyond nine mountains,” while their brothers, they knew, would stay at

home. They observed cases in which parents were in such a rush to

marry off their daughter that they chose a man who would cause her

many problems. They saw that an incoming daughter-in-law was ex-

pected to work long days at arduous tasks without complaint while the

mother-in-law sat idle or went out of her way to scold the newcomer.

They heard daily the expectations for wives: be respectful, virtuous,

and hardworking. The reward for all this servitude was supposed to be

the husband’s affection and support for the wife and her children and the

wife’s increasing status in the household. But girls knew of numerous

cases in the community in which women were abused or forsaken by

their husbands. They talked of marriage as an uncertain fate. A woman’s

husband might turn out to beat her and lose the family property through

drinking and gambling. If the wife scolded him, he might bring in a

co-wife, who would take away not only his affection but also scarce

resources.

Devi, a Chetri woman, often told her life story to the girls of Naudada.

Devi’s husband once had a good job with a local development agency. He

owned land, a house, and other wealth. But he drank the locally brewed

liquor to excess and gambled away all of the money and property. Devi

was powerless to stop him. He sold not only his wife’s gold jewelry but

her pots and pans as well. He would drink until late at night, then come

home and beat her. Finally he deserted her and had not been seen for

years. But Devi still told her story, recounting to attentive girls the times

she would hide with a baby at her breast in the terraces below her house

until her drunken and enraged husband fell asleep.

While bad treatment was not the norm in Naudada, a girl heard about

and witnessed enough of it to make her worry that her own future

might include similar hardships. Everyday exhortations and evaluations

of women’s behavior directed her to accept her roles without complaint

and to strive to obtain the favor of kin in both her parents’ and her

husband’s home, but her observations provided her with images of the

pain possibly awaiting her on this life path. The expected life path may

have given her one means of envisioning her life, but it did not address

all the ways she thought and felt about her position as a female.

The Naudadan girls had clearly developed an identification with the

ideal woman of the figured world of women’s lives; yet they also retained
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senses from their experiences of what it meant to be a girl. These individ-

ual senses were figured publicly and objectified in critical commentary

that was produced and passed on by groups of women. This commentary,

as a cultural resource, provided an alternative meaning and a means of

both expressing and understanding one’s gender identity.

Songs and Activities of the Tij Festival

In Naudada and elsewhere in South Asia (see Raheja and Gold 1994;

Skinner et al. 1991, 1994), songs have been a primary way for women

to express their experiences and their awareness of their positioning

within the figured world of domestic life. The Tij festival is part of a

larger ritual complex called Tij–Rishi Pancami, during which women

fast, do puja (worship), and ritually bathe to protect their husbands’

health and life and to purify themselves from sins connected with men-

struation (see Bennett 1983). What interests us here is not the ritual

complex but the songs that the women compose and perform for the

festival.10

Tij songs are a specialized genre of folksong that extends women’s

critical commentary from inner speech and private conversations among

two or three women to a public setting where hundreds of people gather

to observe the women sing and dance. Tij songs portray and comment

upon the shared feelings of women in their sometimes problematic posi-

tions as wives, daughters, and daughters-in-law. A dukha (hardship) Tij

song composed and performed by Naudadan girls in 1991 resounds with

a daughter’s sense of the favored treatment her brothers receive:

[Daughter:]
I rose in the morning to pick flowers,
But did not pick them because they were covered with dew.
Parents just keep the daughters to do work at home,
But not even a small piece of the courtyard is given [to
daughters].
[Parents:]
The small piece of courtyard is needed to dry the paddy,
Go, daughter, to your husband’s house to get your property.
[Daughter:]
We have to go empty-handed [to our husband’s home],
The brothers fence in their property.
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Brothers’ clothes are so many that they rot away in a box,
But when they have to give us a single cloth, tears come to their
eyes.

These verses give voice to a daughter’s resentment that she has no

rights to inherit her parents’ property. Other Tij songs expressed girls’

fear of marriage and the treatment they might receive at the hands of

their future husbands and in-laws, their criticism of their parents for

marrying them far away or into a poor or bad family, and their feelings

toward mothers-in-law who mistreat them.

Many songs were about the husband-wife relationship. Women sang

of their own hardships in marriage and those of their friends and sisters.

One song that moved Devi to tears recalled her own experience with a

drunken husband:

Whatever money he has, he runs to the bazaar,
He searches for a place to drink alcohol.
If he has five or ten rupees, he goes to the bazaar.
He forgets his family and household and drinks alcohol.
Waiting in the kitchen the rice becomes cold,
Waiting for the husband the night is almost gone.
How much rotten alcohol is there in Thakali’s hotel!11

The husband came with a stick at midnight.
If I say, “Do not drink alcohol,” he threatens to bring a co-wife.
The new wife will give [him wine] and pleasure,
And she will give orders, and bring the water to wash his feet.

A second type of Tij songs, political (rajniti) songs, became predomi-

nant in Naudada following the people’s movement against the one-party

panchayat system. Rajniti songs thoroughly dominated the Tij festival of

1991. In them girls and women criticized various political parties and

government officials, chronicled their abuse and exploitation of women

and the poor, and demanded equal rights for women and the poor. In

1986 Naudadan girls composed the following song verses, which repre-

sented a more explicit critical commentary and call for equal rights:

You [parents] compel the daughter to work hard.
How can we abolish this exploitation?
When the daughter is educated, they call her a prostitute.
They believe such matters.
Our society won’t allow women to be educated.
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When we think of this, it makes us angry.
They not only select the husband,
And donate us to him like the gift of a cow.
We have no right to select a boy whom we like.
No money is in our hand to spend.
Even when we are sick, we women have to work.
They say we are lazy and trying to cheat them.
A minor mistake they blow out of proportion.
We women have to live like animals.
How long can we tolerate this kind of custom?
We must become determined to abolish this condition!

In the 1991 Tij festival one group of singers took on the problem of

alcohol, urging men to stop drinking the local brew (raksi). They took an

active political stance, asserting that only with communism would liquor

cease to flow and women get equal rights and better treatment:

Our brothers of Ward 2,
It is our request that you don’t drink raksi.
In Ward 2 of our village,
Don’t drink raksi in this area.
Brothers, keep this in your mind,
Remove raksi and gambling from here.
Drunkards are treated like animals,
People give them grass to eat.
The dignity of our village is gone,
You’re not allowed to sell raksi in the shops.
If you do, you’ll not be allowed to keep a shop.
After drinking raksi, you people walk around talking nonsense.
The oxen [the drunkards] are used to plow the fields.
From now on, you stop playing cards and drinking.
Move forward to bring the revolution.
You wasted grain making raksi.
You killed the poor people.
Raksi was free in the panchayat period.
Star Beer was started in the Congress period.
Communism is needed to stop raksi,
We can get rights only when communism comes.

In Tij, women’s experiential and personal senses of being female, de-

veloped in other contexts, were expressed publicly, cast into a critical,
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cultural form. These songs provided a cultural resource and an alterna-

tive perspective on women’s lives, an alternative way of understanding

the life path and oneself as female.12 Women who had experienced the

problems associated with being daughters, daughters-in-law, and wives

joined together in Tij to censure those who had created difficulties for

them (the mother-in-law, husband, father) and, increasingly, to criti-

cize the social and political system that allowed or brought about these

abuses.

In day-to-day situations Naudadan women were constrained in what

they could say and do. Because of power relations in Naudada, the

groups of women who composed Tij songs were a restricted group, cir-

cumscribed to meet within a brief period, once a year. But in the context

of Tij they came together and drew upon their individual experiences to

evoke, through song, strong, shared feelings. As individuals they had

little power to change others’ ideas, but as a collectivity, even for a brief

time, they could create new songs, develop alternative perspectives, and

express usually outlawed meanings of what it was to be female.

These critical Tij songs, composed and sung as long as the oldest

women could remember, acted as cultural resources to organize more

strident opposition to the patriarchal aspects of society in Nepal and

helped create a potentially resistant group. Rituals can overflow their

boundaries (Bakhtin 1984b), and this happened in the Naudadan situ-

ation. The events chronicled at the beginning of this chapter—the

women’s procession for equal rights and the “posse” that threatened

local distillers and wife-beaters—were the stuff of Tij songs. The under-

standings of women’s lives developed through the critical commentary

voiced at the Tij festival were being pushed forward into more and more

public venues and were thus gaining significance for a re-visioning of

selves and a reshaping of figured worlds.13

Naudadan girls’ participation in the sites and activities we have dis-

cussed gave rise to emotionally charged visions of and rehearsed dia-

logues about themselves as women. These selves were contradictory and

contested, selves that Bakhtin (1981, 1984a) would have called “hetero-

glossic.” The girls were developing a nuanced understanding of the

figured world of Hindu women’s lives and an emotional attachment to

an identification of themselves in that world. The girls were also devel-

oping an embodied personal sense of themselves in their position as
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female, as the victims of frequently unfair treatment. Though left unac-

counted for by the public meanings associated with the expected life

path of Hindu women, these personal senses were of concern to the girls.

At the annual Tij festival, women expressed a critical commentary on

their position in the world of domestic relations of Naudada, and, in

1991, after the country’s first multiparty election for many years, on the

mistreatment of women by the government. These Tij songs, especially

the ones addressed to relatives, echoed girls’ reactions to the scoldings

they were receiving and the domestic scenes they were witnessing. Un-

surprisingly, some of the girls used these songs as a cultural resource to

express their sense of their lives.

This case study from Naudada reveals ways in which women not only

appropriated the identity afforded to them by the figured world but

also formed personal senses and, especially in practices related to the

Tij festival, personal perspectives that contested the expected life path.

Women’s selves in this formulation were part of a dialogic process,

emerging in social interactions and sites where different voices coexisted,

and part of dynamic, changing social formations tied to competing inter-

ests in the sociohistorical context of their emergence. We will return to

this case in Chapter 12 to examine both the new world of gender rela-

tions created in Tij songs and the tentative acting out of that emerging

world by some of the women’s groups.
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Making Worlds
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11

Play Worlds, Liberatory Worlds,
and Fantasy Resources

Specialized discourses and practices, each predicating a figured world

and each realized in a variety of positional identities, exist in all socie-

ties—though they are especially profuse in large-scale societies. These

discourses and practices lead to a great diversity of options for, as well

as constraints on, people’s activity. People’s lives take shape among the

identifications, figured and relational, that are arranged within the space

of their activity. We have argued, following Vygotsky, that these social

forms, these discourses and practices, are not simply the context but the

content of inner life, albeit in some way transformed. The interpersonal

becomes the intrapersonal in a literal way; the forms of speaking and

interacting inhabit us to make “inner” speech and “inner” action. They

are the mediating devices of our thinking, feeling, and willing.

We have extended Bakhtin’s notion of “voices,” that is, of the social

identification and valuation of these cultural resources and artifacts. Dia-

lects, genres, styles of dress, ways of holding and moving the body—all

are socially inflected forms that have both substantive and indexical

value, telling our social category, our relational position, and our group

affiliations. These social forms and cultural resources become personal in

the arrangement or orchestration of these voices. Within this arrange-

ment exists whatever reality there is to the self, as a collocation of social

“persons” (Harré 1984) that endures, at least for a time. Concurrently,

social interactivity becomes personified, so that its forms assimilate the

“character” of the people from and by whom they are reproduced.1 This

process itself is a kind of dynamic, uniting the intimate and the social

sites of cultural production, and it is within this double-sided context,
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set within a larger historical and institutional context, that new figured

worlds and new identities—both figured and positional—emerge.

Play Worlds and Artifacts of Fantasy

Play occupies a central place in Vygotsky’s theories; it constitutes ontoge-

netically the completion within the organism of the capacity for sym-

bolic mediation (Vygotsky 1978, 1987a). All games are jeux d’esprit. In

play, more than in other human activity, aspects of the natural world, and

by extension, of social worlds that have come to seem natural, are sus-

pended and made subject to pretense. Play is the form of activity that

proceeds in ignorance of any constitutive condition other than a cultural

and conventional design. It draws upon recognized genres of speech and

activity, but it takes the player beyond the immediate setting. Play hap-

pens “through” the world in which it is observably set. Its real setting is

imaginary; it answers only to a figured world. Each generation, however,

comes to play historically and socially; one learns the bounds of play, the

scaffolding, from one’s predecessors and fellows and passes them on to

one’s successors. It cannot be otherwise for Vygotsky, for it is play that,

by its use of collectively produced artifacts, realizes what is only a species

competence. Each of us learns to inhabit the cultural world through play

when it is instituted within us. The social practices of “acting otherwise”

become the grounds for our “thinking otherwise.” The mastery we gain

over our play is mastery over our imagination (see Lachicotte 1992).

Play is also the medium of mastery, indeed of creation, of ourselves as

human actors. Without the capacity to formulate other social scenes in

imagination, there can be little force to a sense of self, little agency. In

play we experiment with the force of our acting otherwise, of our projec-

tivity rather than our objectivity. And through play imagination becomes

embodied, proprioception as much as conception, experienced in activ-

ity, moved as much as mapped. Through play our fancied selves become

material.

It is the opening out of thought within the activity of play, what we

might call the cultural production of virtualities, that allows for the

emergence of new figured worlds, of refigured worlds that come eventu-

ally to reshape selves and lives in all seriousness. Vygotsky and Bakhtin

both attended to this process, but Bakhtin was especially alert to its

place in larger social structures.2 He showed that genres and other forms
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of specialized practice, informal and formal, come to inhabit one’s speech

and thought on an everyday basis (Voloshinov 1986; Bakhtin 1981,

1984a). Within the relation of interplay that defines and partially sus-

pends specific activity from the everyday (what Bakhtin called “behav-

ioral ideology”), people are subject to the regulation, which we call the

figuring, that governs the practice. They learn to act as roles in play; they

are inhabited by the discourse so that, as Foucault demonstrated, the

instituted relations of the practice are disseminated “within.” This in-

habitation is the hallmark of Foucault’s disciplines (1979), of Habermas’s

colonization of the life-world (1984). But it is only half the story.

The work of Foucault, Habermas, and other contemporary students of

agency and subjectivity can be reconceived as the development of We-

ber’s (1978) category of traditional or habitual action.3 We find the “ha-

bitual” a useful touchstone for understanding what these social theorists

have contributed and so, too, what they have missed. Habit or habitu-

ation forcefully communicates the bodily aspect of activity and thinking,

yet it overlooks our ability to fantasize, to envision other worlds, to

create other worlds by recombining elements from those we know. In

Chapter 6 we characterized positional identities as more or less con-

scious, more or less habitual, moving sometimes out of awareness, to-

ward fossilization, and at other times toward consciousness and suscep-

tibility to manipulation. As we see it, play, especially socially organized

play, works in both directions of this process. Were this not the case,

were inhabitation the only means of reproducing practices and practitio-

ners, then we would have Weber’s iron cage not only around us but

within us.

Bakhtin had another word to say, which he took, most appropriately,

from the author of the word made flesh, François Rabelais. He directed

attention to the ways play frees people from the generic forms that gov-

ern their actions. This moment of freeing is at the heart of his famous

notion of the carnival, or better of the process itself, carnivalization

(Bakhtin 1984b).4 From its very abstraction and mimicry, which make

representation itself thematic and thus ironize everyday usage, play

moves these identities and the figured worlds in which they are embed-

ded closer to consciousness. Only in its second moment, through the

continued rehearsal of its activities, does play that has been popularized

move, with its figures and their contexts, toward habituation.

We can use Bakhtin’s notion of dialogism (discussed in Chapter 8) to
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understand how carnivalization becomes a real force. Dialogism pictures

social and cultural activity as a manifold phenomenon, of a variety

shaped by the juxtaposition of incommensurate voices not only within

but also between figured worlds. Bakhtin’s dialogism sets everyday social

life in what might be called an “inter-world.” This postmodernesque

phrase describes the condition of a sociality whose generality derives

from the convention of many figured worlds. (The model of a language,

composed within its dialects and other sociolects, is the one Bakhtin

most often used to represent this condition.) In our everyday lives we

encounter and enter into many specialized practices, and these prac-

tices exist in various degrees of interrelation. Activity predicated upon a

figured world is never quite single, never quite pure. It is dialogized,

figured against other possible positions, other possible worlds. Our ha-

bitual identities bump up against one another. And this is just Bakhtin’s

point. The space of freedom that is the space of play between these

vocations is the space of the author.

Each person constitutes a potential convocation of numerous practi-

tioners, that is, each of us has a repertory. In the heart of inner speech,

according to Bakhtin, these socially identified, vocal images are orches-

trated. They are played out. It is not imaginatively necessary to accom-

modate all voices at any given time. Under most situations ordinary

relations of authority prevail and establish that one (or several) voca-

tions arrest the dialogue. There are situations, however, whether they be

scenes of practice or scenes of consciousness, in which conventional

relations are disturbed. Other sources of social valuation abide where

realms of interaction—games, arts, rituals—are established in the partial

suspension of the ordinary course of events.

These arenas of play, the power of carnival, have much to do with

social experimentation as well as social reproduction (see Bakhtin

1984b; Vygotsky 1978, 1987b; Huizinga 1955, 1956). Here people create

new orchestrations from the play of inner speaking and seek to convert

them interactively to new imagined practices, new virtualities. If inhabi-

tation is the one moment of social reproduction when one figured world,

one set of active identities, comes to dominate us as authors, then dis-

habitation is its complement. We unlearn bodily in the remove from

dominant to emerging world, so that we return to the everyday, perhaps,

with an altered subjectivity, an altered sense of who we are. The art of

play has a spectrum of effects: new genres are created and recorded in the
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durable media, old ones are refigured, and new worlds and new identities

are created.

Or it can have such effects. It is the irony of play that its freedom is as

contained as its discipline. Both depend upon the authority and power

which establish the possibility that is also the boundary, the space of

possibilities, that holds play apart from ordinary life. It is no automatic

thing, either the inscription or the dissemination, either discipline or

novelization (as Bakhtin would have it). We must turn once again to the

life of communities, to their institutional and historical coproduction—

with the persons who populate them and the cultural forms that express

them—to understand both how play worlds are realized and how real

worlds are played out. The media through which new worlds are envi-

sioned have no life of their own, and the people have no “own” to their

life apart from one another. A particular historical case—the medie-

val genre and practice called courtly love—will illustrate the large social

movements that create new figurations of human life. It will show how

a play world may be taken, ultimately and profoundly, into the “real

world,” to shape the sites of everyday activity.

Courtly Love

In the area of southern France that was called Languedoc, or more

broadly the Occitans, there arose during the eleventh century a new form

of poetry and of entertainment.5 It was fostered by the upper nobility and

practiced by them, their retainers, and their courtiers. The poets were

called the troubadours—after one name for their verbal arts, the trobar—

and the entertainment was known, if it had any one name, as fin amors.

The genre has been intensively explored by medievalists, and its status is

still intensely debated (Newman 1968; Boase 1977; Kay 1990; Bloch

1991). Its reality, as a way of behavior and even as a literary phenome-

non, has been questioned (Robertson 1962, 1968; Donaldson 1965; Ben-

ton 1968). The balance of opinion today holds that courtly love (as it has

come to be known) was indeed a specific form of both artistic perform-

ance and courtly behavior (Frappier 1972; Boase 1977; Paterson 1993).

It was an activity of social life in the courts whose participants included

the poets, other members of the retinue, and the principals, lord and

lady. Indeed, there was seemingly little separation between performers

and audience, for the poet could be a court follower, or the lord him-
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self—the first well-known troubadour was Guilhem IX, Duke of Aqui-

taine—or even the lady (Paden 1989). Courtly love was a convivial

pastime, a genre of fanciful conversation and play-acting, or at least of

diversion (Huizinga 1956; Stevens 1973).

Much of the skepticism directed toward courtly love as a social phe-

nomenon with real effect derives from its pretense, its status as a kind of

game (Howard 1966) played by the powerful after their serious work of

oppression had concluded for the day. What difference could such after-

hours ephemera make in the materially hard and often brutal life of those

desperate ages? Our answer reveals much about the processes by which

new figured worlds emerge and the kinds of effects their emergence

brings. Cultural historians have traced the slow dissemination and trans-

formation of courtly love (see Rougemont 1956; Smith and Snow 1980),

which amounts to a domestication, from medieval court practice into the

“ordinary” world of contemporary romance, where it is part of the lives

of, for example, the college women discussed in Chapters 5 and 7. We

live today a figured world of heterosexuality that owes much of its inter-

pretation to the casual spectacles of old courtship.

The scene of courtly love is a familiar one. The principal characters

were two: a lover and his beloved.6 The lovers inhabited their own spe-

cial world, apart from the social realities that ordinarily defined them. In

some versions this displacement was taken to extremes, as in the cave

where Tristan lived with Iseult, free in their fantastic and solitary absorp-

tion with each other. All acts within this exhaustively meaningful world

carried emotional charge. Each lover addressed and focused upon the

other. Predisposition and proaction, the movements of the passions and

the essence of emotion, united them. So much is romantic love, then and

now, the figure of rapture.

To make this supercharged fantasy manifest, obstacles to love were

taken as the very precondition of it. Only by overt movement, the deeds

achieved to overcome impediments, could love be securely signified. The

private world had to become articulate; talk was the necessary service of

adoration. Yet talk was also cheap, indeed speech was seen as the very

bed of falsehood. The false lover and the talebearer, the maledictor, were

the greatest villains in the figured world of courtly love.7 Love had to be

proved in ways that surpassed speech. Hence great travail—the body’s

sacrifice and truth, the constant striving of lover to lover, their continu-

ous attraction—proved and sanctified the bond. In the play world that
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was courtly love, this rule held: the greater the effort, the more dire the

obstacle, the nearer to surety and revealed truth—and the greater the

reward. It was preeminently the part of the beloved, the lady, to set

obstacles of her own, though there would be plenty set by the world

outside, because intimacy with her was the reward given.

Inevitably romantic love was also about prestige. Each lover was the

token of the other. But all this exertion was not entirely other-directed.

From the accomplishments that proved love also accrued the authority

that enforced belief. Each lover remade his or her life in front of the

audience and was valued accordingly, for courage, for sincerity, for that

gift of self which required return, and above all for competence. All

other things being equal, the greater one’s prestige, the greater were one’s

chances of attaining a “fitting” lover.

But that statement must be qualified. For one thing, love was about

gaining elevation through learning and instruction. The woman em-

ployed her desirability toward this goal, that her lover become worthy of

her. Here again is a reason for all those trials of love, dragons slain,

competitors bested. The man did not simply instance an already worthy

character. Rather he acquired that character, spurred by his love, in-

formed by his lover’s care and cleverness, and tempered through action.

In that achievement the beloved gained her glory. How much more tell-

ing was the skill that created worth than the lesser wisdom that only

recognized it. Thus the beloved, for all her seeming passivity, had the

power in courtly love. She was exalted and served, yet that service was

only the realization of her subtle action and the proof of her love for her

courtier.

Courtly love turned the public world of medieval Occitania outside in,

as does modern romantic love the contemporary world of work. Worth

and power subsisted there in the attractions and the stations of the

private, after-hours court, not in the acts and offices of the day’s work.

But what sort of vision was this inverted world? What relation did the

play world of courtly love bear to the political-economic, social, and

cultural forms of life in the Occitans of the eleventh and twelfth centu-

ries, or in the western medieval communities that later became ac-

quainted with the traditions of courtly love? Historical research (Duby

1983, 1994; Jaeger 1985) suggests that the scene fantasized through the

artifacts of courtly love—the poetry, performances, contests, and cere-

monies—had an ambivalent relation to the “real” worlds of its partici-
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pants. For instance, many writers have remarked that the relation of the

male lover to the female beloved inflected and therefore satirized the

relation of servant (courtier) to lord. It has been read both ways, as

elevating the beloved to a kind of potentate and as derogating the lordly

power by giving it feminine form.

The beloved was called domna, literally a feminized form of lord (dom-

nus), a title that signified a kind of political power, a sovereignty over

those pledged to her. This fact has led several scholars (for example,

Jackson 1960) to propose that courtly love was fostered, if not created,

by the powerful women who sometimes ruled lands in the Occitans.

Eleanor of Aquitaine, the granddaughter of Guilhem IX and wife of

Henry Plantagenet, the Angevin king of England, is the prototypical

case: several writers have suggested that her courts at Poitiers were ha-

vens for troubadours and home to the entertainments called “courts of

love.”8 Although there is little evidence that Eleanor actively promoted

courtly love—there were other powerful, though less grand, domnae

whose sponsorship is better attested (see Paterson 1993). Nonetheless,

most of the supporters of courtly love were men, and it was their wives

(as much as any other actual beloved) who were being addressed in the

poems. What are we to make of their support?

The support of the male nobility was essential, and not simply for the

place and sustenance they gave the poets. Courtly love was a double

profanation, first of feudal forms of authority and second of the religious

teachings on relations between men and women. Its elevation of women

to higher position, even if in play, made powerful enemies among the

clergy, and therefore needed, all the more, the protection of power.

In the Occitans the cultural elements that shaped the generic forms

of the courtly arts—Moorish lyric poetry; erotic Latin poetry along the

model of Ovid; the secular poetry of peripatetic monks, ex-religious

and peri-religious court followers, clerks; and perhaps other elements

as well—were brought together with social conditions that allowed them

to flourish.9 There existed in the Occitans, first, a “feudalism” founded

upon alliance between lords and fee-for-service between lord and reti-

nue, which was less rigid and hierarchical than a vassalage system

founded upon the control of land and labor bound to land; second, a

polity where provincial magnates played off the contending interests of

great dynasts—kings of France, England, Castile, and Aragon, the Ger-

man emperor—to build their own substantial realms; third, a conten-
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tious and diverse, sometimes heretical, religious life and establishment;

and fourth, a relatively open and egalitarian tradition of gender relations,

at least among the nobility and perhaps among the bourgeois as well

(Paterson 1993). These political and social conditions became motive,

means, and occasion to create the new practice.

It was in the interest of the Occitanian nobility to recruit people to

their retinue and offices, and, for that purpose, to foster the arts that both

provided the enticements and accrued the courtly prestige that attracted

followers and allies. The troubadours spread praise of the lord’s largess

as widely as praise of their lady’s beauty. They echoed a double entreaty

and a hope of paired reward, material and intimate, that bound the

household together. In this regard, though the lord acted more by his

license and even his absence, he was as much a principal of courtly

love as his lady. Conversely, the lady, though she often stayed in the

domestic sphere, became a full partner in a realized, intimate polity: the

household as court of power and affect (see Duby 1994; Paterson 1993).

It is small wonder that the poems seem to address each patron in the

guise of the other.

Courtly love, then, was first a game of etiquette, and also a discipline

of politicized personal relations. It dramatized for its devotees (mem-

bers of the retinue and allied lesser nobility) the hope of advancement

through service, and for its patrons (the higher nobility) the means of

fidelity and allegiance. Its rehearsal established the common disposi-

tions, the inner activity proper to a house of its kind.

The Publicization of Courtly Love

If proponents of courtly love used it as a kind of propaganda, to spread

news of the pleasures and rewards available to those who would sup-

port them, they faced strong opposition to and even co-optation of these

means of political persuasion. This counteraction came from many

fronts. The French, adherents of the Capetian kings whose land bor-

dered Occitania to the north, ridiculed the effete character of this courtly

diversion and boasted of their own prowess in arms and of the code of

chivalry told in the great Carolingian epics. They were forced to share

their inheritance of that imperial glory with the Hohenstaufen rulers in

Germany, who now held the imperial seat of Rome, the so-called Holy

Roman Empire. The Angevins, who under Henry II held not only the
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crown of England but, through his marriage to Eleanor, the Duchy of

Aquitaine itself, adopted the Arthurian heritage for their own. The kings

of Castile and Aragon laid claims to the deeds of the Reconquista, the

long struggle against the Moors, and these “Spanish” kingdoms shared

much economic, linguistic and demographic interchange with the Occi-

tans. Indeed it is hard to separate the two regions, especially at the

Catalonian and Pyrenean “boundaries.” All these powers were active in

Occitania, seeking dominion or hegemony in alliance. And all were ac-

tively moving against the others toward that end.

Perhaps for this reason, though not for it alone, their respective court

apparatuses began to adapt courtly love to their own purposes (Heer

1963). In the twelfth-century Arthurian cycles, especially the tales of

Chrétien de Troyes, the precepts of the courtly lover reached in the figure

of Lancelot a union with the peerless man of arms. So potent did the

Arthurian tradition become, reworked by the new courtliness, and so

capacious did its imagined realm of Arthur become, that French and

Imperial courts too discovered their own part in it. Of the great thir-

teenth-century Arthurian romances, those in prose are mainly of French

sources, and the epics, Parzival and Tristan, are German. These works

realized the conjunction of the courtier and the warrior that was the

idiom of later chivalry (see Painter 1967; Duby 1983; Jaeger 1985). Even

the Spanish works took on this chivalrous manner, though they re-

mained involved in the Reconquista, not in Arthur.

Oddly, the Occitanian world remained unmoved by the new chivalry.

Its vision of the court remained more urbane and everyday, almost aca-

demic in its devotion to the arts. There persisted a lyric tradition of

courtly love, appropriate to the quiet times at court, to an everyday

evening’s entertainment. It too spread out from Occitania, sometimes

with troubadours attached to the retinues of heiresses who married for-

eign powers. Two daughters of Eleanor of Aquitaine exemplify this

means of transplantation. One, Eleanor (Leonora), married Alfonso VIII,

king of Castile, and their court hosted many troubadours. The custom

was already established in Castile, though that land was at the edge of the

troubadours’ ambit (Paterson 1993). With the advent of Leonora the

Castilean court became a much more popular stop on the circuit traveled

by poets who were not attached to a single patron. The second, Marie,

married the “French” Count of Champagne and, on his early death,

attained some power in that rich county. Her court at Troyes (where
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Chrétien wrote) became the most famous center of courtly love in the

north.

The north of Europe remade and learned courtliness in the warlike

dress of imperial dreams. Of foreign lands, Italy best absorbed the amuse-

ments and manners of courtly love. What is now the west of Italy, along

the Provence/Savoy border, was then the eastern reach of Occitanian

society and culture. The trobar was well known there from the early

twelfth century (Paterson 1993), adopted by a nobility that was to be-

come ever more urban and ever more commercial. In the following cen-

turies the great poets of the Lombard coast and plain, Dante, Petrarch,

and Boccaccio, were sophisticates, and sometimes critics and satirists, of

the art of love. Still, they were its heirs and their works, vehicles of its

devices. It was a woman transplanted from this urbane Italy to the courts

of Paris, Christine de Pizan, who would at the end of the fourteenth

century present a new model of courtly behavior, a modified etiquette for

gender relations, that sought to counter a misuse of courtly love (see

McLeod 1976; Willard 1984).

During its adaptation and dissemination beyond Occitania to the

north, especially in its marriage to chivalry, courtliness took on a decid-

edly masculine bent. Even in its earliest forms courtly love was produced

largely by men, and it had only one female character of note. But that

character was central, her token (the woman addressed) was near at

hand, and the image of her power differed greatly from the customary lot

of even the noblest women found in other contemporary ideologies (Pat-

erson 1993). However, as the domestic court of the troubadours was

transformed, replaced by the grand courts of kingdom and legend, the

presence of the domna faded. Her customage became less important, and

her station, not her person, became the thing. Epics have small place for

idiosyncrasy. One consequence of courtly love, or rather its transmuted

appropriation, is the woman on the pedestal, the woman whose only

realization lies in the activity of her lover (Kay 1990; Bloch 1991). An-

other is her opposite, the figure of lechery known from later and cynical

romances. Ironically, this veneration of the abstract beloved—who thus

displaced Jesus or Mary as object of worship—offended the church as

much as the taste for pleasures of the body (Denomy 1947).

To be sure, the church had opposed courtly love from its inception, for

its vanity and frivolousness, its celebration of worldly merit, and its

parody of male and religious authority. Given the often strained relations
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between church and nobility, clerical condemnation may have only

added to the attractiveness of this most secular of doctrines. The teach-

ings of love were countered by clerical treatises (Jaeger 1985), to little

effect. Churchmen, who were the lettered people of the day, even played

a role in memorializing and disseminating the troubadours’ folderol.

Andreas Capellanus, author of the treatise De Arte Honeste Amandi, was

reputedly a chaplain at Marie’s court of Troyes.10

Only with the crusades against the Cathars (1209), known as the

Albigensian crusades, was the church able to move against the trouba-

dours and their patrons and followers in Occitania. The crusaders and

their propagandists claimed that the worldly, frivolous, and blasphemous

pursuits of love reflected, and brought the innocent to acceptance of, a

heresy they painted as lost to the devil and the world of the flesh. That

portrait was hardly true of Catharism, or of courtly love. The heresy was

actually world-renouncing, and its effects on courtly love, if negligible,

were to make it more ideal (Rougemont 1956; Boase 1977). Catharist

love would replace the domna with a “perfect” (the Catharist ascetic), a

woman to adore, certainly, but one definitively removed from worldly

pleasures and the promise of worldly reward. Yet that replacement too

was blasphemous, and only condemned the practice more deeply.

The crusades were an effective campaign, if one (intentionally) erro-

neous in its interpretation of Occitanian culture. Occitanian courts and

sovereignty were terribly disrupted, lands were usurped by the crusad-

ers (mostly northern French), and the inquisition was established. A

living for the troubadours became harder to procure. Poetry became

more ideal, more orthodox, or at least more obscure (Boase 1977).11

Occitanian courtliness, as a living, not literate, practice, necessarily

changed. The play of fin amors ended.

The death of a lived world—an embodied, that is, socially enacted way

of realizing figured worlds in practice—is not necessarily the end of the

figured worlds that developed within it. Court life in Occitania was

irreparably disrupted during the crusades. Courtly love moved on, be-

coming a literary project or a performance to be attended, ever more a

spectacle and ever less a mode of conversation and conviviality. It be-

came the stuff of manuals and treatises, manuscripts and later books.

Considering English only, it was part of Chaucer, Gower, Malory, and

Spenser. It was played out in the Forest of Arden and on the streets of

Shakespearean Italy. Jacobean, Restoration, Augustan, and Georgian; ro-
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mance, lyric, epic, and epistolary—the image of love changing some-

what, but always remaining, whatever the tradition or form, the service

of a courtier to win the favor of a lady. The Victorians, aristocracy and

middle classes, were fascinated by it, by the cult of Arthurian chivalry,

by a medievalism in which courtliness was the nostalgic centerpiece.

Today the figures of the troubadours live in high literature and the most

mundane and banal romances, in soap operas and grand opera, in adver-

tisements, and in the talk and dispositions of college students. Courtly

love, albeit in modified form, has been absorbed into the contemporary

figured world of romance. It participates in a lived world far removed

from the noble households of High Medieval Occitania.

Imagined Communities

Benedict Anderson, in his book Imagined Communities (1983), provides

a second example of the development and proliferation of a figured

world—that of modern nationalism. He emphasizes not so much the

figured world of nationalism as the “imagined community” created in

relation to that world. His work has important implications for the possi-

bilities for positional as well as figured identities that are dependent

upon the mass circulation of cultural resources.

By an imagined community Anderson means a potent and effective

sense of commonality, of membership in a categorical social body—a

social body that exists despite the absence of direct or even indirect

social intercourse among its (putative) members. Such an imagined com-

munity is developed and continued through common participation in

activities that figure for people their identification with others who also,

elsewhere or nearby, perform similar acts. The sense of abstract commu-

nity is acquired and maintained through the use of common cultural

artifacts that have acquired indexical value. Anderson is clearly not talk-

ing about actual cooperation or conjoint work, where people are in-

volved in a face-to-face community of practice. Rather he is talking about

solitary or “modular” activities, which most individuals or small groups

perform separately.

Anderson’s classic example is reading the newspaper, and the lesson of

it is less what happens during the activity than the notion of a readership

that accrues from it. The common information, convened in the single

medium whose use becomes emblematic, creates for those for whom it
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has become a marker an index of relational identity, a sort of kinship

with others imagined to be reading the same stories in the same paper in

similar places. Particular newspapers, the New York Times, say, or the

Nation, come to realize a theory of (and thus to signify) the persons who

read them. And so is formed, of this common perception, an imagined

community. The media mark, in their users’ minds, those who use them

with a particular relational identity.

Anderson is not particularly concerned with the figured world of na-

tionalism. He speaks mostly of the “meta-effect” of a manufactured and

generic (and to that extent formless) sense of community. However, the

media do carry specific instructions, scripts, or guidelines for the enact-

ment of the various figures of a specific nationalist world: they provide

narratives for potential adherents. Many of the stock characters of these

nationalist dramas are the stuff of school primers and songs, folktales of

the state-to-be. Though the writings of the more serious and quotidian

media, newspapers and journals, make mostly ironic or condescending

reference to this mythos, still it is the touchstone, the root knowledge of

political culture. (The greater the sense of a trial of state, during periods

of war or political dissension, the closer will the quotidian prescript

approach the mythic model.)

American versions of these narratives include revolutionary heroes

(Washington, Marion), lesser but exemplary martyrs (Nathan Hale) and

patriots (Paul Revere, Patrick Henry), revered statesmen (Franklin, Jef-

ferson, Madison), followers whose devotion gives them a collective gran-

deur (the soldiers at Valley Forge, the Minutemen), and worthy allies

(Lafayette, Grasse). In opposition to these are the traitors (Benedict Ar-

nold), the loyalists caught in blind servitude to colonial masters, the

colonizers themselves (King George, Pitt), and the occupying troops

(Cornwallis and so on) and foreign minions (the Hessians), who inevita-

bly commit brutal acts of oppression. There are the activities performed

by these iconographs, repeated locally and largely: the Tea Parties and

Midnight Rides, the Resolves and Declarations, Crossings and Camps.

These are the origin myths; they are followed by stories of the new

country’s institution, its early history and trials of statehood and its

ultimate salvation by second-, third-, and later-generation patriots and

citizens.

Alongside these political figures, and sometimes in the same character

(such as Franklin), exist “culture heroes,” who emblematize the popu-
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lace as a nation, an ethnos distinct from (though attached to) the govern-

ing apparatus. American mythohistory is also replete with such figures,

heroes and antiheroes, from founding fathers to latter-day personages

figured according to such narratives—Sacco and Vanzetti, Rosa Luxem-

burg, the suspected Communists pursued by McCarthy in the 1950s,

and, as contemporary conservatives might have it, “liberals” and other

advocates of “political correctness” in today’s politics. All combine to

provide the forms for emulation or rejection, so that an action, such as

voting for a particular candidate or physically attacking immigrants, can

be figured to protect the country from Communist traitors or to make

sensible one’s identity as a patriot.12

Calhoun (1991) relates Anderson’s imagined communities to the gen-

eral condition of sociality in modern society, to the fact that many rela-

tionships we moderns have with one another are indirect, conducted at a

distance by means of generalized media. He also reiterates an important

caution: it is important not to get too enamored of “the media” as the

tutelary spirits of postmodern societies. The stories and images they

provide are learned, retold, analyzed, and revalued in the contexts of our

everyday communities. There exist embodied traditions of use—com-

mentaries, practical guides, rules of thumb, and outright regulations—

that make the effect of the figured worlds of our mass media anything

but automatic or axiomatic. The social practice of the public houses,

salons, clubs, and associations that fostered “newspaper literacy” cannot

be erased from the story of nationalisms. Calhoun argues, and we con-

cur, that there is also no necessary fascination with these imaginary

worlds, just as there need be no necessary alienation from our embodied

lives as the social power of such “imaginaries” grows. From the socio-

logical or social psychological vantage, it is a mistake to rely upon some

universalistic, usually psychodynamic, apparatus to explain the impact

of cultural forms on personal life. It is better by far to attend to the social

history of their use and to the specific identities that form in relation to

them.

Nationalism and courtly love, to the extent that they are popularized,

are locally figured worlds—imagined or play worlds of a sort—that have

come of age. Their specific visions have been publicized, moved from the

local, highly circumscribed, conditions of their original production to a

broader purview, their audience grown from a coterie to a true public.

(By this standard, it is harder to imagine a more successful figured world
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than courtly love.) Imagined worlds are then potentiary, cultural re-

sources that help us envision new identities that could give shape to the

affiliations and disaffiliations we live by day to day. Like courtly love for

Occitanian courts, looking outward, they can oppose the positions as-

signed to us by other powers. Or, looking inward, they give content and

form to the positions we seek for ourselves.

Counter-Worlds

The movement from play world to figured world, from a world without

a public to a world with communities, imagined or otherwise, is often

accomplished by the figuring of “the opposition” to this publicization.

Our brief accounts of courtly love and nationalism revealed glimpses of

opposition and barriers to the emergence of these worlds, and of the

development of tools of insult and derogation for threatening or mobiliz-

ing action against those who supposedly endanger the course of emer-

gence. Often these villains are imagined as allied with an opposing

figured world. In that counter-world, motives are askew and actions are

opposed to the course of events appropriate to the world’s topos. For

courtly love the counter-world was that of the illiberal court, whose

lord closets the lady and keeps a retinue of maledictors, talebearers,

and opportunists. For the nationalism of the twentieth-century United

States, the counter-world, as construed by conservative talk-show hosts,

is one of secular humanists and multiculturalists whose liberal social

and economic policies dilute and weaken the family and undercut the

country itself. These are portraits given to struggle and mobilization,

scenarios to fear, worlds into whose mismaking all of us will be con-

demned.

These counter-worlds, though undoubtedly “figured” as we have used

the term, rarely posit what a lived world should be. Instead they show us

what should not be, what threatens us, and they position the persons

presumed to inhabit them as relationally inferior and perhaps beyond the

pale of any imagined community we would ever want to join. The por-

trayal of these counter-identities, transgressors of “principles” and “val-

ues,” often becomes a genre itself, a concatenation of powerful artifacts

left to suggest an awful specter. Typically one figure, say Stalin, or one

transmogrified event, the making of the Gulag, becomes a metonym for
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the entirety. Their rhetorical use is, first, to censure activities by claiming

they lead to the nightmare world and, second, to motivate an amorphous

support for the activities of the propagandists, which are presented as the

antidote to the actions of those censured.13 Villainy, however, is also in

the eye of the beholder, and so persuasion must be sought elsewhere.

Influential persons or associations may be recruited to perform or en-

dorse performance of the vision; the figured world will be allied to those

forms of life already known to be popular. And the opposite views will be

linked to despised people or to already established negatives. These tac-

tics are familiar in the material churned out daily in the conduct of

modern politics.

Codevelopment

This political-cultural “process,” however, is less a matter of choice, of

the “marketplace of ideas,” than a matter of production, the labor of

constituting Bourdieu’s habitus. The contention of figured worlds is not

one that simply presumes its audience. Instead a public is located, culti-

vated, created from a cultural system become desire. At this point again

the notions of Vygotsky and Bakhtin are important. Figured worlds move

through us as spoken discourse and embodied practice. By continual

rehearsal they are transfigured within the activity of inner speech into

the vocal images, the virtual voices that are the resources of pro(to)ac-

tion. The interplay of a person’s identities is thus open to and dependent

upon a field of continuing social discourse and everyday interaction. The

realities of “countercultures” and movements of resistance remind us

that the “negotiation” of authority is not a matter of pure power or rank.

Yet the person inside is always political, in the sense that the persuasion

of a voice, the valence of identification through it, must alter as the social

position of its speakers moves relative to the other member voices in the

ensemble, the repertory of intimate actors.

But, by the same circuit that social production takes “through us,” into

inner speaking and activity, the political itself becomes personal. That is

the inevitable conclusion toward which Bakhtin and Vygotsky draw us.

The “pathetic fallacy” of romanticism, that human mood and thought

are mirrored in the external world, here has a kind of realization. The

cultural production of virtualities, of new figured worlds, is thus simulta-
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neously a new personification, a repopulating of the cultural media

through which humans associate. Whether it is Kabyle houses, Occi-

tanian court life, or the songcraft of Hindu women in rural Nepal, a

figured world enters the very landscape of social life. Only so can the

public constituency of its practice, the imagined community, be stably

reproduced.
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12

Making Alternative Worlds in Nepal

The imagined communities discussed in Chapter 11 are often the out-

comes of large-scale, spectacular social movements. Anderson (1983)

takes us through the colonial revolutions of South and Central America

on the way to modern nationalism, and surely other historical dramas

could be added to that story. But there also exist quieter means of social

reconstitution, where a public and its habitus take shape together before

the great events happen. E. P. Thompson’s great history of the English

working class (1963) showed that seemingly ordinary forms of commu-

nal life can produce the grounds for large social upheaval. Another ex-

ample of the quiet formation of a new public and the realization of an

alternative vision of social and political life is the cultural production of

the Tij festival in rural Nepal.

In 1990 we (Skinner and Holland) went to Naudada, Nepal, for Tij,

an annual festival for women that takes place in late August or early

September.1 We were struck, as Skinner had been in 1986, by the incon-

gruities between the public part of the festival and the rituals that pre-

ceded and followed it. The portions of the ritual complex that called for

women’s fasting for the health of their husbands or bathing to cleanse

away the pollution of menstruation were in accord with Brahmanical

texts and the patriarchal ideologies and practices that shaped life in large

parts of Nepal. Other portions did not: as noted in Chapter 10, the

women’s groups that sang and danced in public on the day of Tij had

composed songs that explicitly criticized male privilege in the family.

In 1991, when we returned to continue our research, our appreciation

of the significance of Tij grew. The 1991 celebration differed markedly
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from those of 1990 and 1986. The songs of the Tij groups had shifted

from criticism of women’s positions in the family to criticism of the

government and its treatment of women. Songs that identified women’s

problems in terms of abusive husbands, vulnerability to sharing re-

sources with a co-wife, or parents’ favoring of sons over daughters had

given way to songs that blamed women’s troubles on the former govern-

ment and on the political party that had recently come to power.2 In-

creasingly strident verses called for equal rights for women, lower castes,

and the poor.

In addition to an important space of authoring gendered identities

(discussed in Chapter 10), Tij contained, or rather opened up, an imag-

ined space where women envisioned and rehearsed, at least for several

weeks of the year, a figured world that rearranged gender relations.

Through the medium of Tij songs and the collective activity of their

song groups, the Naudadan women brought to life an atmosphere of

possibility. In the “play” of Tij, women’s groups composed and performed

songs through which alternative worlds were imagined and experienced,

through which alternative femininities were given shape.3

The Tij Festival

In some older literature the Tij festival is described as a part of the

Tij–Rishi Pancami complex (Bennett 1983; Bouillier 1982; Goodman

1981; but see Bista 1969). Such accounts emphasize the relation of the

rituals to Brahmanical cosmology and ideology. They include the danc-

ing and singing on Tij Day, but contextualize these activities within the

religious observances—fasting, performing puja (worship), and ritual

bathing—that, in addition to the feast on the night before Tij, take place

over a four-day period.

Interpreted in light of Hindu religious texts, the rituals call for an

emulation of the ideals of womanhood—represented by the devotion of

Parvati to her husband, Shiva, and of the acts of atonement performed by

the wives of a group of Hindu holy men called the Rishi. By fasting on Tij

Day and dedicating the fast on the following day to their husbands,

women act to ensure long lives for their husbands. By ritually bathing on

the day of Rishi Pancami, they act to absolve themselves of sins associ-

ated with menstruation.

Bennett (1983) described the Tij portion of Tij–Rishi Pancami as a
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time of license—a complete reversal of what is expected during the rest

of the year, a deviation from the “Hindu ideal of womanly behavior”

(225). Women are supposed to be shy and embarrassed, yet the dancing

they do on Tij Day, representing Parvati’s seduction of Shiva, is consid-

ered erotic and highly suggestive. Bennett interpreted the sexuality ex-

pressed at the festival as being licensed by the ascetic rituals (the fasting

before and during and the ritual bathing after) that bracket the perform-

ance and therefore regulate it. She argued that these rituals, done on be-

half of husbands, could be viewed as controlling women’s sexuality and

reaffirming patrilineal principles. She suggested that the village women

who perform Tij–Rishi Pancami rituals “have accepted the restrictions

placed on them by the dominant ascetic and patrilineal ideology of Hin-

duism” (234). The ritual complex including Tij was reproducing a femi-

ninity valued in the world figured by Brahmanical doctrine.

In our research, we found that religious observances provided only a

part of the picture (see Holland and Skinner 1995a). Bennett’s research

was conducted in the 1970s in Narikot, an area much closer to Kath-

mandu. It is possible that the women of Narikot were more subject to the

guidance and supervision of Bahun priests than were those of Naudada.

In Naudada the women were not constrained to adopt or even to hear

the priests’ renditions of the ritual complex, and many were, according to

the most learned priest in Naudada, at least partially ignorant of the

textual interpretation of the fasting and the ritual bathing.4

For the women who sang at Tij, the emotional and attentive center of

the festival we witnessed was not in the rituals. It was in the bringing to-

gether of groups of women, and it was in the making of the songs. Song

composition and rehearsals began long before Tij Day. Several weeks

before the public events of the festival and before any of the other rituals,

groups of girls and young women gathered at night to compose new

songs, sing old ones, and dance. Traveling about at night and getting

together with women friends, especially to dance, were unusual activi-

ties for women in Naudada. At times other than Tij a woman who en-

gaged in such activities risked being labeled immoral. On the day of Tij

itself the women adopted a more serious and composed demeanor, but at

the rehearsals they took the opportunity to engage in a little bawdiness

and playfulness.

The girls and young women in the Tij groups, particularly the eight to

twelve core singers and composers, referred and related to one another
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according to kinship ties, usually glossed by the terms didi (older sister)

and bahini (younger sister). Although friends from other gaons (hamlets,

neighborhoods) sometimes joined in, as well as mothers and in-married

women, the members of a given group were mostly of the same gaon,

related by consanguineal ties, and between ten and twenty-five years old.

Often they were also members of the same parma, or cooperative labor

exchange group. Women organized and carried out much of the agricul-

tural work in Naudada. They accomplished this work through labor

exchange with a set of more or less permanent partners.5 The groups of

didi/bahini produced songs at the nighttime rehearsals and also in their

parma groups as they worked in the fields.

In the rehearsal sessions there was, in addition to the somewhat carni-

valesque atmosphere, an edge of anticipated competition. Tij groups

knew that their songs and dancing would be compared to those of other

groups that performed on the day of Tij. They had a sense of which songs

would be of interest to the audience and which would not. “God” songs,

for example, were said to be uninteresting.6 Although the upcoming

performance did not overshadow the rehearsal sessions, which were en-

joyed in their own right, the anticipation of having their songs and

dancing appreciated lent excitement to the groups’ preparations.

Another emotional ingredient of the festival was extremely powerful

in shaping the atmosphere of Tij. It came from the return to Naudada of

women who had recently married out. Women from Naudada were usu-

ally married to men unknown to them, whose homes took hours or even

days of walking to reach. At Tij the young married women got a respite

from the work and tension in their husbands’ homes; they were permit-

ted to return to their natal homes.7 Before the roads to Gorkha and

Pokhara were finished and before bridges spanned the larger rivers, trips

home were especially formidable. Then, as well as during the period of

our fieldwork, Tij might be the only time the married didi/bahini were

able to make the difficult journey back home.8 And only then were they

able to tell anyone about the situation they faced in their husband’s

household. At their maita (natal home) they found some relief from the

constant work and the strains of being a daughter-in-law. Among their

didi/bahini they could find listeners sympathetic to their ordeals.9 Com-

ing home was a strong emotional event for both the women who re-

turned and their didi/bahini who remained in the gaon.

The returning women’s stories often became the inspiration for new

songs. Their news of incidents outside of Naudada—for example, homi-
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cides in their husbands’ communities—became the events reported upon

in ghatana (incident) Tij songs.10 And, even more strikingly, their ordeals

in their husbands’ homes supplied images for dukha songs (songs of

sadness, hardship, and suffering). The dukha songs sung on Tij Day

resonated with the special atmosphere created by the return of the mar-

ried sisters.

Tij commentators—that is, practically every person in Nepal to whom

we expressed our interest in Tij—called the festival a time of license. But

they differed from Bennett in their emphasis on the songs rather than the

dancing. Many told us the festival is a time when women can pour out

their thoughts and feelings in Tij songs. They likened Tij to Gai Jatra, a

festival in which men put on skits that satirize unusual people—such as

holy men and tourists—as well as government officials, development

workers, and doctors. Tij is a time, they said, when women can express

sentiments and ideas that they usually keep hidden. Dukha songs were

said to spring from experience, from the man (the seat of thought and

emotion, located in the chest).

Together, then, the groups of girls and women in Naudada made up

new songs and rehearsed old ones that they wanted to sing again. Their

excitement mounted as the day of performance drew near. On Tij Day

the women and older girls spent most of the morning bathing and mak-

ing themselves their most beautiful. They put on their best saris, prefer-

ably red or pink (colors associated with auspiciousness and fertility), and

adorned themselves with jewelry and makeup. The married women wore

all the markers of that status: the red vermilion powder in the part of

their hair, a red hair braid, red glass bangles, and a style of necklace worn

only by married women. They then gathered at the political and religious

center of Naudada where there was a tati (gathering place) big enough to

accommodate the people attending the festival.

In the early afternoon the women constituting the core of the perform-

ing group paraded in as a team. They spent a few minutes listening to

other singers who had already established themselves at the tati. They

then situated themselves in the best unclaimed space and began to sing

and dance. One member of the group danced in the center while her

friends sang and clapped along with her. Other women and girls sur-

rounded the core groups and joined in the verses and clapping. Since

each verse was repeated twice, onlookers could sing the repeated verse

even if they had not heard the song before. Contemporary songs were all

sung to the same tune and cadence, and the movements and gestures of

Making Alternative Worlds in Nepal     257

Copyright © 1998 The President and Fellows of Harvard College



E
xa

m
 C

o
p
y

the dancer evoked the meaning of the lyrics. As many as four groups

performed simultaneously.

People of all ages and castes came from the surrounding hamlets to

view the performance. Men encircled the women’s groups or stood on

the periphery of the crowd, watching, listening, and sometimes tape-re-

cording the songs. They commented on the beauty of the women and the

quality of the songs. The women of each group hoped that their singing

and dancing would draw the largest crowd, a sign that their lyrics had

been judged the best. The dukha songs were especially moving. Women

both young and old nodded their heads and exclaimed in agreement

with the sentiments expressed by the singer, and sometimes even wept as

the images evoked memories of sad events in their own lives or the lives

of their friends. A woman who became visibly agitated while listening to

one song about a drunken husband’s mistreatment of his wife told us

later that her man started churning when she heard the verses. They

brought back vivid memories of her own husband, who would often

come home drunk late at night and beat her.

The Tij–Rishi Pancami complex, we learned, did collectively represent

the feminine ideals figured by the Hindu stories that priests read and

reread to families throughout the year in Naudada. Yet it also did some-

thing else in the rehearsal and performance of Tij songs, replete as these

were with women’s feelings about their lives and their friendships with

one another. Tij provided, for a brief period each year, a space for the

gathering of the didi/bahini groups and a time for them to reflect,

through song, upon their lives as daughters, daughters-in-law, and wives,

and increasingly as political actors. The Tij festival and the month-long

preparation for it provided a space for “play”; in their production of Tij

songs women could represent themselves as kinds of actors in social

scenes other than those figured by Brahmanical texts and rituals. They

could together think and act “otherwise.” As we shall see, in envisioning

a novel world of gender relations where women were not the social and

ritual inferiors of men, they were agents in bringing about this world and

agents in reshaping themselves.

Imagining Alternative Worlds and Alternative Femininities

As the two Tij dukha songs we presented in Chapter 10 show, Tij lyrics

provided a perspective on women’s difficulties, hardships, and problems.
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The actors in the world of domestic relations envisioned in Tij songs

were women and their unkind and sometimes abusive husbands, moth-

ers-in-law, fathers, and co-wives. These dukha songs portrayed—poign-

antly, if we may judge by the tears of listeners—the unhappy situations of

their female protagonists. But the songs did more than portray suffering:

they implied and often stated that these women deserved a better lot in

life. Through the verses they jointly produced, women assessed their

status and their relative worth within the world of domestic relations.

They often included in their dukha songs a more general social and

political analysis, to the effect that women were unfairly underprivi-

leged. The songs criticized differences in the treatment of sons versus

daughters and husbands versus wives. They opposed the gender privi-

lege instituted in Nepalese law, carried out in social practice, and inter-

preted through religious texts and teachings. They criticized women’s

limited right to inherit land, women’s lesser access to education, and

women’s constant vulnerability, under polygyny, to the division of their

husband’s resources and affections with a co-wife.

Through the cultural form of Tij songs and the atmosphere created

around the festival, a figured world and subjectivity were developing

together. Girls and women were producing a figured world in which

women’s modes of being and acting differed significantly from those

promoted by Brahmanical texts and Hindu religious rites, and they were

developing identities meaningful in this alternative world: not as the

passive and submissive “good” Hindu woman, but as an aggrieved and

wronged character vis-à-vis others in the domestic sphere.

Renu, a member of the Chetri caste (one of the two highest castes in

Naudada), who was in her mid-twenties in 1991, provides an example of

these dual processes. Renu lived in her maita in one of the hamlets that

made up the community of Naudada. She had never attended school, but

her parents arranged for her to marry an educated man. According to

Renu, her husband soon came to have contempt for her because she was

uneducated. This, coupled with his attraction to drink, forced her to

leave her husband’s home and return to her maita to live and find sup-

port. After her return she composed several songs for Tij, which she, her

friends, and her female relatives performed for the festival. Her songs

seemed to be a medium she deftly used to objectify her thoughts and

emotions. The following song is one Renu composed for the 1991 Tij

festival:
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I worked all day on the flat lands of Salyantar.
On that long road, no one was there.
Though I say no one, my husband was walking with me.
He didn’t say a single word on this long road.
I walked ahead and my husband walked behind.
My husband did not scold me.
If he didn’t like me, why did he marry me?
If I walk ahead and behind, why did he turn his eyes away from
me?
When I went inside and out, my mother-in-law didn’t want to
see me.
Though it was a time of drought, my tears created a lake.
You knead flour in a plate and [separate] oil from water.
If my husband doesn’t like me, he will return the sidur.
By fate, you are [as] the brother and I am [as] the sister.
Then I’ll say I’m unmarried and go to the river.

These lines expressed Renu’s distress at her husband’s and mother-in-

law’s contempt for her. Her husband was so angry he would not speak to

her, not even to scold; her mother-in-law could not bear to look at her.

She worried that her husband would take away the vermilion powder

(sidur) that women wear in their hair as a symbol of being married. If

he did this, she threatened to “go to the river,” a very literal reference

to suicide: over the period of Skinner’s research several Naudadan

women had committed suicide by throwing themselves in rivers swollen

by monsoon rains.

In a song Renu composed the year before, in 1990, she sang of a

drunkard husband who squandered the family’s wealth and property on

alcohol. She criticized the inheritance system that keeps property in the

patriline and relegates women to being “outsiders” in both their hus-

band’s house and their maita.

. . .
Listen to the description of the drunken husband.
Rising in the morning, he goes down to the hotel.
Who will do the household chores?
The hotel girl has probably made the tea.
The raksi has finished all the money.
The household wealth has all gone to the hironi [a cinema
role—here, the hotel girl].
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The most fertile land is all finished because of his drinking
raksi.
Whatever money you have, it is not enough,
Two or even four bottles of raksi is not enough for you.
If I say, “Don’t drink,” he replies, “I’m not drinking your father’s
[property].”
The most fertile land is gone and still he does not know.
The best land is gone because of the drunkard husband.
How will we spend our lives?
The whole day the husband king drinks a jar,
You don’t need to return home after drinking there in the
evening.
In Pokhara bazaar [there is] an electricity line,
The household property is not mine.
The housewife is an outsider,
All the household property is needed [for raksi].
If this wife is not enough, you can get another,
The head of the cock will be caught [that is, with two wives
he’ll have problems].
Why do you hold your head? Go sell the buffalo and pigs,
If you don’t have enough money, you will even sell your wife.
After selling his wife, he’ll become a jogi [here: a beggar
without a wife].
I, the daughter, will go stay at my maita.
If I want a man, I can find one just like you,
For my parents’ reputation, I have to stay with you.

Renu had become expert at producing dukha songs of a certain type,

and her two songs chronicled and criticized the suffering and difficulties

she had experienced. By her account, these songs flowed forth from her

man. She transfigured the thoughts and feelings “stored” and “churning”

in her man in these vocal images, which in turn were taken up by other

women as a way of shaping and evoking their thoughts and feelings

about their own lives.

Renu, like other women in Naudada (Skinner 1989, 1990), had made

Tij songs a tool for authoring herself as a woman in this society. The

songs provided a perspective on her life, an understanding of herself as

female. These songs, these cultural forms, and the way they were pro-

duced and used in women’s interaction with one another in the Tij song

groups affected women’s understanding of themselves in the lived world
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of family and domestic relations among Hindu caste groups in central

Nepal. The women became, through the medium of Tij songs, critical

commentators on their lives in families and their various roles as daugh-

ters, sisters, daughters-in-law, and wives.

Over the course of our research (Skinner first attended Tij sessions in

Naudada in 1986), we watched young girls first hover on the periph-

ery of the composition and practice sessions and then gradually take on

a larger role. Over the years they became proficient in (re)producing

critical commentaries, and they developed, or so we infer from their

descriptions of their concerns and choices in life, identities or self-under-

standings informed by this critical stance on women’s positions within

the family (see Holland and Skinner 1995a). During the same years the

groups underwent a heuristic development as well.

Our understanding of the Tij festival as a ground for play, as a creative

space for envisioning other worlds and subjectivities, deepened in our

1991 research. We realized that Tij was even more dynamic than we had

imagined. We learned that the Tij groups could compose another type of

song in addition to the dukha songs and that the previous boundaries on

the time and space of Tij groups were being breached. In 1991 those

members of Tij groups who identified themselves as students and edu-

cated women moved their groups to sing about the world of political

parties and of antigovernment activity. These songs were not considered

dukha songs but rather rajniti (political) songs.

In 1990, as mentioned in Chapter 10, a people’s movement for democ-

racy succeeded in abolishing the panchayat, or one-party, system of gov-

ernment. Under the new constitution Nepal’s government was trans-

formed from an absolute to a constitutional monarchy. Political parties

became legal and gained strength. These changes ushered in a feeling of

freedom in political expression and a call for human rights. Beginning in

1990, after the revolution, and especially in 1991, after the establishment

of the multiparty system and general elections, rajniti songs were much

more widely sung in the Tij festivals.

In 1990 a majority of the songs in Naudada’s festival referred to the

world of family relations. In these songs the didi/bahini attributed

women’s suffering to their bad treatment in the family. They disparag-

ingly compared the treatment of daughters with that of sons; they called

attention to the harsh treatment of daughters-in-law and wives by moth-

ers-in-law and husbands. In contrast, a majority of the songs in 1991

criticized the government, old and new, for policies and practices that
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harmed women and other groups. Although complaints about the lot of

women were similar to those of the earlier dukha songs, the 1991 rajniti

songs were sung against party politicians and members of the ruling

class, not against mothers-in-law, husbands, brothers, and other kin.11

We learned that these rajniti songs were not new. Several people,

mostly men from Gorkha, Chitwan, Lamjung, Pokhara, and Naudada,

told us of composing or of hearing women sing antigovernment songs at

Tij festivals decades before the pro-democracy movement of 1990. These

earlier songs told of corrupt practices, brutality, and exploitation encour-

aged by those in power during the panchayat period. A few people even

remembered critical songs that might have been sung during the earlier

Rana regime. Our own recordings from 1990 included an antigovern-

ment song, and Skinner’s collection from 1986 revealed several songs

critical of local politics. It became clear that this kind of song, abundant

in 1991, had been sung, though sparingly, for a long time. After the

political changes it was less dangerous to sing them, and they prolifer-

ated in great number.

Although the Tij groups remained the same in 1991, we found a differ-

ent set of participants stepping forward to lead the composition of rajniti

songs. Kamala, a thirteen-year-old, belonged to the same caste as Renu,

but unlike Renu she attended school. In 1991 she was in the eighth

grade. Kamala strongly identified herself as a student and was clearly

developing, as were many of her school-going friends, a view of herself as

an educated and a politically active person. Like Renu she was recog-

nized as an expert at song composition, but her songs were oriented to a

different field of action than Renu’s songs. Kamala composed political Tij

songs that were critical of regional and national politics and that called

for equal rights for women and the poor. The following song, produced

and performed by Kamala and her Tij group, condemns the old political

system for exploiting women and calls for a new political party that will

give women equal rights under the law:

Oh, dominated sisters of Nepal,
We have so much tyranny.
The panchas ate the flesh and also the blood,
At last we have the multiparty system.
The thirty-year panchayat reign gave so much trouble to
women,
They drank liquor by selling unmarried girls.
They sold our innocent sisters,
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And filled their bellies with liquor and chicken.
For even a small thing, they call a meeting,
Panchas took bribes, their reign is like this.
The administration was like this,
The panchas dominated women.
Now this type of rule cannot be tolerated.
Women will no longer tolerate what they did in the past.
Understanding these things, we moved forward,
We fought in the people’s movement.
Rise up, women, now we don’t have to fear,
Clapping cannot be done by a single hand.
On the day of Baishak 29, 2048,
There will be a general election.
There are so many parties in the multiparty system,
At last we need the party that benefits us.
A party called the Democratic party was established,
It deleted the name panchayat and deceived the people.
If this party wins, it will be the same as before,
Women will not have rights and they will have to weep all of
their life.
There is a party called Congress,
If this party wins, women will have to suffer more.
There is another party called Communist,
If this party wins, women will get rights.
The symbol of Communists is the sickle and hammer,
Women, let’s publicize the Communist symbol.
Though I want to stop my pen, it doesn’t stop,
Goodbye to my respected listeners.

In song, officials of the former panchayat system (the panchas) were

accused of selling women as prostitutes to India, taking bribes, and

exploiting the people. The singers assailed two political parties as abus-

ers of women’s rights, and promoted the Communist party as the only

one that would bring justice to women.

Also in 1991, another group of women in Naudada combined some

lines from a published Tij song with some they had written themselves to

create a song entitled “Tij Is Our Festival,” which compared their status

as Nepalese women with that of other women in the world:

Tij is our festival, Tij is celebrated in a gathering,
This is the time to tell our heart’s happiness and sadness.
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This happiness and sadness are pressing fully on our hearts,
I have to stay with my eyes full of tears.
Other countries’ women have accomplished so much,
Our country’s women are involved in dancing.
We only do household work.
Why did you panchas walk about wearing wristwatches?
Women have reached the moon and climbed Mt. Everest.
What have women not done in this world!
They go to school and also to the battlefield,
If they get the chance women can do anything.
The girl child grows by mother’s love,
Another child cries upstairs.
Until the mother’s love goes to the daughter,
This heart won’t have any peace.

This rajniti song recognizes Tij as a time when women can sing about

their heartfelt feelings. But instead of focusing on the domestic prob-

lems and relationships portrayed in dukha songs, it orients its perform-

ers toward national political parties and the international arena of eco-

nomic development and it takes up the question of women’s roles in this

broader world.

In 1993 Kamala told Skinner about a song she and her group had

performed for the 1992 festival. In this song, which Kamala and her

group called “Tyranny over Women,” women demanded equal access to

education and jobs and a recognition that women are as capable as men

in developing the country:

Listen sisters, listen society,
Today I am going to speak about tyranny over women.
The male and female born from the same womb,
Do not have equal rights.
The son gets the ancestral property at the age of fourteen,
Whereas the daughter has to get married when she is only
twelve.
Parents engage in great trickery,
Sending their daughter weeping to her husband’s house.
Parents send the son to school,
Whereas they are afraid to provide education to the daughter.
Father bought books and pens for my younger brother,
Whereas he wove a basket for me, the daughter.
My name is Kamala, who has studied only to the eighth grade,
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But who has a great desire for further education.
Parents, don’t take me out of school,
See if I can study well or not.
Parents, if you provide me with an education, I won’t fail,
And after study, I can live by myself.
Parents, provide me with an education at any cost,
And later when I hold a job, I will repay you.
We women are also energetic and want justice,
We also have the right to hold a job.
A red ribbon tied around black hair,
We women are always deprived in Nepal.
Women have even climbed Mt. Everest and reached the moon,
Women have done so many things in this world.
Women of other countries are pilots,
We Nepalese women will be happy if we get the chance to be
great women.
Therefore, women of Nepal, this is not the time to be silent,
Let’s fight to obtain our rights.

This song is a clear example of what Bakhtin (1981) would call a

hybridization—a mixture of two voices within a single utterance.

Kamala as author combined the voice of dukha songs with themes of the

rajniti songs. Her verses draw from the figured world of dukha songs,

criticizing family relations that fashion inequalities between sons and

daughters. But mixed with this voice from the domestic realm is a voice

from the world of politics, and explicit talk about fighting to obtain equal

rights. Through her hybridized form, which brings different worlds into

contact with each other, Kamala illuminates a potential link between the

worlds imagined by the dukha and rajniti songs. The voice of the dukha

songs frames the move into the world of politics and offers a vision of

how the figured world of dukha songs could lead to a world outside the

household, a world of politics, and to new positions for women. From

Bakhtin’s perspective it is possible to view all rajniti Tij songs and the

political world of gender relations they embody as a hybridized dis-

course, drawing from the figured world of dukha songs and from the

discourse of politics spoken and practiced among the educated in their

world of schools and party-affiliated groups (see Skinner and Holland

1996).12
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Political Tij songs thus were involved in constructing yet another

figured world in which women act, one different from both the

Brahmanical world and the world envisioned by the dukha songs.

Through symbols used in song composition, women created stories and

visions of better treatment, and in turn, the narrativized world in which

their visions had meaning. Through the play allowed in Tij, women were

producing new imagined priorities and relationships. They were sus-

pending the “natural” world, where women were subordinate to men, to

envision a world where women were powerful and educated, equal to

men, capable of achieving any feat, and deserving of the same opportuni-

ties as men. The actors in the social scenes depicted in political Tij songs

were educated women, political activists, rebels, revolutionaries.

The women in Naudada, over the course of scores of Tij festivals, built

a vision of an alternative world. Through both dukha and rajniti songs,

they constructed counter-worlds to the ones they knew. They imagined

other figured worlds in which there was a possibility, and a moral valu-

ing, of equal rights for women. In the Brahmanical world depicted in

Rishi Pancami, a ritual bathing that occurs two days after the Tij festival,

women are a problem. They menstruate, and their menstrual blood is

polluting. In the dukha songs of the Tij festival, women are portrayed not

as being problems but as having problems; wives are unjustly under-

privileged relative to husbands, and daughters unfairly disadvantaged

relative to sons. In the rajniti songs, women (and women’s problems)

are redeployed in a broader political arena, where corrupt government

officials and unjust laws keep them from having equal rights and oppor-

tunities in work, education, and politics. In the special atmosphere and

space of the Tij festival and the rehearsal sessions preceding it, the

women created and participated in imagined worlds where injustice

against women was recognized and deplored.

The Tij festival has been a site where women, through symbolic me-

diation and play, have been able collectively to envision a world in which

women deserve better treatment, rights to inherit land, more say in

decisions about family resources, and greater access to education. The

pivot of the songs enables them to enter a different place and become a

different “I.”13 The Tij groups of Naudada were composing and perform-

ing songs that had become a means of symbolic bootstrapping, a medium

through which a different world could be envisioned and experienced,
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and new dispositions and new sensibilities could be formed. These nov-

elties were not so much the results of “free play” as the outcomes of

situated cultural production. It is not only women’s increasing participa-

tion in education but also an emergent form of song production, in

which Tij songs are written down (often by individual authors) for re-

hearsals and for publication, that has opened up the space of Tij to the

world of the educated and vice versa—making possible the revolution of

rajniti songs.

The years and years of Tij songs have been important at both the

individual and collective levels. During some period in the past, per-

haps from their inception, Tij songs became a medium for describing

women’s worlds and the position of women in those worlds. At some

point women’s Tij groups began to articulate a critical commentary on

the world of domestic relations and, much less frequently until the peo-

ple’s movement, on the world of the state. Although Tij was time-

bound—the practice sessions constrained to a few weeks, the public

performance lasting only one day—the festivals provided a space for

women to objectify, and thus the possibility to “disinhabit,” the familiar

domestic world and, if only for a brief time, inhabit a new one. To

relegate Tij to the category of “rituals of rebellion” or “rituals of rever-

sal,” in which people are portrayed as stepping outside the boundaries of

everyday life then returning unchanged with the boundaries reaffirmed,

is to miss the power of play-worlds like Tij to transform selves and

boundaries. After Tij, though women returned to the domestic world,

they re-created, by rehearsing the Tij songs to themselves, the altered

subjectivities and the sense of the unnaturalness of the social and politi-

cal relations that kept them unequal to men.

Over the period of our research this time-bounded world began to

expand. Tij groups became less circumscribed in time, their composi-

tions less controllable. Their songs became available both in handwritten

versions and in published songbooks, outside the time and locale of the

festival (earlier, singing Tij songs after the festival had been labeled a

sin). The relations between women in many Tij groups also became more

multi-stranded: some of the women began to relate to one another not

just as sisters and friends but also as political actors and, in one case, as a

literacy teacher promoting equal rights. Women in these groups also

expanded the scope of their agency in the worlds of domestic relations

and political action. For instance, the women who participated in the
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march and the posse described in Chapter 10 cast their demands and

sought redress in ways novel to both the world of political action and the

world of domestic relations. The influence of these Tij groups has grown

apace, extended beyond Tij Day by songbooks that have carried their

songs to other arenas of activity and broader expanses of time.

In the space of the Tij festival, women were authoring new worlds

and, in turn, new selves. Different constructions of being female were

evolving along with novel imagined worlds. As they appropriated politi-

cal song texts as tools of self-identification, Kamala and the other women

producing these songs were developing ways of conceptualizing them-

selves as politically aware actors and activists in a political world.

Through the medium of the festival, alternative worlds, identities, cul-

tural forms, and senses of agency were codeveloping. This was a path

toward a new world of gender relations and gendered identities in

Naudada.
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13

Identity in Practice

We have attempted to articulate the relation of person and society in a

way that makes light of neither social life nor the world of the psyche. At

the same time, we reject a dichotomy between the sociological and the

psychological. “Person” and “society” are alike as sites, or moments, of

the production and reproduction of social practices. But there is a sub-

stantiality to both sites. We object to an anti-essentialism that rotely

rejects any sense of durability or predisposition in social life. Forms of

personhood and forms of society are historical products, intimate and

public, that situate the interactivity of social practices. It is in this doubly

historical landscape that we place human identities. We take identity to

be a central means by which selves, and the sets of actions they organize,

form and re-form over personal lifetimes and in the histories of social

collectivities.

Identity is one way of naming the dense interconnections between the

intimate and public venues of social practice. In the cultural studies of

the person described by Hall (1996), these connections are understood

as a “suturing” of the person to social position, via psychodynamic proc-

esses of identification. We move toward a different metaphor, that of

codevelopment. Improvisational responses to social and cultural open-

ings and impositions elaborate identities on intimate terrain, even as

these identities are worked and reworked on the social landscape. In

order to set forth our own figuring of this connection between the social

and the intimate, we have followed closely Vygotsky (and the sociohisto-

rical school), Bakhtin, and Bourdieu. We have often set aside the volumi-
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nous literature on “identity”; instead of arriving at our point about iden-

tity after another lengthy critique of extant versions, we provide an alter-

native formulation, one grounded in practice and activity theories, to be

sure, but also in our own fieldwork. Our focus is on what we call, in

homage to Bakhtin, the space of authoring, and it directs our effort to

understand identity in practice.

“Practiced identities” are constructs that can be described by reference

to several contexts of activity. The first context of identity is the figured

world. The notions of “cultural,” “intentional,” “virtual,” or “imaginary”

worlds are quite common across the disciplines of contemporary social

science. They are the frames of meaning in which interpretations of

human actions are negotiated. What we add is the peculiarly “practical”

notion that such worlds are also socially identified. Their “figures” are

not figures of speech or expression as these are ordinarily conceived: as

disembodied conveyances, or neutral media, of interchange. Rather the

parts of figured worlds are figures in Bakhtin’s sense; they carry disposi-

tion, social identification, and even personification just as surely as

they carry meaning. Thinking, speaking, gesturing, cultural exchange

are forms of social as well as cultural work. When we do these things we

not only send messages (to ourselves and others) but also place “our-

selves” in social fields, in degrees of relation to—affiliation with, opposi-

tion to, and distance from—identifiable others.

The second context of identity, then, is positionality. It is less a separate

“second context” than a (separable) counterpart of figuration. Position-

ality has to do with more than division, the “hereness” and “thereness” of

people; it is inextricably linked to power, status, and rank. Social posi-

tion has to do with entitlement to social and material resources and so to

the higher deference, respect, and legitimacy accorded to those genders,

races, ethnic groups, castes, and sexualities privileged by society. It is

the context of identity that was most developed by constructivism. But

the activity of positioning refers back to the cultural lay of the land, to

figured worlds, and not only to some species-given universal frame. It is

true that people never inhabit only one figured world. It is true that

the more durable social positions—such as gender, race, ethnicity, and

class—have probably been cultivated in almost every frame of activity.

Positions marked by these enduring divisions, and their expectations of

privilege (or not), are features of the worlds we describe, whether that of
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AA, of romance, or of mental disorder. But they are prominent features in

some worlds, highlighted less in others, and figured differently in terms

of the symbolic capitals particular to each world.

The third context of identity, the space of authoring, is Bakhtin’s rendi-

tion of the normal world faced by any person or collective. The world

must be answered—authorship is not a choice—but the form of the

answer is not predetermined. It may be nearly automatic, as in strictly

authoritative discourses and authoritarian practices (thus nearing Bakh-

tin’s monology), or it may be a matter of great variability and most

significant to a single person’s address. In either case authorship is a

matter of orchestration: of arranging the identifiable social dis-

courses/practices that are one’s resources (which Bakhtin glossed as

“voices”) in order to craft a response in a time and space defined by

others’ standpoints in activity, that is, in a social field conceived as the

ground of responsiveness. Human agency comes through this art of im-

provisation; the space of authoring also includes Vygotsky’s zone of

proximal development. The “voices” that make up a space of authoring

are to an “author” as Vygotsky’s instructing adults are to the neophyte:

they do not so much compel rote action as extend, through their sup-

port, the competencies, the “answerability,” of persons to operate in such

a diverse yet powerful social universe. The histories that give shape to

spaces of authoring, besides being both personal and public, are thus

also compulsory and liberatory, in degrees that vary greatly.

This vision of human activity makes a mockery of any notion of indi-

vidual authorship, if that means a kind of independent or autonomous

creativity. But it fills personal authorship with social efficacy, for identi-

ties take us back and forth from intimate to public spaces. The fourth

context of identity is that of making worlds: through “serious play,” new

figured worlds may come about, in the peculiarly Bakhtinian way that

feeds the personal activities of particular groups, their “signatures,” into

the media, the cultural genres, through which even distant others may

construe their lives. Vygotsky’s understanding of play is crucial to this

argument. Just as children’s play is instrumental in building their sym-

bolic competencies, upon which adult life depends, so too social play—

the activities of “free expression,” the arts and rituals created on the

margins of regulated space and time—develops new social competencies

in newly imagined communities. These new “imaginaries” build in their

rehearsal a structure of disposition, a habitus, that comes to imbue the
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cultural media, the means of expression, that are their legacy. The course

of “publicization” is markedly complicated (as suggested by the “spec-

tacularization” of courtly love, and by the new divisions of women sig-

naled by rajniti songs), but this concretion of a novel figured world

brings us back to the first of the four contexts.

Climbing Houses

In Chapter 1 we related an incident involving caste identities in Nepal

that lent itself equally well to a cultural or culturalist interpretation of

action and to a social or constructivist view. Now that we have joined

aspects of the two perspectives, let us return to the incident to discuss a

significant piece neglected by either framework alone.

Recall that Gyanumaya, a lower-caste woman, arrived at the house

where Skinner was living in Naudada. Calling down from the second-

floor balcony, Skinner invited her to come in through the kitchen and up

the stairs to be interviewed. But instead Gyanumaya scaled the outside of

the house and climbed through an opening in the railing that enclosed

the balcony. Since neither Naudadans in general nor Gyanumaya in par-

ticular was accustomed to climbing the sides of houses to reach the

second floor, something called for explanation.

In the world of human behavior figured by those we call culturalists,

cultural conceptions or beliefs, in this case Hindu understandings of

pollution and purity, move people. They are powerful enough to make a

person go to great lengths to observe cultural tenets—even if she is

disadvantaged or discomforted in the process. Hence a culturalist might

propose the following reason for Gyanumaya’s climb: subscribing to the

religious tenets she absorbed in childhood, Gyanumaya may have seen

herself as a moral actor who, because of her caste, carried an impurity

that would pollute the household she was being invited to enter, espe-

cially as the route Skinner suggested led through the kitchen, taking her

near the hearth. So Gyanumaya found a way to compromise between

refusal of Skinner’s invitation and pollution of a higher-caste household,

and reached the balcony by another route.

In a constructivist interpretation, the events at Skinner’s house would

have been, first and foremost, social dramas in which participants com-

manding different levels of power and privilege in the local community

were actively negotiating the idiom of social relations that was to pre-
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dominate. A Chetri (higher-caste) woman was already seated on the

balcony when Gyanumaya arrived. Perhaps a glance from that woman

positioned Gyanumaya as one who had no right to enter the kitchen of a

house clearly occupied by higher-caste persons. Gyanumaya would, in

this account, be compelled by social power, not cultural “logic”; she

would be constrained in her access to the house’s space by her subordi-

nate social position, not by her embrace of a cultural imperative that just

happened to disadvantage her. Although the constructivist perspective

includes the possibility of resistance to what Goffman called the “interac-

tion order,” in this incident Gyanumaya accepted (or at least chose not to

contest openly) the position afforded her by the Chetri woman, did not

enter through the kitchen, and so avoided making a social claim that she

probably would not have been able to defend.

Research in Nepal, our own and that of others, leads us to appreciate

both the culturalist and the constructivist perspectives on Gyanumaya’s

actions but to accept neither as sufficient or comprehensive. Caste iden-

tities in Nepal are extensively developed, both figuratively in talk and

other forms of expression and relationally in practice. Cultural elabora-

tions, many unmarked for the social position that they privilege, abound.

Religious teachings, folk stories, images, rituals, and holy texts provide a

wealth of interpretations in which caste is portrayed as a rightful order-

ing of the social world. Other figurings, less prevalent, objectify the caste

system as wrong.

Someone like Gyanumaya would have had many experiences with the

cultural resources, discourses and practices, that justify caste. She would

have learned early in life to figure herself and others as inhabitants of a

culturally constructed world of caste. She no doubt could interpret inter-

actions between persons of different castes according to the discourses of

caste and imagine herself and others inspired by the motives (such as

maintaining purity) of this figured world. As a child she had probably

also had many experiences in which particular castes were associated

with the particular localities in Naudada that placed them and the par-

ticular activities and acts that marked their “presence”: particular lan-

guages, ways of speaking, ways of carrying the body, ways of holding the

body when in the presence of persons of different castes, ways of dress-

ing, moral evaluations, and so on.

For her, her own caste identity no doubt was “embodied” and, as

Bourdieu has insisted, powerfully affected her behavior through habitual
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associations that she might not have been able to verbalize. Her body

carried a sense of caste, and of her caste position in respect to others

about her, wherever she went. At the same time, she both knew and

could generate figurings of caste and possessed an embodied sense of

how caste was practiced in Naudada. She could probably tell herself (and

others) about herself as a person of a particular caste, as well as con-

sciously monitor and edit her own behavior to fit an image of proper

caste behavior. She was, in sum, highly susceptible to figuring herself

and being figured by others according to caste, and to positioning herself

and being positioned as a lower-caste person—one prohibited from en-

tering the kitchens of higher-caste persons. She lived in a web of con-

straints organized around caste and was probably propelled at times by

purely ideological constructions; at other times by an almost purely “tac-

tical” social reckoning of what it would cost her to refuse the caste

position afforded her in a given situation; and, probably a majority of the

time, by a mixture of the two.

Both a culturalist view, which credits an asocial emphasis on cultural

logics, and a constructivist view, which emphasizes the calculus of social

position by actors, make too little of the kind of agency we have seen

throughout the cases described in this book. This is our major disagree-

ment with both frames of interpretation. For us, the incident of the

woman who climbed up the house became an invitation to consider not

only the means by which her behavior was collectively orchestrated but

also the ways in which creativity is collectively enabled. Even hemmed in

by caste constraints, Gyanumaya managed, in a strikingly inventive way,

to circumvent the obstacles to her participation in the interviewing. She

improvised from the resources at hand a rather spectacular entry to the

house. By focusing only on the social constraints, we would have missed

the significance of her improvised departure from a routine path. By

ignoring the constraints, we would have missed the forces that made the

path obligatory and the pointedness of her deviation.

Or take the case of Roger (Chapter 9). Foucault has presented a com-

pelling picture of scientific discourse, its contribution to a constructed

behavioral normality, and the specifically modern impetus to discipline

those who deviate from this norm. Roger was one such person, who had

come under the purview of the medical establishment and was subjected

to its categorization of mental disorders and to the treatments prescribed

to manage these disorders. But Roger “twisted” the categories applied to
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his case. He used what his caregivers told him and popular texts about

mental disorders as ways to figure an identity or rather identities, as ways

to interpret and organize his actions in the social contexts important to

him. He was having difficulties with both his parents and his wife; the

histories of negotiations around his problems with them had created

dilemmas that troubled him. Roger appropriated different diagnoses of

his “mental problems” to create distinctive standpoints within these two

dilemmas. With his parents, he elaborated an identity organized around

manic-depression; with his wife, an identity around borderline personal-

ity disorder. Roger assimilated the textual artifacts and categories of psy-

chiatry to an everyday part of his life, improvising several new identi-

ties through which he would craft new answers to his dilemmas and

(concomitantly) new positions for his parents and his wife. He used

these resources opportunistically, as a Lévi-Straussian bricoleur would,

yet without regulation by an overarching cultural logic or an institution-

ally prescribed blueprint.

A more collaborative improvisation, and one of clear importance, was

evident in the Tij festival in Naudada, Nepal (Chapter 12). A particular

sort of Tij song, rajniti or political songs, predominated in the festival of

1991, virtually supplanting the dukha or suffering songs that had pre-

dominated in earlier festivals. Rajniti songs were responsive to the Peo-

ple’s Movement of 1990 and the resulting change from the king’s one-

party system to a multiparty system. They were quite different in content

from the dukha songs: instead of being about women’s mistreatment by

husbands and mothers-in-law, the songs of 1991 were more often about

the atrocities of the former government and the ill-treatment of women

and poor people by political parties. In one regard, however, rajniti songs

were rather simple improvisations on a third, less frequent type of song.

These ghatana or “event” songs typically described newsworthy inci-

dents—suicides, landslides, plane and bus accidents. Formally, rajniti

songs were mere variations, a type of ghatana song that took political

events and incidents as its subject matter. The improvisation allowed

women to redirect their critical commentary from the domestic hearth

and field to the arena of government and party politics.

The Significance of Improvisation

Why celebrate these moments of resourcefulness? Why pay attention to

these improvisations that piece together existing cultural resources op-
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portunistically to address present conditions and problems? Why pay

attention to them instead of analyzing the webs of constraints that limit

people’s activities and life possibilities? Webs like those imposed on Gy-

anumaya in the name of caste, on Hindu women in Naudada in the name

of the life path of the good woman, or on Roger in the name of personal

competence: surely they overpower these improvisational moves and

reveal their feebleness and insignificance?

To put it simplistically, there are two answers. We attend to improvisa-

tion because we speak from a critical perspective, in a manner akin to

that of Haraway (1988). We take an evaluative stand toward gross op-

pression, exploitation, and the small kinds of relentless and irredemptive

strictures that Foucault detailed. Yet we neither anticipate an impending

liberatory revolution nor favor schemes of intervention that would im-

pose policies and programs that only a select few recognize as beneficial.

The remaining option is to document and support those local openings

and social movements which seem liberatory.

The second answer concerns theoretical comprehension. Improvisa-

tions command our attention because they may be excluded only at the

risk of missing the back-and-forth of engagement. Even within grossly

asymmetrical power relations, the powerful participants rarely control

the weaker so completely that the latter’s ability to improvise resistance

becomes irrelevant. Tactics such as Roger’s, for example, by which the

terms for controlling “patients” and “clients” are taken up by their sub-

ject for his own purposes, are more than problematic for mental health

practitioners. The “borderline” confounds both the ideology and the

practice of psychiatry by refusing to accept the boundaries of the practi-

tioner-client relationship (see Lachicotte 1992). The borderline diagno-

sis itself and the commentary produced around it are historical construc-

tions responsive to the perturbations caused (in part) by the particular

improvisations of a particular type of client that the practice has not

learned to control.

A Second Form of Agency

If improvisations are significant means of renovation, which even the

most powerful and hegemonic of social regimes cannot preclude, they

are even more significant when paired with another form of human

agency: agency through self-directed symbolizations. In developing our

picture of identity in practice we drew upon two theorists: Bakhtin and
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Vygotsky. Together they afford us a sober view of the possibilities for

human agency. They tell us where—along the margins and interstices of

collective cultural and social constructions—how, and with what

difficulties human actors, individuals, and groups are able to redirect

themselves. Though an overemphasis on social constraints leaves little

room for human agency, many accounts make the opposite error: they

neglect the cultural and social contexts that inform the “playing field” to

which human action is directed and by which it is shaped. Vygotsky and

Bakhtin explicitly addressed the issues of agency that were such a part of

the intellectual field of post-revolutionary Russia. Yet, through the so-

cially mediated ways in which they cast such forms of intimate action

as inner speech and the dialogical interplay of self and others, they

avoided the asocial and acultural figuring of the world of human action

that still predominates among many of those who explore “psychologi-

cal” processes.

Vygotsky and Bakhtin have allowed us to elaborate a theory of human

action that also takes advantage of Bourdieu’s shift to the study of culture

in practice and his correlative appreciation of embodiment and rejec-

tion of the conception of culture as rules. The two Russian theorists’

fascination with the relation of language and other means of expression

to consciousness—taking into account both everyday genres and such

specialized forms as literary and artistic works—led them to devise con-

ceptual tools that we have used to augment practice theory’s under-

standing of human action. Improvisations crafted in the moment are one

of the margins of human agency. Self-directed symbolizations are a sec-

ond means by which a modicum of agency is made possible.

In Bourdieu’s work, identity seems principally embodied; he pays

much less attention to objectifications of identity or self-understandings.

For our work, the more interesting cases of identity are those which are

objectified, for they are the ones more likely to mediate sustained “agen-

tive” action. The positional aspects of identity, such as the discomfort a

woman may feel on entering a space she has experienced before as for

men only, are most often embodied, and may be unmediated by any

linguistically realized apprehension. But to grasp the potential for enno-

blement, for moving beyond such “mute” positioning, we must consider

how the symbolization of identities can come about and be used to direct

the behavior of others and oneself.

Bourdieu (1977a) makes improvisation the predominant form of
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agency. He argues conclusively that it is fruitless to make up a set of

cultural rules to account for people’s behavior. The material and social

conditions of activity vary in a plenitude of ways; even in highly restric-

tive environments, it is difficult to avoid unusual combinations of peo-

ple and things. Rules that handle “all possible combinations” in real-

world settings are impossible to devise. Instead, Bourdieu suggests, our

bodies are repositories of a complex set of associations—of actions

(movements), figures (categories), and contexts (environments)—sedi-

mented from experiencing concrete instances of their combination, their

work together. More complicated experiences, sequences of joint action

coordinated among actors as a relation to particular “qualities,” such as

honor, produce sensitivities toward a set of culturally devised games or

contexts of action like our figured worlds, where there are general, dis-

positional motives and acts and ways of faring well and faring poorly.

Agency lies in the improvisations that people create in response to par-

ticular situations, mediated by these senses and sensitivities. They op-

portunistically use whatever is at hand to affect their position in the

cultural game in the experience of which they have formed these sets of

dispositions.

Bakhtin and Vygotsky, too, emphasize that we have our existence not

in repose but in practice. Bakhtin takes the culturally specific games that

Bourdieu elucidates (which compare to Bakhtin’s notion of speech gen-

res), gives them voice, and directs them to a more general, even univer-

sal, condition of human activity. If we are alive, says Bakhtin, then we are

engaged in answering what is directed to us. We are always engaged in

the activity of making sense of what is happening as one who will re-

spond. We are always authoring the meaning of action. If, for Bourdieu,

we can best understand cultures and the people who enact them by

considering behavior in the space of practice, then, for Bakhtin, we can

best understand languages and the selves constructed in and through the

words and voices of others by attending to the space of authoring. Im-

provisation using the resources at hand, and the limited agency improvi-

sation entails, characterize both spaces. Furthermore, both spaces are

shot through with the activity of social positioning. Bourdieu’s action,

Bakhtin’s utterance, take place within an always present, partially dura-

ble construction of stratified social differences, positions, languages, and

other cultural media of action.

Vygotsky’s work, in comparison with that of Bourdieu and Bakhtin,
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often appears both socially naive and simplistic. Vygotsky neglected the

social forms and constraints to which the others attend so carefully. He

was nearly silent on the kinds of human domination that they reveal. He

focused instead on a fantastic, seemingly utopian and liberatory power

granted by symbols and the human ability to play with symbols: the

power to create worlds, effective contexts of action, that may never exist

apart from the pivot of imagination. Yet it is Vygotsky’s focus that enables

us to link Bourdieu’s space of practice with Bakhtin’s space of authoring

and so helps us envision this second kind of agency.

Human life is inexplicable without our abilities to figure worlds, play

at them, act them out, and then make them socially, culturally, and thus

materially consequential. This collective ability to take imaginary worlds

seriously—the sort of fetishization that makes certain pieces of paper

over into “money”—is the magic that anthropologists as well as others

have tried to capture in the concept of culture. Vygotsky was fascinated

by the human ability to escape the immediate control of environmental

stimuli and instead organize behaviors, thoughts, and feelings in relation

to imagined stimuli. Children early in their lives exhibit the ability and

the desire to enter into worlds that they imagine, to treat objects around

them as (refigured) objects from those worlds, and to put aside, at least

temporarily, feelings, interests, and concerns that are irrelevant to the

play world. The play worlds that children create are akin to the more

complex culturally constructed or figured worlds that they enter into as

they grow older.

Human play, Vygotsky emphasized, develops the child’s capacity for

semiotic mediation and makes it a part of the child’s intimate world.

Through play people acquire the key cultural means by which they

escape, or at least reduce, the buffeting of whatever stimuli they encoun-

ter as they go through their days. Vygotsky stressed that only part of the

significance of language, signs, and symbols was caught by their repre-

sentational potential or their capacity for stating rules. Like Austin, he

believed that people do things with words, and that “representation” is

only one action, albeit an important one, that words make possible.

People use symbols: to organize and manage their own and others’ be-

havior, to intervene in what Bakhtin would call the world’s “addressiv-

ity,” to objectify, or concretize even in their literal absence, other con-

texts of activity. This is the reason we find it important to think about

how cultural resources are used; for example, how the life narratives
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described in Chapter 4 are used in Alcoholics Anonymous to evoke and

shape members’ conceptions of themselves as non-drinking alcoholics.

Remembered stories, re-creations of one’s own story, can be purposively

used to redirect oneself away from the impulse to take a drink, to inter-

pose new actions, and to cast oneself as a new actor in a new social play.

Bourdieu calls attention to the taken-for-granted or out-of-awareness

associations between the important categories of social division and so-

cial spaces, body postures (hexis), the uses of colors, and so on. These

connections are especially important for understanding how relational

(positional) aspects of identity work. But worlds are figured through

language and images as well, and these means of objectification make

possible the kind of “re-cognition” that Kondo experienced when she

saw her reflection (Chapter 6) and even the deliberate efforts of persons

and groups to direct their own behavior. Through the transfiguration

that commentary provides, people may even increase their awareness of,

and thus their capability to inhibit, such “automatic” responses as the

deferential body postures assumed in the presence of higher-status peo-

ple. Vygotsky’s formulations, in short, direct us to attend to people’s

collective ability to imagine themselves in worlds that may yet be

scarcely realized, and to the modest ability of humans to manage their

own behavior through signs directed at themselves. These important

aspects of human agency need to be considered in tandem with the

kinds of improvisation that Gyanumaya, Roger, or the Tij groups accom-

plished. They both enable the creation of new worlds and new identities

and make us appreciate how figured (objectified) identities become im-

portant tools with which individuals and groups seek to manage one

another and their own behavior.

The Social and Political Work of Identities

Vygotsky recognized that tools of self-management are not the products

of personal invention. Instead they are cultural or collective resources

first experienced by children and neophytes in social interaction. People

learn to use these signs historically, first as parts of behavioral routines,

then as signs meaningful to others, and finally signs for directing their

own actions, managing their own feelings, and organizing their own

thoughts.

This is a basic process in the intimate formation of an identity. One
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learns “the” identity of inscribed acts—the signs or markers of culturally

constructed identity, whether they be the display of particular skills, the

enactment of certain motives, the cultivation of ways of speaking, the use

of certain expressions, the display of certain emotions, or the wearing of

distinctive clothes—in like manner. They are first parts of an undistin-

guished behavioral routine, second a means to affect others, and third,

if the identity forms to this extent and especially if objectified in the

figured world, means to evoke one’s own sense of who one is and so

organize one’s behavior. The process Vygotsky describes is a develop-

mental one that proceeds by converting signs into what we have called

heuristic devices: signal relations turned toward self-understanding.

Identities have, to our minds, principally this import: they are social

forms of organization, public and intimate, that mediate this develop-

ment of human agency.

It is a process of personal formation that occurs via cultural resources

enacted in a social context. The person “makes” herself over into an

actor in a cultural world; she may even, over time, reach the point of

being able to evoke the world and her sense of herself within it without

the immediate presence of others. But the cultural figurings of selves,

identities, and the figured worlds that constitute the horizon of their

meaning against which they operate, are collective products. One can

significantly reorient one’s own behavior, and can even participate in the

creation of new figured worlds and their possibilities for new selves, but

one can engage in such play only as part of a collective. One can never

inhabit a world without at least the figural presence of others, of a social

history in person. The space of authoring, of self-fashioning, remains a

social and cultural space, no matter how intimately held it may become.

And, it remains, more often than not, a contested space, a space of

struggle.1

The way in which identities take an intimate form (which we dis-

cussed in Chapter 8) is still a political process. As we have shown, the

social value of various identities—the symbolic capital they command—

is often contested interpersonally through the attempted denigration of

the discourses that posit them or the acts that sign them. Even in the

intimate venue of inner speaking and the imagination, however, the

signs and tools of self-formation are themselves likely to be inscribed

with social position. Bakhtin’s inspired notion of a “dialogic self” predi-

cates the condition of self-formation in that space of authoring where
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(re)forming senses of self are addressed, even challenged, by the socially

inscribed voices that one (re)generates in inner speech. His notion of

authorship, in other words, often depends upon personalizing the con-

testations of identity that mark social speech.

Our discussion of the beginnings of the figured world of romance in

medieval Europe’s “play world” of courtly love (Chapter 11) looked back

to a collective or public space of authoring. Even though it was play,

many of the powerful found courtly love objectionable and unaccept-

able. Among its many transgressions, courtly love modeled the relation

of male lover to female beloved as the feudal tie of vassal to lord, an

inversion of the prevailing gender hierarchy that also mocked the bonds

of authority. Opponents wanted no space where gender and power rela-

tions were transfigured in such a radically different way. Some of the

church hierarchy even attempted to brand proponents of courtly love as

heretics. Other writers inveighed against the effeminacy of its practitio-

ners, and all but called for their conquest. Both groups saw their dreams

of eradication of this source of social heresy attempted (if not entirely

realized) in the Albigensian crusades.

A more recent struggle over acts and discourses, recounted in Chapter

7, similarly disputes the value of the identities they organize and the

standing of the people and groups of whom the identities are taken as a

sign. Judging by the amount of energy and attention directed to the

contestations over the discourse of sexual harassment, something must

be collectively at stake. The rancor aroused by the testimony of Anita

Hill in the Clarence Thomas hearings (Eisenhart and Lawrence 1994),

and even the ink spilled over the lesser case of J. Donald Silva, a Univer-

sity of New Hampshire professor who was charged by female students

with sexual harassment (Bernstein 1994), attest to the power of issues of

sexual harassment. These are trials, whether of a metaphorical or literal

variety, over the social positioning of specific acts and individuals. Silva

was accused of sexual harassment for acts such as giving out in his

classes the following example of a simile: “Belly dancing is like jello on a

plate with a vibrator under the plate.” He was at first unrepentant and

defiant. Months later, he said on a radio talk show: “It makes one begin

to think one might be all the things that these people say that you are.

You begin to think of yourself as really a, you know, probably a . . . a . . .

a . . . a very, you know, evil teacher . . . which is frightening.”2 And, as we

pointed out with the example of Mamet’s play Oleanna, there are also
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trials over the authority to be given to women who try to wield this new

weapon and, thus by Bakhtin’s rule, even to the discourse itself.

The critical discourses of Tij songs (see Chapters 10 and 12) provide

another example of an “identity politics” that is both public and intimate

(see Holland and Skinner, 1995a). Several of the songbooks published

by various Communist parties around the time of the Tij festival of 1991

included forewords that invited readers to figure the world according

to a Marxian analysis of gender relations espoused by the sponsoring

parties. They did so in a manner that was not necessarily politic. They

branded the analyses of gender relations given in the older dukha songs

as correctly critical but as failing to understand the true source of

women’s oppression in class dynamics. The rajniti songs published in the

books were designed to remedy that failed critique. The domestic world

figured in dukha songs and the village women marked by that world

were devalued, and a new division between them and their younger,

more educated, and more politically active “sisters” was opened up.

Because Tij songs are such important resources of inner speaking, this

division was felt and rehearsed personally and reproduced (in some parts

of Nepal, though not in Naudada) in interpersonal relations among the

group members. The feminist wings of the parties have grown sensitive

to these ill effects, and now seek to disseminate songs that unite the

communities that practice rajniti and dukha singing. These politics of

identification concerning (types of) people, the cultural resources they

produce, and the acts that are taken to signify particular identities char-

acterize the social space of authoring. They provide generic and per-

sonified “models,” the voices that are re-created in inner speech, for the

complex interchange that makes up particular identities.

The social and political work of identification, in brief, reveals two

closely interrelated lessons. First, identities and the acts attributed to

them are always forming and re-forming in relation to historically spe-

cific contexts. They come to bear the marks of these contexts and their

politics. Identities and their cultural resources, their semiotic tools in

Vygotsky’s terms, are constantly being generated, sometimes censored or

suppressed. But they are responses to, develop in, and so include the

dilemmas set by the struggles, personal crises, and social recruitment

under which they form. The salience and authority of Roger’s “psychiat-

ric” identities grew as he refigured a place for himself in the web of

familial and institutional relations disrupted by his mental disorder. Tij
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groups, especially the schoolgirls within them, responded to the new

openings made by the people’s movement of 1991 by expanding, in

rajniti songs, the scope of women’s social and political worlds and the

identification of women’s places in them. In doing so they inadvertently

created a split within the groups and within each of the members.

The second lesson is that identities form on intimate and social land-

scapes through time. The distinction of particular acts as indexical of an

identity, and the expansion of identities to include broader or different

ranges of acts, depend upon the work of the groups involved in the

relevant field of activity, and the work of their allies and opponents. The

historical moment of this work—the conjuncture of the allied personal

and social histories that determines whether the identities posited by any

particular discourse become important and are worked into the everyday

lives of people—cannot be simply dictated by the discourse, the cultural

form itself.3

Forming an identity on intimate landscapes takes time, certainly

months, often years. It takes (and makes) personal experience to organ-

ize a self around discourses and practices, with the aid of cultural re-

sources and the behavioral prompting and verbal feedback of others. It

takes the heuristic developments of disposition and savoir faire to imag-

ine the world and to identify with the figured world. Conceiving oneself

as an agent whose acts count in, and account for, the world cannot

happen overnight.

Forming an identity on social landscapes also takes time—public and

institutional time. The dim images of fantasy worlds and the actors that

populate such worlds cannot be devised and translated into practice

from one week to the next. The work of reproduction and regeneration

of public life moves heuristically as well, through a kind of historically

contingent “hybridization” (as Bakhtin might call it). Cultural resources

take form from elements that may have been generated in other contexts

and brought together in the mix of struggles that may lack any logical

connection to the world being improvised in social play. Nor do these

worlds necessarily endure the transfiguration beyond the local sites of

their production. No constituency may coalesce to work them into dif-

ferent places, different landscapes of activity. Or an opposition may suc-

cessfully choke them off. Just as an identity may never gain any promi-

nence among a person’s organizations of behavior, a fantasized world

may never gain any purchase on the sociohistorical landscape. Its figur-
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ings and the identities afforded by them may simply not be taken up, as

Andrew refused to learn the world according to Alcoholics Anonymous

and to figure himself in the shapes of its narratives. Worlds and identities

can be fleeting—a moment’s play—or they can eventually become as cen-

tral to personal and public life as the (once courtly) world of romance.

Subjectivities across Figured Worlds

If persons and figured worlds are in the making over months, years,

decades, even centuries, then so must be the groups with which people

affiliate. Critics of the concepts of culture successfully argued, during the

period we call the critical disruption (see Chapter 2), that social posi-

tions cannot be disregarded in any cultural figuring of the world of

human action. Accounts that conceived cultures as shared webs of mean-

ing, in which all are equally suspended regardless of such structured

social divisions as gender, class, and race, were called into serious ques-

tion. This recognition of the importance of social position in shaping

people’s experience led to experiments in ethnography. This trend was

marked, for example, in gender studies’ descriptions of women’s cultures

and socialities, of gendered “worlds”; in British cultural studies’ empha-

sis on subcultures, whether based on gender, race, class, or generation;

and in Bourdieu’s even more ambitious concepts of class (and potentially

other forms of) habitus.

Yet, as proponents of these approaches have noted, perspectives predi-

cating clearly differentiable arrays of social forces, even those privileging

class dynamics as a definitive social and cultural divider, have proven too

limiting. Social positions cut and cut again across one another. Women’s

experience in the social life of the United States is not only different for,

say, black women and white women; each of these groups is further

divided by class differences, by differences of sexual orientation, by eth-

nicities, by the gamut of social dividers that have become common in

“postmodern” sociologies.

Our use of identities—informed by these two dependent, but nonco-

incident processes, figuring and positionality—leads to another way of

conceptualizing personhood, culture, and their distributions over social

groups. Figured worlds and their situated realizations, rendered collec-

tively and personally as spaces of authoring, are socially animated by

groupings that may not be reified as social groups. The politics of partici-
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pation in figured worlds—for example, who may enter the activities of

an AA chapter and how members gain or lose place among themselves—

may not reproduce a group according to the categories of currency in

social positioning. Furthermore, these same politics may bring together

persons who share little else: few means of figuring common action and

few of the common markers of social position. As Bourdieu’s fields are

meant to be, though in an even less structured and durable form, our

spaces of authoring are games peculiar to themselves.4 Yet, as the exam-

ples of courtly love and nationalisms attest, these spaces have the poten-

tial to expand, and their players may become social groupings and cate-

gories of newer currency.

Likewise persons may be stretched over times and spaces, fully active

in some worlds, perhaps scarcely formed in others. Bakhtin’s dialogism

lives within this understanding. These fields and spaces of human activ-

ity work in the recognition of an otherness that reaches beyond their

specific polities to other ways of figuring activity. The world’s address is

both generic and specific, and only in the transit between the two as-

pects can we craft an answer to it. So we cannot deny what we might

call the power of culture. And this is as true for a single person as it is

for the collective subjects; the sites of consciousness lie within a thor-

oughly social world. Figured worlds, the politics of social positioning,

and spaces of authoring are our attempts to conceptualize collective and

personal phenomena in ways that match the importance of culture in

contextualizing human behavior with the situating power of social posi-

tion. Identities are our way of figuring the interfaces among these dimen-

sions of collective life; our way of naming the places where society or-

ganizes persons and persons in turn reorganize, albeit in modest steps,

societies; the pivots of our lived worlds.
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Notes

1. The Woman Who Climbed up the House

1. All persons’ names and many place names are pseudonyms to preserve

the anonymity of those who helped us in our research.

2. McCall and Simmons (1978) represent an important Meadean vein that

inspired us originally. That literature now includes an expanded and

elaborated vision of the social and cultural bases for possible identities.

Besides social roles, cross-cutting “master statuses” of race, ethnicity,

class, gender, and sexuality are important bases (McCall 1987; Stryker

1987), as are salient cultural conceptions of personality (e.g., an aggres-

sive person).

3. In the United States, at least, the center of gravity of cultural studies is

currently in the humanities. This book is part of an effort to extend

cultural studies through more sociological and ethnographic work.

4. This tradition was centered at Marburg (see Holquist 1990). Bakhtin’s

early works (1990, 1993) developed a phenomenological aesthetics (or

better, perhaps, an aesthetic phenomenology) through a technical, philo-

sophical language and argument more or less faithful to the Marburg

position (see Chapter 9).

5. “Self” and “identity” are loaded terms. In Chapter 2 we place our use of

them in the context of the literature. For the present, let us borrow Harré’s

(1984) notion of the self as the (theoretical or presumptive) collocation of

a personal repertory. The self is the place from which persons view or

sense the world and reflect upon it. There is no presumption that a person

has only one important sense of self; or an impetus to consistency across

these different senses of self. We are not concerned here with the psy-

chodynamic dilemmas that occupied Erikson but rather with the selves

that are assembled from, and in relation to, cultural resources.

6. This book is a collective product, including the analyses of the experi-

ences we describe, but from time to time we speak from the perspective of

one person.

7. The incident happened in 1986. Note that, although Holland had already
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read the convincing theoretical treatises of Bourdieu (1977a) arguing for a

shift away from culturalist views in the field, she still first went through a

culturalist interpretation.

8. Hegemony is a much debated concept. We refer here to something like

the hegemonic practices discussed by R. W. Connell (1987: 183): “He-

gemony means . . . a social ascendancy achieved in a play of social forces

that extends beyond contests of brute power into the organization of

private life and cultural processes. Ascendancy . . . achieved at the point

of a gun, or by the threat of unemployment, is not hegemony. Ascendancy

which is embedded in religious doctrine and practice, mass media con-

tent, wage structures, the design of housing, welfare/taxation policies and

so forth, is.” Hegemony is also not total domination. What is hegemonic

is contested and variable according to situation.

9. One cannot, Lutz says, reduce the social claim to a contingent or secon-

dary matter. Rather, social status is one of the things emotion is about

among the Ifaluk.

10. The extent to which women’s ways of speaking in the United States are

characteristic of a women’s culture or of women’s position in society is

disputed; see Chapter 7.

11. Here we have set up ideal types. Some constructivists emphasize position-

ing to the point that they convey a radical constructivist perspective (see,

e.g., Davies and Harré 1990; Harré and Van Langenhove 1991).

12. The school was another such place (see Skinner and Holland 1996). Also,

caste restrictions were not observed in the more illicit arenas of drinking

and gambling.

13. Others have made similar arguments, e.g., Begona Aretxaga (1993: 231):

“As an anthropologist I am interested in cultural formations of meaning

and their articulation through personal experience because it is at this

intersection at which cultural constructions blend together with unique

personal (or collective) experience that models of feeling are shaped and

new meanings created.”

2. A Practice Theory of Self and Identity

1. This definition is roughly built from characteristics shared by the many

meanings of “self” in the anthropological literature. It alludes to a fuller

definition given by Ito (1987): Self has (1) a reflexive quality, the ability to

distinguish, evaluate, and objectify self and other; and (2) a dynamic

quality, the apperceptive ability to understand, interpret, manipulate, and

incorporate sensory judgments. Self is both executor and object of judg-

ments, discriminations, creativity, and order. Besides Ito, Skinner (1990),
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White (1992), Harris (1989), and Fogelson (1979) review the anthropo-

logical uses of “self,” “identity,” “person,” and “individual.”

2. Nepal is home to many groups, whose history and social position vary

widely. Their cultural practices, including self-related discourses, also

vary. Skinner’s and Holland’s research was carried out in a different area of

Nepal with people who, for the most part, were not Newar.

3. Concepts that might be translated as “self” in South Asia, including Ne-

pal, are complex. A Sanskrit term, atma or atman, is sometimes translated

as “self” or “soul.” This term, deriving from Hindu religious and philo-

sophical texts and discourses, is sometimes used by nonspecialists to

speak of an aspect of themselves that continued on in a cycle of death and

rebirth. In Naudada, where Skinner and Holland did their research among

mixed-caste Nepali speakers, people made more use of concepts having to

do with what we will later define as “self-in-practice.” Skinner (1990: 21)

writes: “There is no noun I heard used to indicate this notion of an

empirical self [self-in-action], but there are pronouns (e.g., aphu, which is

used as a reflexive pronoun to refer to one’s ‘own self,’ mero or ‘my,’ ma or

‘I’), that an individual would use to refer to herself as an actor in the world

and to reflect on her actions.” Man was also an important concept in

Naudada (see Chapter 12); it is often glossed as “heart/mind.” The man is

where thoughts and feelings are stored and churn about. It is located in

the center of the chest. McHugh reported that Gurungs, an ethnic group

living primarily in another region of the country, used the term sae to

mean “the seat of will, memory, and emotion . . . conceived as a kind of

entity located in the chest” (1989: 82). She found the concept to be an

important one that individuals use to articulate their own will, thoughts,

and emotions.

4. For reviews see Harris (1989); Marsella, DeVos, and Hsu (1985); Levine

(1982); Shweder and Bourne (1984); White (1992).

5. The slight differences between the culturalist position we describe here

and that set out in Chapter 1 are artifacts of the opposition of culturalists

to constructivists, rather than to universalists. In Chapter 1 we assumed

the effects of the “critical disruption” that gave birth to constructivism.

6. A proposition that psychologists such as Markus and Kitayama (1991),

Kitayama, Markus, and Lieberman (1994), and Miller (1988) have set out

to test through quasi-experimental designs.

7. This was why Hallowell argued that “self” was a better focus for cross-cul-

tural research than “ego” or “personality”: “The term ‘self’ . . . seem[s] to

connote a concept that remains closer to the phenomenological facts that

reflect man’s self-awareness as a generic psychological attribute. It retains

the reflexive connotation that is indicated when we say that a human
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individual becomes an object to himself, that he identifies himself as an

object among other objects in his world, that he can conceive himself, not

only as a whole, but in terms of different parts, that he can converse with

himself, and so on” (1955b: 80; see Skinner 1990).

8. He called these invariant characteristics orientations. In a manner similar

to Neisser’s (1988) delineation of different forms of self-knowledge, Hal-

lowell (1955a) identified five such invariants: self-orientation, object-ori-

entation, spatio-temporal orientation, motivational orientation, and nor-

mative or moral orientation.

9. Shweder (1991) muddies the universalist-culturalist waters by asking us

to problematize what we consider natural. He proposes that demons and

other constructions we deem unnatural may, in fact, be parts of the natu-

ral environment that we do not acknowledge because of our cultural

lenses. He chides Obeyesekere for not considering the possibility that the

malevolent ancestral spirits his informants tell him about “do exist and

can get into one’s body, . . . and that the cultural representation of their

existence and a person’s experience of their existence lights up an aspect

of reality that has import for the management of the self” (346–347).

Sahlins (1995) also takes Obeyesekere (1992) to task for a kind of ethno-

centrism.

10. For a more hopeful vision see Haraway (1988), who disavows radical

forms of the social-constructivist criticism of science and opts for a “suc-

cessor science project that offers a more adequate, richer, better account

of a world in order to live in it well,” one that has “simultaneously an

account of radical historical contingency for all knowledge claims and

knowing subjects, a critical practice for recognizing our own ‘semiotic

technologies’ for making meanings, and a no-nonsense commitment to

faithful accounts of a ‘real’ world” (579).

11. Especially relevant here is the construction of the “psychological” in

modernization theory. Such theories—of achievement motivation, “mod-

ernizing personalities,” and the like—were complicit in rationalizing and

depoliticizing processes of colonization.

12. They include, e.g., images of the other in National Geographic (Lutz and

Collins 1993), life-story genres in Alcoholics Anonymous (Cain 1991 and

Chapter 5), specialist discourses on the self in the anthropology and

psychology of the 1950s, and performances such as the Balinese cockfight

made famous by Geertz (1973a).

13. Kenneth Gergen, a social psychologist, pursues other aspects of social

constructionism related to our work: “Narratives of the self are not per-

sonal impulses made social, but social processes realized on the site of the

personal” (1994: 210). His point—about the figuring of self within social
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relationships—is like Bakhtin’s notion of dialogism, which we consider in

Chapter 8.

14. Dennett (1988) argues that the self is an “abstractum,” a fiction—but a

convenient one. He suggests an analogy between selves and “centers of

gravity.” A chair, say, has no tangible, but only a virtual, center of gravity.

Still, the figurative reification is useful in describing the behavior of chairs

in many circumstances. Likewise, self is a popular fiction, a “figurative

reification,” by means of which we account for our and others’ actions.

Dennett’s notion is in a sense constructivist, in that the self is a dependent

figure of our ethnopsychological discourse. Yet it has a kind of persist-

ence and a transitive, cross-situational quality, indeed almost an inevita-

ble or natural aspect. It is difficult to imagine how to interact with, or

speak about, people without such a fiction of integrity. Harré (1979,

1984) has presented the most extensive argument for a “fictive” notion of

self, which is at the same time a virtually necessary consequence of the

deictic character of social interactivity. See the discussion of Bakhtin in

Chapter 8.

15. Studies critical of psychology and psychological anthropology are an ob-

vious result of the critical disruption. Works by psychologists (such as

Henriques et al. 1984 and Parker 1992) and the writings of the “critical

psychologists” (Tolman and Maiers 1991) parallel “critical” works by

anthropologists writing on psychological topics. Scheper-Hughes’s (1992)

analysis of the Brazilian folk idiom of “nervios” is an example, as are

Lutz’s (1988) critiques of scientific discourses on emotion and research

(in press) on the effects of U.S. military funding in the 1950s on sub-

sequent directions of psychological research. “Critical psychological an-

thropology,” critical psychology, and critical social psychology (Wexler

1983; Gergen 1984, 1994) are important because they disallow innocent-

seeming and apolitical views of the conceptual tools and discourses that

researcher/practitioners use. They have a more specific import for theo-

ries of the self, suggesting a revised theoretical orientation that admits

power relations.

16. Although, as Scheper-Hughes (1992) points out, such theory mostly

awaits invention—a task we undertake in this book.

17. Reification of this sort not only creates an impression of immunity to

social and historical change but also overlooks a crucial heterogeneity.

Reification obviates the recognition that social conditions themselves

may be changing. Markus and Kitayama (1991) point out that scientific

terms for independent self-processes, such as self-disclosure, are recent.

They interpret this as a matter of delayed discovery. Our guess is that the

creation of more and more terms that assume independent selves is both
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responsive to and creative of historical conditions (see Gergen 1991 for

an analogous point about concepts of mental deficiency). The discourses

and practices that construct selves as independent may be more powerful

in the United States now than they were fifty years ago. Holland and

Kipnis (1994) argue that both modes of self-organization, sociocentric

and egocentric, are evident in American society. Perhaps independence is

a more pervasive mode at present, but to read pervasiveness as essence

obscures recognition that the relative salience of the two modes is a mat-

ter of tension, if not struggle.

18. Efforts to study members of the same social position simply defined—as

women, say—have proven problematic. Social positions are multidimen-

sional, and their context is too important to ignore. One solution has

been to focus on historically and socially constituted groups relevant to

the context in question, avoiding any assumptions about the groups’ ho-

mogeneity (or representativeness).

19. Seminal examples are Rosaldo (1980) and Crapanzano (1980). Abu-

Lughod (1986), Kondo (1990), and White (1991) extend (and criticize)

these. A recent example is Holland and Skinner (1995a). For more discus-

sion, see Holland (1997).

20. Others use this concept or emphasize a similar idea, e.g., Ewing (1990);

McHugh (1989); Mines (1988); Parish (1991).

21. Whether the psychodynamic account of history-in-person, to which Hall

alludes, and our sociohistorical account can contribute to each other

remains to be seen. Bakhtin (see Voloshinov 1987) and Vygotsky had

complex and complicated relations with psychodynamic theory, and kept

their distance from it (van der Veer and Valsiner 1991). They give us little

help with this question. But we have little reason to exclude the classic

psychodynamic dilemmas as sources of contingencies with which the

authoring self must contend.

22. See Wertsch (1985b) and Clark and Holquist (1984) for biographical

sketches of Vygotsky and Bakhtin, respectively.

23. Bourdieu’s emphasis on embodiment at the expense of symbols has

helped move anthropologists away from the notion of culture as beliefs—

as linguistically mediated, symbolically encoded conceptions and convic-

tions about the world—and toward a notion of culture as dispositional,

out-of-awareness orientations toward the world (see Strauss 1992). With

“semiotic mediation,” Bourdieu and the sociohistorical school diverge in

emphasis. Bourdieu alludes to “symbolic mastery” in Outline of a Theory

of Practice (1977a: 83), but does not develop the concept. In The Logic of

Practice (1990b) he says enough to indicate that his idea of symbolic

mastery is of a representational rather than a heuristic sort. His “symbolic
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mastery” is a rationalist view of symbolic mediation and does not capture

what Vygotsky was describing. For a Vygotskian semiotic mediator, the

important fact is its investment within the pragmatics of communication,

which includes its representation. Heuristic development is replete with

symbolic forms—forms whose “meaning” is not solely, or even princi-

pally, representational.

24. “Training wheels” is Hubert Dreyfus’s metaphor (personal communica-

tion).

25. By distributed over others we mean both that one’s use of the tools de-

pends upon the collaboration of others and that the ability to sustain

one’s own behavior under ordinary conditions is continually reconsti-

tuted by collectively produced practices. Becker’s (1963) study of mari-

juana users in the early 1950s provides a good example: neophytes were

often dependent upon collective interpretations to experience pot smok-

ing as having a noticeable effect and as being pleasurable. And even the

old hands, during “bad trips” or under intense social criticism, had to

turn to their fellows for reinterpretations and reasons to continue (see

Chapter 5).

26. There are major arguments regarding the relationship of Leontiev and

Vygotsky (see van der Veer and Valsiner 1991; Kozulin 1986). Van der

Veer and Valsiner (1994: 5) state that in the literature “interest in

Leont’ev’s activity theory spilt over to Vygotsky (as Leont’ev himself

claimed direct heritage from Vygotsky’s and Luria’s cultural-historical the-

ory—a claim much disputed and proven questionable . . .).” Though we

recognize the need for accurate attributions of intellectual genealogy, we

believe their conceptions are compatible and more usefully taken in tan-

dem than alone.

27. Leontiev’s position differs from the way we render culture. What is impor-

tant here is his distinction between the necessity of three versus two terms

in accounts of behavior.

28. Bourdieu develops ideas about specific practices less than activity

theorists develop ideas about specific activities. Sometimes he writes of

games (e.g., 1990b); “game” as he uses the term is somewhat equivalent

to activity.

29. The relationship of Bakhtin’s work to his associates in the “Bakhtin circle”

is a matter of much debate (Clark and Holquist 1984; Todorov 1984;

Titunik 1987; Holquist 1990; Morson and Emerson 1990). We follow

Todorov (1984) and refer to Bakhtin-plural, that is, his circle inclusive,

when we say Bakhtin. We agree with Todorov’s defense of shared author-

ship as eminently Bakhtinian. Nonetheless, for purposes of citation, we

list only the author under whose name the work was originally published.
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30. Similar processes of development occur for groups; we primarily address

persons here for convenience.

31. Although we use identity here as a cover term to refer to the senses and

understandings that one has, no matter how symbolically (un)developed

they are, it will later become clear that our prototypic identity is one that

is symbolized.

32. Holland and Reeves (1994) describe perspective not only as the “angle”

from which one views the world (through one’s position in activity) but

also as one’s “take” on activity, the understanding one comes to have of

activity (from one’s position in it). They emphasize that the objectifica-

tion and development of a perspective are collective, historical, and con-

tingent achievements. In this view, perspectives are always at least an

incipient, though often as yet inarticulate or unsymbolized, identity.

33. Especially in practice theory, these aims are conceived to take form out of

awareness. They nonetheless constitute a point of view. See Bourdieu

(1977a; 1990b).

34. For Bourdieu, social and material conditions can change rapidly, affect-

ing the interrelations of positions in the field of production. Forms of

behavior are modified in response to the altered conditions, but the habi-

tus is slower to change and the lag between the two produces “hysteresis”

(1977a: 78).

35. To what extent the various identities are organized coherently depends

upon the collective resources that exist and the person’s successful use of

them. In the prototypical life stories of Alcoholics Anonymous, for exam-

ple, participants are exposed to a symbolic means that orders the gamut of

their different identities. They are encouraged to be, first and foremost,

non-drinking alcoholics. This identification supersedes all others, even

religious identities or potential identities as drug users.

3. Figured Worlds

1. The anthropological examples are vast: every ethnography tries to cap-

ture at least one significant figured world. Two fascinating examples are

Luhrmann’s work with witches in contemporary Great Britain (1989)

and Lancaster’s account of machismo and male sexualities in Nicaragua

(1992).

2. Vygotsky and the sociohistorical school made much of the child’s depend-

ence upon social interaction as both the source of cultural symbols for

imagination and the initial support for enacting the symbols.

3. An important pivot into figured worlds is through discourses. In any

conversation or text a great deal of taken-for-granted information is omit-

ted. This talk, the particular material and social conditions in which it is
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being used (Holland and Cole 1995), and the more generalized notion of

discourse are made more determinant in relation to an underlying cul-

tural model (Quinn and Holland 1987). “Cultural model” directs atten-

tion to the ways in which individuals come to know and sense figured

worlds. Defined cognitively, cultural models consist of schemas (men-

tal/emotional knowledge structures) that guide attention to, draw infer-

ences about, and evaluate experience. They also provide a framework

for organizing and reconstructing memories of experience (D’Andrade

1995). The types of cultural models most closely related to figured worlds

are what Leavitt (1996) calls prototypical social situations or scenarios.

Lutz (1988) and Lutz and Abu-Lughod (1990) argue that emotions have

meaning in relation to such simplified social “scenes,” imagined courses

of social interaction, or what Quinn and Holland (1987) and Holland and

Kipnis (1994) call prototypical event sequences. We believe that types of

people are identified and have meaning in relation to figured worlds.

4. D’Andrade (1981) calls this kind of abstraction, through which persons

form (generalized) cultural knowledges, “guided discovery,” and con-

trasts its slow and “natural” course with the “artificial” means of special-

ized and highly regulated knowledges. The latter are particularly depend-

ent upon verbal commentary and formal instruction. Vygotsky’s “zone of

proximal development” casts a different light upon this distinction, since

it takes the heart of instruction, the verbal commentary of “elders,” right

into everyday “discovery” in the form of inner speech.

5. Harré and others have used the concept of “storylines” in a way that is

relevant to figured worlds. Storylines seem to be the taken-for-granted

unfolding of particular activities such as instruction. There are many

storylines associated with figured worlds. One might consider what we

have called the central narratives in the world of romance and the world

of domestic relations in Nepal storylines that are especially important.

6. These “arrests” recall what Bakhtin (1981) called “centripetal” social

forces: those forms of (meta)practice (e.g., translinguistics) which as-

serted the presumptive unity of “language,” in the face of an always over-

whelming diversity of “speaking” practices. The point, for Bakhtin as for

Crapanzano, is the dialogicality of social activity, the mutual interplay of

specific instance and generic means, neither of which exists apart from

the other.

7. This is not an unusual occurrence in anthropological research. Holland,

in studying Shango in Trinidad, traveled around the island to many differ-

ent feasts and celebrations, learning from participants about the African

powers that manifested at the feasts. In the world of Shango, gaining

knowledge of this sort was a meaningful act. To become expert in Shango

it was necessary to enter into a reciprocal relationship with the powers.
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Eventually, at one of the feasts, a power manifested and directed Holland

to give a Thanksgiving (a celebration of lesser scale than a feast); that is,

to enter into a more proper relationship with the powers. All of us were

more or less drawn into the figured worlds we studied and began to form

identities in those worlds.

8. In later chapters we describe women’s resistance to the treatment they

received and their criticisms of the world of romance.

9. These commonsensical exemplars of activities are reminiscent of

Wittgenstein’s chosen illustrations of “language games.” In either case,

the rhetorical point calls attention to the concept’s scope—that it refers

not to some specialized or technical form of life, but to the virtual worlds’

entirety.

10. See also Wulff’s (1995) concept of “microcultures.” Other concepts we

draw upon to explicate figured worlds—e.g., “fields,” “activities,” “power

systems” (Lancaster 1992), “discourses,” “communities of practice”—

posit collective complexes of meaning and action. However, unlike older

notions of culture indicated by such phrases as “American culture” or

“Hindu culture,” these concepts are partial and modest. Their proponents

make no claim that such complexes of meaning and action are essential or

ubiquitous, that they make up a “way of life” or are even necessarily tied

to a particular (ethnic) group. Rejecting the earlier assumption that these

complexes of conventions are equally accepted by all who participate in

them (Amit-Talai and Wulff 1995), they place these conventions in prac-

tice, looking at the ways in which people use them to organize, dispute,

negotiate, and often impose or resist sets of joint activities. These newer

means for conceptualizing lived worlds attend to relations of power and

control. They posit that cultural frames of interpretation and evaluation

are seldom socially “neutral,” and that, even if they were, such neutral-

ity would itself be a historical (and potentially mutable) product of politi-

cal life.

11. Engeström pays a great deal of attention to the social-theoretical dimen-

sion of activity theory. Wertsch has also developed and extended this

perspective. He emphasizes ways in which broader systems of privilege

enter into activities, such as reading groups in schools (1991). Many

proponents of activity theory, however, omit these connections; see Hol-

land and Reeves (1994).

12. As a field is partly a “space of possibles,” against which actual social

positions are matched and valued, it also explicitly includes the imagina-

tive, as-if character of figured worlds.

13. Bourdieu (1985a) acknowledges Weber’s concept as suggestive in his

thinking.
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14. We have Americanized references to the academic world.

15. For the sake of contrasting “field” and “figured world,” we downplay one

of Bourdieu’s main points: that status is multidimensional, the value of its

various dimensions itself constituting a source of struggle.

16. Field, as Bourdieu has used it in his sociological studies of French intel-

lectual production, encompasses the interconnections among related

figured worlds. Bourdieu is careful to point out that semi-autonomous

fields—of academic and artistic production, e.g.—are embedded and

limited in social space by the field of power and the political-economic

system of class relations (see esp. Bourdieu 1993). The embedding notion

is important for us as well. We are suggesting that figured worlds could be

described as nodes that together make up the fields that Bourdieu ana-

lyzes.

17. Bourdieu in other works attends to the effects of fields of power on life in

the figured worlds embedded in them. He attends, for instance, to the

ways day-to-day school activities (e.g., grading exams) transmute signs of

privilege or elite background into “intelligence” and thus into a symbolic

capital that figures in the reproduction of elite status and access to power

and wealth (see Bourdieu and Saint-Martin 1974). He also offers a power-

ful commentary on the ways status pervades linguistic practice—such as

how one’s sense of the (lesser) value attributed to one’s dialect or style of

speaking can lead to silences in, or withdrawal from, interpersonal en-

counters (Bourdieu 1977b).

18. Bourdieu’s writings on fields (collected in Bourdieu 1993) are also

suggestive for figured worlds in other ways. They remind us that the

lived worlds of romance, Alcoholics Anonymous, or gender relations in

Naudada—as only somewhat independent sites of cultural production—

intersect with and are affected by social actions carried out in the name of

other lived worlds. Holland and Skinner (1995a) reveal the intersection

between the lived worlds of domestic gender relations and political activ-

ity in a community in Nepal; Holland and Reeves (1994) argue that stu-

dents’ perspectives on classroom activities were not formed by what the

teacher said but by discourses coming from outside the classroom.

19. It is worth reiterating how “figured world” departs from the older concept

of a group’s culture. It adheres more specifically to activity and therefore

does not imply that the works and persons created and re-created by a

particular group will exhibit the same principles across all settings. Nor

does it imply that a particular figured world incites the same level of

participation from all people of a country or an area. With today’s trans-

portation and communication, participants from many places can mingle

in a number of activities that realize figured worlds across many notional,

Notes to Pages 59–60     299

Copyright © 1998 The President and Fellows of Harvard College



E
xa

m
 C

o
p
y

social, and political boundaries. Moreover, participants in these worlds

are identified with and knowledgeable about them to greater and lesser

degrees (see Chapter 5) and develop different perspectives on them (see

Chapter 7).

20. This discussion of cultural artifacts resonates with the approach to cul-

tural forms taken in cultural studies. There the focus has shifted from

“culture” as some sort of whole to “cultural texts”—where “text” is a term

with a very broad meaning. The “texts” of cultural studies still include

written representations, but they also encompass films, television pro-

grams, travel advertisements, and popular song genres. For example, in

Lutz and Collins’s (1993) analysis of photographs of non-Westerners

in National Geographic or Schade-Poulson’s (1995) work on rai music in

Algeria, cultural forms are analyzed for the “theory of the task” (their

purpose) and “theory of the person” (who will “read” them) that they

embed. See Johnson (1986–87) for a critique of those who analyze

“texts” (cultural forms) without regard for their collective history and

present use.

21. The properties of artifacts apply equally whether one is considering lan-

guage and genres of speech and action or the more usually noted forms

of artifacts such as tables and knives. What differentiates a word such

as “table” or a social routine such as “setting the table” from a table is

the relative prominence of their material and conceptual aspects. The

difference remains relative, however, and not essential to the artifact. The

word “table” has no existence apart from its material instantiation (as a

configuration of sound waves, hand movements, or writing), and every

table, in addition to its duration over time as a physical object, has,

equally indicative of its artifactuality, a past embedded in collective mem-

ory so that it embodies an order imposed by thinking human beings.

22. On this model of cognition in psychology, especially educational psychol-

ogy, see Lave (1988).

23. “Words themselves do not carry meaning” (Davies and Harré 1990: 57).

They must be related to a conceptual frame, or in our terms, a figured

world.

24. As Inden (1990: 23) called the three “orientations” of persons in prac-

tices.

4. Personal Stories in Alcoholics Anonymous

1. For this fieldwork, Cain attended open meetings of three separate AA

groups in a small city in North Carolina in 1985 and 1986. All names

have been changed and identifying information disguised or omitted.
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2. As we shall see, personal knowledge of this sort, gained in the absence of

an identification with a figured world, is both superficial, poorly attached

affectively and conatively to one’s actions, and mechanically and labori-

ously produced, step by step, from rules and maxims.

3. These two aspects are analytical distinctions, not requirements for mem-

bership. Officially, the only requirement for membership is a desire to

stop drinking.

4. Here “cultural model” is used in the sense of the taken-for-granted

“standard scenarios,” what Bakhtin calls “chronotopes” (time-spaces),

that inform the narrative possibilities within a figured world.

5. To protect the confidentiality of the AA members Cain spoke with, we

have avoided including information from which outsiders might be able

to recognize them. Preventing other AA members from recognizing them

is more difficult. Much of the information is known to other members

already, but some of the information from the interviews may not be.

Where we suspect this may be the case, we have omitted the information.

6. In the first part of the interview Cain asked the “Who am I?” questions of

Kuhn and McPartland (1954).

5. How Figured Worlds of Romance Become Desire

1. The names of the universities and all personal names are pseudonyms.

Some potentially identifying details in the quotes have been changed.

Although we sometimes use the term “American,” the sample is small and

from the Southeast. There were differences between the black and white

women’s interpretations of romantic relationships, but they are not rele-

vant here (see Holland and Eisenhart 1990).

2. See Chapter 3 on the concept of cultural model and its relation to the

notion of a figured world. Here, as in Chapter 4, we sometimes use “cul-

tural model” in the more specific sense of the taken-for-granted “standard

social scenarios” that form backdrops of meaning for a figured world.

3. Because few men were interviewed in the earlier study at SU, we de-

scribe the model as one held by women. Women at Bradford used similar

sorts of terms and seemed to rely upon similar ideas about attractiveness

and the respective roles of men and women, but were more likely to

emphasize self-determination and self-protection in their interpretation

of male/female relationships (see Holland and Eisenhart 1990). We did

not happen to have any women in our study who identified themselves as

lesbian. Later studies of the world of romance for gay and lesbian couples

on one of the campuses suggest both similarities with and differences

from the one we describe (Reidel, personal communication).
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4. Both Della and Karla were embarrassed and offended by being cast into

the world of gender relations in what they considered to be inappropriate

situations by men they considered inappropriate partners. While most of

the interpretations of them as potential romantic/sexual partners were not

taken amiss, these were. The women were learning of their vulnerability

to romantic/sexual typing regardless of their wishes to be so typed (see

Holland and Eisenhart 1990).

5. Markus and Nurius (1987) argue that individuals form personalized im-

ages of themselves in various situations—e.g., visions of themselves re-

ceiving a Nobel Prize. These visions motivate actions that seek to realize

these possible selves. There also is evidence that some images of possible

selves are negatively evaluated, so that one works to avoid their realiza-

tion.

6. As mentioned earlier, the African-American women at Bradford were con-

cerned about maintaining self-determination and control. Since knowl-

edge about one’s behavior and feelings can be used by others to manipu-

late one, having a steady boyfriend—as opposed to going out with a

number of boyfriends—becomes a way to control information.

7. Susan’s implied commentary, carried partly through her sarcastic tone,

calls to mind the “space of authoring selves” (see Chapter 8).

8. Susan’s process of learning is a good example of the appropriation and

personalization of social discourse (see Chapter 8).

9. This notion of fossilization as habituation is also pertinent to Bourdieu’s

conception of the habitus, and of the processes of embodiment that

ground learning in the habitus. It suggests, for instance, that nonverbal

(proprioceptive) forms of practice interact with verbally mediated prac-

tice in the reproduction of the habitus more intimately, and perhaps more

convertibly, than Bourdieu seems to think.

10. In other words, expertise is far more than cognition. It involves emotions

that are, in Rosaldo’s (1984: 143) words, “embodied thoughts, thoughts

seeped with the apprehension that ‘I am involved.’”

6. Positional Identities

1. One reader of this chapter, a man who’d grown up in Nepal, remarked

that this sort of extreme scolding is unusual in his part of the country. Part

of Tila Kumari’s anger and willingness to express it seemed to relate to her

higher-caste status (Bahun) relative to the girls (Damai).

2. Harré and van Langenhove (1991) and Davies and Harré (1990) propose

a framework that intersects in some regards with ours. Their concept of

“positionings” does not analytically separate the figurative from the posi-

tional as we do. Nonetheless, Harré and von Langenhove briefly discuss
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people’s relative power to position themselves and others. Their “conver-

sational dominance” and “conversational charisma” relate to our notion

of positionality.

3. Brown (1980) comes to a similar conclusion about Tenejapa Maya

women. Women tend to use linguistic patterns of negative politeness (as

Brown calls strategies such as indirection, formality, and deference) more

frequently than men in many different situations. Brown concludes that

women, because of their position of lesser privilege than men, often take

special care not to cause offense. Their sense of their social position is

evidently important across several figured worlds.

4. Skinner learned that, in the schools of Naudada, students who thought of

themselves as progressive indicated their rejection of the hierarchy of

castes by accepting food and water from one another regardless of caste.

5. Others who picture social and cultural life as organized around semi-in-

dependent spheres include, besides Bourdieu (1993), Connell (1987),

whose idea of gender “regimes” combines development in local institu-

tions and settings, themselves intricately related, with their ties to state

interventions, to make up a “gender order.”

6. Fordham primarily emphasizes race and gender. She does say that race

“undercuts” class in African-American communities, so that two dissimi-

lar class structures, Euro- and African-American, are created.

7. Gregor tells of a woman who taunted the men back; she became the target

of a rumor that she had entered the men’s house. Although the men,

individually, were reluctant to carry out the threat of gang rape, they

persuaded one another that the act was necessary and carried it out.

8. Lave and Wenger (1991) argue that social position specifies knowledge in

what they call communities of practice. Knowledge differs for the differ-

ent positions of such communities and must, in a sense, be reconstructed

when one moves from one position to another. For instance, knowledge

of an academic topic must be reconfigured when one moves from student

to teacher, because the social claims that one makes in the expression of

knowledge cannot be extricated from its “content” to create any invariant

form of “meaning.”

9. Knowledge display is not the only skill with signing import that is learned

in exclusive activities. Brenneis (1990) makes the point that emotional

experiences are also collectively developed in certain activities. Those

who are barred from these activities are unlikely to develop the emotional

experiences to the same degree of facility as those who fully participate. If

expressing a certain emotion competently is treated as a claim to a certain

positional identity, then one is unlikely to be able to claim that identity if

one has been barred from the formative activity.

10. The situation is more complex and fluid than we have indicated. The
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relationship between index and position is to some extent a transitive

one. Signs and people “rub off” on one another. The sign mediates who

the person is, and the person mediates the meaning of the sign. In U.S.

high schools, for example, clothing styles worn by popular people attain

the aura of the popular people.

11. One benefit of analyzing conversations according to the social actions of

positioning that are taking place is the illumination of the social scientist’s

own conversations with people in her study. Our interviews with Karla,

Della, and the other women were subject to the same processes we de-

scribe here. Thus, in Karla’s case, the interview situation was such that an

image of her was produced, a representation of a woman who was active

in structuring her romantic relationships. See Crapanzano (1980), who

describes a common process in which the persona collaboratively pro-

duced in interaction is attributed to the other as essential characteristics.

12. While it is more convenient at this point to pose these arguments in

relation to individuals, it is perhaps even more significant that counterpo-

sitionings are also produced collectively. Willis (1981), in his ethnogra-

phy of working-class boys in an English school in the 1970s, describes the

cultural practices they produced, practices that created subject positions

different from those offered them by the discourses of the school. In

Chapter 12 we look at this process in relation to the women’s groups of

Naudada who produced songs for an annual women’s festival.

13. That is, if we ignore the way Vygotskian ideas have been appropriated

into educational work in the United States. As van der Veer and Valsiner

(1994: 6) put it, “in the educational applications of Vygotsky, a very

curious oversight can be observed—the role of the ‘social other’ (teacher,

more capable peer, parent, etc.) is presented as always helpful, concerned

about the future advancement of the child, etc. The (very real) possibility

that under some circumstances educational interference . . . might be pur-

posefully harmful, promote ignorance and be potentially detrimental in

other ways, is not considered.”

14. See Lederman’s account of women in Mendi, highland Papua New

Guinea, who explain by rote why they fail to attend public meetings:

“That’s men’s business,” “I had garden work to do” (1984: 100). Even

women who were active leaders of public opinion—one, in particular,

who stayed near her husband in public discussions and told him what to

say—seemed to have little reaction to being disqualified, because of gen-

der, from taking the floor themselves.

15. In William Faulkner’s Absalom Absalom! Thomas Sutpen spends a lifetime

reacting to a scene that objectified how others saw him. As an adolescent

Sutpen travels with his family from his native western Virginia to resettle
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in the eastern area of the state. Though he feels superior to the black

slaves who work the plantations of the region, he finds out—in a scene

that epitomizes for him the relations of power defining (and confining)

his place in the Antebellum South—that he, a poor white, is not regarded

as very different from them. He goes to the “big house” of the plantation

for which his father works, to deliver a message to the owner. The black

butler who responds to his knock denies the positional claim he has

innocently made by going to the front door and sends him, in a conde-

scending manner, to the back. From this revelatory experience, a moment

of recognition like Kondo’s glimpse in the butcher’s case, Sutpen deter-

mines a lifelong course of action that he follows with singleness of pur-

pose (to tragedy).

16. This mutually constitutive relationship between the semiotic mediator

and the target of the mediation can also be more complex. Kulick (1993)

describes a highland Papuan man who used a genre usually associated

with women to mediate, in fact to accentuate, an understanding of his

message.

17. In effect, this statement repeats in more personal terms Bakhtin’s point

about the social valuation of language-images, “voices,” and other media

of figuration (see Chapter 8). It is not simply that people’s activity is

motivated and shaped by the social valuation of the forms of its expres-

sion. It is equally that the real activity of people changes the forms’ valu-

ation. There is no abstract process of reproduction, like a psychologized

notion of “generalizability,” which removes the form from its social con-

text of use. There are only real iterations in specific instances.

7. The Sexual Auction Block

1. In this chapter first-person pronouns refer to Holland and her associates.

2. Here we focus on discourses of romance. Other gendering discourses are

those of parenting, reproductive medicine, and any culturally constructed

world in which gendered types have taken-for-granted interrelations and

greater or lesser value.

3. Many of the tellers had a vivid, seemingly emblematic, memory of at least

one such experience, a memory still evocative of mixed and unresolved

feelings—anger, embarrassment, guilt, and helplessness. Their stories,

like those of the women in the study, were “readings” of incidents accord-

ing to the figured world of romance and attractiveness. More recent ones

often refer to the incidents as possible cases of sexual harassment.

4. Although the main portion of our studies focused on women, our studies

of gendered marked terms included men (Holland and Skinner 1987).
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5. By taken-for-granted scenario we mean the situation that constituted the

standard of meaning. Participants to a discussion assumed that particular

cases fit the taken-for-granted case. Unless faced with explicit indication

to the contrary, students assumed that they and their compatriots would

be attracted to romantic and sexual partners who were of roughly equiva-

lent attractiveness.

6. Harré and Van Langenhove (1991) point out that subject positions in

discourses are generally interrelated, such that the claiming of position

for oneself or another suggests a distribution of positions to all who are

party to the field of interaction.

7. The very description of the woman as “foxy,” with its overtones of ap-

proachability and sexual invitation, colluded in the double-edged con-

strual of the situation. “Plausible deniability” is built into the men’s pro-

logue, and is a presumption of their power to define the gender regime of

the situation.

8. See Holland (1988) on “essentialized” and “enacted” attractiveness. The

idea that attractiveness is “in” the person is much fostered by the indus-

tries that benefit from people’s anxiety about social worth, as figured

according to appearance.

9. As with the symbolic capital of honor among the Kabyle, attractiveness is

claimed and validated through face-to-face interaction (Bourdieu 1977a).

Its reification as “physical attribute” is a characteristic form of misrecog-

nition (méconnaissance).

10. Bourdieu contrasts the insult, in which individuals try to impose their

point of view of the divisions of the social world and their position within

it, with “official nomination.” An insult is made by an individual who

takes the risk of reciprocation. An official nomination is backed up by

force (Bourdieu 1985b).

11. Here we are dealing only with cross-gender relations. Such images

also have powerful, and somewhat independent, effects upon male-male

transactions.

12. The 90 percent figure given by the narrator is misleading when compared

to the statistics given by Pryor et al. (1993). A large group of men was

assessed by a scale designed to measure attitudes toward women and

likelihood to harass. Two subgroups, those who scored high and low on

the scale, were selected for the experiment; 90 percent of those who

scored high engaged in harassment in the experiment—not 90 percent of

the whole sample. Of those scoring low on the scale, 36 percent engaged

in harassment.

13. On the campuses we studied, other changes have occurred as well:

women’s studies programs have been instituted and expanded, and gay

rights activists have become much more visible.
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14. Alarm and retaliation over sexual harassment charges belie this point.

See Richard Bernstein’s (1994) “Guilty If Charged” in the New York Re-

view of Books. Bernstein is not reviewing a book, but rather ridiculing

sexual harassment charges and their prosecution at the University of New

Hampshire (see Chapter 13).

15. Michael Lynch (1991) makes a similar point regarding laboratories and

the spaces where science is done. Space, in the way he uses it, is not

simply a neutral place on some ideal geophysical (or even psychological)

grid. Rather space is haunted by the activities that take place in it, and

hence by the dispositions and emotional “tones” of their performers.

16. These processes of commodification are surely implicated in the degree

to which attractiveness is thought of as an essential characteristic of a

person.

8. Authoring Selves

1. The fax metaphor comes from Strauss (1992).

2. Bourdieu’s (1977a, 1990b) practice theory and a stream of the cultural-

historical school, activity theory, also reflect this conception; see Chap-

ter 3.

3. James Wertsch (1991) has employed Bakhtin’s notion of speech genres to

build a social developmental understanding of mind and consciousness.

Our accounts have a similar intent. Wertsch too wants to combine Bakh-

tin and Vygotsky in order to develop an account of human activity as

mediated by specific sociocultural “tools” and contexts. He too empha-

sizes the interconnection of social and psychological activity through the

conceptual means of dialogue, inner speech, and “voices.” Our accounts

diverge, however, at several points, as we shall see.

4. Lee and Hickman (1983) also remind us that the deictic position that is

the “I” is meaningless without a counterpart, the “you” or other.

5. Vygotsky’s ideas also have been grafted to Bakhtin’s, to expand Bakhtin’s

vision of literature and art. See, e.g., Holquist’s (1990) appropriation of

Vygotsky’s “zone of proximal development.”

6. Vygotsky’s insistence on a genetic method was motivated by his conceptu-

alization of this process of development. A simple focus on outcome was

insufficient, for outcome was likely to be a fossilization of a complex built

around a mediating device, not an essential characteristic.

7. Van der Veer and Valsiner (1994) argue that Vygotsky’s apparent disregard

for conflict and the possibility that mentors can be harmful or have nega-

tive influences on their charges is a product of the selective translation

and appropriation of his work.

8. In trying to find a microcosm within mental life on a par with Marx’s
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identification of the commodity within economic life, Vygotsky (1986)

settled upon the word. Wertsch (1985a) spells out why this choice, even

though “word” for Vygotsky also included phrases, was an unfortunate

one. Too bad Vygotsky evidently did not read the arguments of Bakhtin

and his circle that identified utterances as just such an element of analysis

(Voloshinov 1986).

9. Around these differences we also diverge from Wertsch (1991). Wertsch

addresses the variety of social languages primarily through speech genres

rather than other, traditional sociolects: dialects, registers, accents. He

details the differing ways speech genres divide the world—its objects,

relationships, and transformations—and examines how actors (children)

come to apprehend and accord these differing world views place and time

by the activity pertinent to them. His account is well tailored to his pri-

mary topic, the development of cognitive resources and skills from the

appropriation of differentiated social forms, but it neglects (relatively)

what we wish to emphasize, processes of self-identification. When speak-

ers appropriate social languages, they address themselves not just to the

object-world conceived there, nor just to the other speakers present, but

to the socially identified “voice” of the genre itself. Voice expresses a

social position, a politics by affiliation or disaffiliation that moves toward

or away from forms of agency.

10. Lee and Hickman (1983) extrapolate from Vygotsky’s insistence on the

psychological importance of language to build a Vygotskian view of the

emergence of self through the metapragmatic functions of language. De-

spite the number of, as yet unconnected, steps to be taken between their

extrapolation and Bakhtin’s conceptualization, we do not discern any in-

compatibilities.

11. In his analysis of rebellious working-class schoolboys, Willis (1981) sur-

mised that they had internalized the position of the school adults, and

thus the larger society, as an “internal interlocutor” that questioned and

criticized their behavior. Luttrell (1996) shows similar internalized dialog

for women in adult literacy classes. They had developed images of them-

selves against others in the figured worlds of school and success.

12. He also, edging close to Vygotsky’s notion of mediating devices, discusses

the potential of literature and art to model different possibilities of orches-

trations. Holquist (1990) elaborates this aspect of Bakhtin by incorporat-

ing Vygotsky’s “zone of proximal development.” Holquist applies the

ZOPED concept not to the individual, as Vygotsky tended to do in refer-

ence to schooling, but to the collective. Artists, in this vision, are able

to develop “outsideness,” to the extreme position that Bakhtin labeled

“transgredience,” and by virtue of that advantage, are able to create a

vision beyond what is currently understood. It is Bakhtin’s version of the
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avant-garde. Their visions become templates for possible futures; their art

provides texts of possibilities. We shall take up this world-forming aspect

of cultural expression in Chapters 11 and 12.

13. In Vygotsky’s account inner speech becomes differentiated from social

speech somewhere in the first decade of the lives of most of us. The

person is not simply a robot of the collective in either Vygotsky’s or

Bakhtin’s view. In the Vygotskian view even the total neophyte, the in-

fant and subsequent child, is active. Valsiner (1993) describes the cross-

generational transit of cultural forms not as a “cultural transmis-

sion,” which makes the child simply the recipient of the lifeways of the

parental generation, but rather as a bi-directional exchange, where the

child is likely to produce behavior outside the cultural repertoire of

the parent.

14. Voloshinov posits two extremes, or ideal types, of experience, which con-

form to the poles of expression (socioeconomy/organism). One, entirely

shaped by common parlance and social speech and thus perfectly “ideo-

logical,” he called “we” experiences. The second, “I” experiences, ap-

proaches the organismic, and is virtually unarticulated. “I” experiences,

because they cannot be put into words, are chaotic, unorganized.

15. Reference to this stabilized audience sets Bakhtin apart from many of the

social constructivists, such as Harré, who give no bases for people’s dura-

bility despite multiple resistance to discursive positionings.

16. Here he specifies that we are always communicating in inner speech with

an addressee—if no particular person, then “we assume as our addressee a

contemporary of our literature, our science, our moral and legal codes”

(1986: 86).

17. It can be argued, however, that Bakhtin’s notion of monological or

authoritative discourse implicitly requires a stable, even juridical or rit-

ual, audience. This assertion would be partly the converse of Bakhtin’s

argument (1981) that heteroglossia arises and ramifies through the social

division of labor.

18. Stability of social relations and material conditions is a necessary condi-

tion of the stability of the authorial stance.

19. Languages are not just verbal or scriptural. We have already discussed

other means of communicating social relations, including spatial configu-

rations, positions and decorations of the body, silence and nonsilence.

Communication via these means need not coincide with the communica-

tion that proceeds linguistically, via choice of social language and dialect.

Indeed, the force of social stratification, of social hierarchy, is often objec-

tified in the disjunction across differing media of expression. Dialogues

happen via these metacommunicative means as well, in ways that are

important to the development of identity.
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9. Mental Disorder, Identity, and Professional Discourse

1. Fieldwork for the study was done from 1986 to 1991 by a research team at

the University of North Carolina School of Medicine headed by Sue E.

Estroff. “I” in the account is Lachicotte; “we” in this section includes not

only his coauthors but also his colleagues on the research team.

2. See, e.g., Siegler and Osmond (1974) on medicalization in psychiatry;

Millon and Klerman (1986) on classification of psychopathology in the

DSM; Grob (1973, 1983, 1991) for the classic histories of American men-

tal health care; Stone (1986) on differences in European traditions; Szasz

(1961, 1970) on the antipsychiatry movement.

3. The discussion adheres more to the language of the third edition, the one

in use at the time of our study. The fourth edition, for instance, substitutes

the term mood disorders for what we call affective disorders. The fact that

psychiatry has its own manual says something about its peculiar history.

All other medical specialties use the International Classification of Dis-

eases, now in its tenth edition.

4. Two recent and excellent monographs examine the social and cultural

constructions of traumatic disorders: Hacking’s study (1995) of multiple

personality and Young’s work (1996) on post-traumatic stress disorder.

5. The nature of the personality disorders is perhaps the most debated topic

of modern American medical psychiatry. See Millon (1981, 1985, 1990)

for a comprehensive treatment. Nuckolls (1992a, 1992b) draws upon

Millon in his own work on personality disorders.

6. It is unrealistic to call this confusion a kind of error, if by that we make

the diagnosis the basic figure. The personae precede, in most cases, the

formal diagnosis. It might be more appropriately called the medicaliza-

tion of a psychological discourse. This cultural world is replete with dis-

courses related in various degrees of sub- and superordination. Though

medical psychiatry, ordained by the DSM-III and now IV, is hegemonic, it

has itself a compilation of earlier and contemporary discourses, not all of

which are well subsumed or even regulated (see Lachicotte 1992).

7. Schizoaffective disorder is a form of schizophrenia whose dominant

symptomatic expression features mood disturbances—depression or ma-

nia or both. Schizoaffective disorder, like borderline personality, is a spe-

cific kind of intermediate or liminal category of the nosology.

8. The notion of role constriction comes from Kai Erikson (1957, 1962) and

from the medical sociological tradition founded in role theory (Parsons

1951, 1972). The classic account of the social formation of “mental pa-

tients” is Goffman (1961). Labeling theory (Scheff 1966) was another

limited but influential view of the social foundations of mental disorder;

for criticism of it see Townsend (1976); Gove (1970, 1980).
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9. For generalization of Selye’s work see, e.g., Coelho, Hamburg, and Adams

(1974); Monat and Lazarus (1977). According to Marsh (1992) this gen-

eralization entailed changing Selye’s pathogenic model of stress to a trans-

actional model. The latter describes the interrelations of organism and

environment dynamically, so that the stress present in the local ecosystem

is a function less of the nature of the components (such as a pathogen)

than of their interactions. It is analogous to the change from pathogenic

to ecoimmunological theories of disease. Hatfield (1987) calls this basic

perspective a stress-diathesis model.

10. Cain (1995) studied patients undergoing treatment in mental health fa-

cilities in Costa Rica, where neither psychiatry nor alternative treatments

(such as Neurotics Anonymous) have established authority to the same

extent as in the United States. The persons she followed tacked back and

forth, sometimes chaotically, among the explanations of these various

“schools.”

11. Compare Habermas’s examinations (1975, 1984, 1987) of the general

forms of communicative practice in relation to authoritative, often state-

sponsored, discourses. Our view owes a more obvious debt to Bourdieu.

10. Authoring Oneself as a Woman in Nepal

1. Much of the material reported here comes from Skinner’s fieldwork in

Naudada in 1985–86. We also include some information from joint re-

search by Skinner and Holland in 1986, 1990, and 1991.

2. We prefer to use the more specific “Brahmanical” instead of “Hindu” to

refer to ideologies and practices promoted by Vedic literature and by most

Bahun (that is, Brahman) priests. For aspects of the Brahmanical model

for women’s lives see Bennett (1976, 1983); Caplan (1985); Das (1979);

Skinner (1989, 1990); Stone (1978).

3. The people of Naudada divided themselves into several jat (caste/ethnic

groups): Bahun and Chetri, considered the two highest or “big” (thulo)

castes and together constituting a slight majority of the population; Ne-

war and Magar, ethnic groups in the middle of the caste hierarchy; and the

lower or “small” caste (sano jat) groups, including Damai, Sunar, Kami,

and Sarki. Only a minority of the members of the lower-caste groups

seemed to support themselves primarily by the crafts and services con-

ventionally associated with them (Kami, blacksmithing; Sunar,

goldsmithing; Sarki, leatherworking; Damai, tailoring and music). None-

theless, most families, especially among the Damai, still supplied the

traditional services to particular Bahun or Chetri families in return for a

portion of the upper-caste families’ harvests.

4. We are not the first to notice seemingly inconsistent stances in what
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people say and do; see Strauss (1990). Our interpretations are compatible

with Strauss’s position, but we add a temporal dimension by always con-

sidering people’s acts and self-understandings within the context of heu-

ristic development. For a psychoanalytic perspective see Ewing (1990)

and Obeyesekere (1981).

5. The possibility that somewhere there exist the encompassing resources

and consistently effective social work required to produce a single, tran-

scendent self seems very small. As described in Chapter 4, the personal

story of Alcoholics Anonymous posits a self for alcoholics that crosses

many situations and contexts. Yet, as Hank says about his own story,

“there was a life, too.”

6. One important exception to the pattern of not talking much about rituals

concerned Tij, which we discuss later in this chapter and in Chapter 12.

7. Two people from other areas of Nepal were appalled when they heard

of this scolding, saying they had never been scolded in such a way when

they were children and had never even heard it in their villages. They as-

sociated such scolding with poorer and lower-caste and lower-class fami-

lies. In Naudada not all parents scolded their children this way, but par-

ents from all castes did so. Some parents said they did not know how to

scold, distinguishing themselves from those who did such things, but

even they could be heard scolding their children in such a way when they

were angry.

8. Holland (1988) describes these sorts of representations for oneself as

“epitomized scenes.” Willis (1981) writes of an “internal interlocutor.”

For other references on the dialogic self see Abu-Lughod (1990).

9. This notion of “sense” is, in Vygotsky’s conception, the currency of “inner

speaking.” When extended to the embodiment of all means of expression

(as “inner activity”), it becomes like Bourdieu’s understanding of practical

sense, sens pratique (see Chapter 8).

10. We have done extensive research on Tij songs as a form of women’s

critical commentary: see Holland and Skinner (1995a, 1995b, 1996);

Skinner (1990); Skinner et al. (1994). For other accounts see Enslin

(1992, 1998); Raheja and Gold (1994).

11. Thakali is an ethnic group whose members run tea shops and hotels

where various kinds of liquor are available.

12. See Egnor (1986) and Raheja and Gold (1994) for other accounts of

South Asian women’s songs as expressions of alternative visions of femi-

ninity and as vehicles for the production of both selves and cultural

meanings.

13. Sites and activities other than Tij, such as schools, literacy classes, the

activities of political workers, and women’s organizations, are also impor-
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tant in this regard (see Enslin 1990, 1998; Skinner and Holland 1996;

Skinner et al. 1998), but the development of this critical commentary in

Tij antedates by far its development in these other sites (Skinner et al.

1994).

11. Play Worlds, Liberatory Worlds, and Fantasy Resources

1. In a way more convenient to the human sciences of today than the

Hegelian dialectic of self-consciousness, Vygotsky and Bakhtin socialize

the person and impersonate sociality. They have made “being thought

through”—differentiating the “individuum” of inner speech in order to

return to association more fully “held”—the way of being human. Those

who fail to attend to this achievement may be lost in postmodernity.

2. Because he insisted on the original interpersonal, interactive context of all

cultural forms that become intrapersonally significant, Vygotsky by no

means closed off attention to social dynamics and structures. But, at least

as his ideas have been transported to English-speaking academics (van der

Veer and Valsiner 1994), he did not develop these aspects as did Bakhtin.

3. Perhaps it would be more accurate to say that such theorists combine

habit and Wert-rationalität.

4. The play of carnival may at first appear chaotic—as if social order had

been uprooted and dispelled. But as one continues to observe carnival, it

becomes clear that its activity is more a counter- than an antigenre (see

Lancaster 1996 for another view).

5. The term amour courtois was first used by Paris (1883). In this section

we rely heavily on secondary sources, esp. Boase (1977) and Paterson

(1993).

6. Our account follows Andreas Capellanus (1941), a late twelfth (or early

thirteenth) century codification of the genre. The Occitanian poems in-

cluded this kind of programmatic lover’s world but also exhibited more

varied and mundane romantic landscapes. Although virtually all lovers

are depicted as male, there are a few exceptions. These may occur in

poems composed by female troubadours, or male poets may have created

female personae from which to speak. See Paden (1989); Kay (1990);

Paterson (1993).

7. Courtly love was ordinarily adulterous love, the love of an already mar-

ried woman. Hence the vulnerability of lovers to false, and sometimes

true, witness (Lewis 1936; Boase 1977).

8. These were mock trials (of dubious authenticity) at which cases concern-

ing breaches of the proper conduct of love were adjudicated (Neilson

1967). Eleanor’s daughter Marie was said to sponsor such amusements
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(Wilcox 1930; Lewis 1936; Kelly 1952). One of the more popular forms

of the trobar, the tenso, did take the form of a debate over questions of love

(or other topics).

9. Various literary and intellectual sources have been named as origins of

courtly love. The “Hispano-arabic thesis” (Dawson 1935; Denomy 1947;

Daniel 1975; see Boase 1977) is perhaps the best supported. Lewis (1936)

championed Ovid; Denomy (1947), neoplatonism; Rougemont (1956),

Catharist doctrine; and Briffault (1965), Marianism and older fertility

cults.

10. In this treatise Capellanus goes so far as to discuss the love of nuns, which

was to his mind the most chaste and unattainable of all such loves—

though it was often not held in such high regard by popular reputation.

11. The cult of Mary, Mariolatry, may have benefited from this development,

for, some have argued, the devices that live on in ecstatic religious poetry

resemble the praise of the troubadours for their beloved.

12. Such figured worlds and their associated imagined communities are ob-

jects of controversy. The figured world of race relations is another ex-

tremely contested social venue in contemporary America. It has heroes

and villains—Martin Luther King Jr. and Orville Faubus, Malcolm X and

Lyndon Johnson, Stokely Carmichael and “Bull” Connor—and events

evoked by the names of towns and cities—Little Rock, Montgomery,

Selma, and so on. But who is villain and who is hero? What is the sig-

nificance of these events? The accent, tone, and value of figure and scene

vary according to the positions of the persons one asks.

13. In the cultural studies literature their propagations have been called “pan-

ics” (Hall et al. 1978).

12. Making Alternative Worlds in Nepal

1. Tij means “third day.” The festival occurs on the third day of the bright

fortnight of the Nepali month of Bhadra.

2. We collected verses from and/or information about roughly 1,000 songs.

For 26 songs, in both English and Nepali, see Skinner, Holland, and

Adhikari (1994). For more detailed analyses see that article and Holland

and Skinner (1995a).

3. For more on the complexities of the Tij festival and its relationship to

the larger social and political context see Holland and Skinner (1995a,

1995b); Skinner et al. (1994).

4. Women sometimes called upon priests to guide the puja that is part of the

Tij–Rishi Pancami complex, but not to explain the meaning of the fasting

and the ritual bathing as interpreted through the textual accounts of the
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Hindu gods, goddesses, and holy men. The most learned priest said no

one consulted him; they lacked interest.

5. Although men were invited to participate in mela (work parties), they

were not usually permanent members of a parma group.

6. In spite of the religious themes of the ritual complex and its dedication to

husbands’ well-being, the overwhelming majority of Tij songs were nei-

ther about gods and goddesses (deuta songs) nor about devotion to hus-

bands. Only a very small proportion of the songs we collected from older

women and of those in two other collections of Tij songs that we saw were

deuta songs (see Skinner et al. 1994). We heard no deuta songs on Tij Day.

7. Women with several children were less likely to return to their natal

home for Tij. Those whose parents had died were especially unlikely to

return.

8. Married women were also allowed to travel home during Tihar, for a

ceremony in which the sister carries out rites that protect the brother

from death in the coming year. When a sister was still residing in the natal

home, however, the married sister was not always invited. There was not

the same anticipation that all the younger married daughters would re-

turn home, nor was there license for women to gather together for singing

and dancing. Unlike Tij, Tihar was a family affair, confined to each house-

hold, and not a matter of the didi/bahini of the gaon.

9. In the Tamang women’s life narratives described by March (1988),

women emphasized the right to speak in their natal family’s home and the

injunction to silence in their husband’s family’s home.

10. Tragic events that happened in the ten gaons nearest the tati (public

space) where the Tij groups performed were not sung about on Tij Day.

No group prepared a ghatana song, for example, about the deaths of

Naudadans run over by a truck a few weeks before the 1991 festival. We

were told that such songs would cause the relatives too much pain.

11. Holland and Skinner (1995a) detail how this shift from local, familial

relations to the world of antigovernment activity and party politics was

able to occur so rapidly.

12. Hybrid forms, as thoroughly dialogized speech, refract the voices that are

juxtaposed. They not only create a novel social standpoint—here a dis-

tinctly “feminine” (perhaps even a feminist) political agent—but also

change the social positions of the element voices. The articulation and

reproduction of the hybrid refigures the space of authorship, multiplying

the possible ways of identifying activity. The Tij songbooks that have

proliferated in Nepal since 1990 recognize the changed shape of both

women’s authority and political opportunity.

13. The song pivot also exists in women’s intimate activity: Skinner’s inform-
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ants not only sang to themselves, they even sang some of their answers to

her questions in the words of Tij songs. The world of Tij has long tran-

scended the temporal and spatial bounds of the festival.

13. Identity in Practice

1. Holland and Lave (forthcoming) collect a number of recent studies that

explore local contestations as they relate both to long-term, historical

struggles (as in Northern Ireland) and to the production of subjectivities

in these histories of intense struggle.

2. Silva was interviewed in the fall of 1994 by Christopher Lydon, host of

“The Connection,” a show aired by WBUR, one of Boston’s public radio

affiliates. On Silva see Bernstein (1994). 

3. One can assimilate this point, we suppose, to the fact of “intertextuality”

among discourses. But, should we move to Bakhtin’s language, and call it

“multivocality” under the condition of “heteroglossia,” we come closer to

our point. Utterance and human expression are fully materialized, social

actions, works whose shaping is open to the complex of political-eco-

nomic, social, cultural, and psychological productions of any activity.

4. Of course these games are socially constrained. But cultural figurings

need not form a transcendent logic that produces by its reductions only

one figured world.
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