
chapter 1

Is There a Sixth Sense?

In the West, we often treat the domain of sensation and perception as

definitively precultural and eminently natural, one of the most basic of

the human psychobiological systems. That is the approach in fields of

neurology, biology, physiology, psychology, and even philosophy. Re-

search in these disciplines usually compares human sensory perception

to the sensory systems of other mammals or to the perceptory abilities

of reptiles and birds (e.g., Schone 1984; Baker 1981; Lowenstein 1966).1

Such research assumes that all humans possess identical sensory capa-

bilities and that any cultural differences we might find would be incon-

sequential.2 Perhaps, as a result, we have few ethnographies that docu-

ment and compare the sensory orders of different societies.3 The goal of

this ethnography is to present a society where the senses are understood

quite differently than in our own and, through this comparison, to il-

lustrate that our own approach is only a folk model. Ultimately, this

book will argue that sensing, which I will define for the moment as “bod-

ily ways of gathering information,” is profoundly involved with a soci-

ety’s epistemology, the development of its cultural identity, and its forms

of being-in-the-world.4

In elementary schools in what we might call mainstream America, stu-

dents learn (at the beginning of the twenty-first century) that hearing,

touch, taste, smell, and sight are senses, but they do not learn to cate-

gorize balance as a sensation or a sense. Yet balance is clearly treated as

a sense in contemporary textbooks from such disciplines as biology, psy-
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chology, and medicine (e.g., Lowenstein 1966; Aronoff et al. 1970; Bar-

low and Mollon 1982). A sense of balance even has a corresponding

“organ”—the vestibular organ, or the labyrinth of the inner ear—as the

other five senses (seeing, hearing, touching, tasting, smelling) have theirs.

By the time American students are in college, knowledge of the senses

has not expanded much beyond what they learned in grade school. For

a number of years prior to writing this book, I conducted exercises with

my undergraduate classes, having them first name and describe the var-

ious human senses or sensory systems. Typically each group rattled off

the classic five, and then someone inevitably raised the prospect of there

being a sixth sense. By “sixth sense” did they mean balance? In my mind

that would be one possible and somewhat logical extension of our basic

taxonomy of five since we could point to the eye, ear, nose, tongue, skin,

and then the cochlea or the macula (in the inner ear) as the physical or-

gans that form the basis of our classificatory system. However, by “sixth

sense” my students never meant balance. They almost always were re-

ferring to something called ESP (extrasensory perception)—some kind

of extrasensory ability that subsequent discussion usually condensed or

transformed into the term intuition, once again removing it from our

popular taxonomy of sensations.

By contrast, when I went to Anlo-land in West Africa, the home of

Anlo-Ewe-speaking people (pronounced AHNG-low EH-vay), several

individuals emphatically conveyed that—within their own cultural tra-

ditions—they were not aware of any clearly delineated taxonomy or sys-

tem for the senses. Still, I consistently observed practices that signified

cultural valuation of certain subjective and bodily modes. For instance,

I often heard caregivers expressing to infants, “Do agba! Do agba!”
which was an imperative statement encouraging the babies to “Balance!

Balance!” They did this when infants were just beginning to hold up their

heads and sit up without support, but the attention to balance contin-

ued with toddlers and beyond. “Head-loading” (walking with items bal-

anced on top of one’s head) was a common practice among people of all

ages, especially women. Anlo-Ewe people considered balancing (in a

physical and psychological sense, as well as in literal and in metaphori-

cal ways) to be an essential component of what it meant to be human.5

Anthropologist Thomas Csordas has suggested that “the answer to the

question of ‘what it means to be human’ is the same as the answer to the

question of ‘how we make ourselves human’” (1994c:vii). How does bal-

ance figure into the ways in which we Euro-Americans make ourselves

human? What cultural value do we place on balance, and why does it not
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quickly emerge in our ruminations about a possible sixth sense? Balance

is clearly important to many Euro-Americans (being upright and balanced

is preferable to being off balance and unable to stand [cf. Lakoff and

Johnson 1999:291]), and balance undoubtedly forms the basis of moral

metaphors that are widespread throughout the world since it is rooted in

what is probably a basic human experience of well-being (Lakoff and

Johnson 1999:311). But relatively speaking, Anlo-Ewe people seem to

give it a discursive and practical priority that Euro-Americans do not.

Most Anlo-Ewe people grow up being encouraged to actively balance;

they learn to balance their own bodies as infants, they balance small bowls

and pans on their heads as toddlers, they carry books and desks on their

heads when walking to and from school, and they grow into an adult ori-

entation in which balance is considered a defining characteristic of ma-

ture persons and the human species in general (hence an important di-

mension of their ethos). Balance is “performatively elaborated” (Csordas

1993:146) in many Anlo-Ewe contexts in ways we do not see in either

Euro-American discourse or practices.6

Why should this matter? I argue that a culture’s sensory order is one

of the first and most basic elements of making ourselves human. I define

sensory order (or sensorium) as a pattern of relative importance and dif-

ferential elaboration of the various senses, through which children learn

to perceive and to experience the world and in which pattern they de-

velop their abilities.7 I argue that the sensory order—or multiple, some-

times competing sensory orders—of a cultural group forms the basis of

the sensibilities that are exhibited by people who have grown up within

that tradition. Such sensibilities have been described by anthropologist

Robert Desjarlais as “a lasting mood or disposition patterned within the

workings of a body” (1992:150). Those moods and dispositions in turn

become fundamental to an expectation of what it is to be a person in a

given time and place.

If Anlo-Ewe-speaking people think about perception differently than

we do and include balance in their sensorium (as well as other so-called

interoceptors, or internal senses), this should influence the ways in which

their bodies hold and manifest a historical residue of personal and cultural

habits (cf. Connerton 1989) and the ways they represent (in language and

folkloric motifs) everyday experiences; the sensorial experiences should be

encoded and performatively elaborated in their rituals and cultural tradi-

tions. If we conceive embodiment as a process whereby history is turned

into nature (Bourdieu 1977, 1984), their notion of the nature of the per-

son and the nature of health should differ because of their unique reper-
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toire and configuration of senses. In turn, larger abstract cultural ideas can

affect the structure of the sensorium. These are some of the issues taken

up in this book. My ultimate aim is to fill in the gap between cognitive

models of perception and the phenomenal level of sensation, experience,

and bodily existence by first examining how culture affects the very basic,

fundamental stages of this whole process and by then using the analytic

categories of practice, embodiment, sensibility, and identity to trace how

these fundamentals affect more abstract processes.

I would like to begin, however, with a brief look at the culturally

specific construction of our own sensorium. Why is the most common,

popular candidate for a sixth sense something like ESP, or intuition,

rather than balance? Americans seem to love the idea of an additional

psychic sense. Hollywood’s The Sixth Sense grossed $70 million within

ten days of its release in August of 1999. With a plot revolving around

an eight-year-old child who is visited by dead people with unresolved

problems (he possesses a supernatural ability to interact with ghosts),

the movie’s popularity suggests a fascination not only with the paranor-

mal and parapsychology but also with the notion that things can be

known via channels other than the classic five senses.

Of course, by “sixth sense” not everyone means the ability to receive

messages from the dead. A quick search on the Internet generated about

six hundred thousand matches for “sixth sense.” Most references seemed

to have something to do with psychic or occult power. They included the

following: a third eye, a gut instinct, intuition, déjà vu, moments of just

knowing something that defies logic and reason, a religious sense (open-

ness or sensitivity to God), the act of skateboarding, a sense of humor,

a classic elegant style of dress that some women possess, an electro-

magnetic sense (located in the bones and able to detect electrical fields,

so that the phrase “I feel it in my bones” is not nonsensical), a voice or

The Afflatus, an advertisement for a book entitled Witchcraft: The Sixth
Sense, an organization called the Sixth Sense Campaign holding the goal

of “elevating balance in the public view to the dignity of a sense,” and

the abilities of remote viewing from a physical distance, predicting the

future, and reading thoughts as skills that can be acquired by ordering

an audiotape called Using Your Sixth Sense.
Another candidate for the sixth sense might be metaphor. Two emi-

nent scholars—linguist George Lakoff and philosopher Mark Johnson—

lobby for metaphor as an aspect of our functioning that should be re-

garded as a kind of sense. In Metaphors We Live By, they conclude with

this reflection:
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We still react with awe when we notice ourselves and those around us liv-

ing by metaphors like time is money, love is a journey, and problems
are puzzles. We continually find it important to realize that the way we

have been brought up to perceive our world is not the only way and that it

is possible to see beyond the “truths” of our culture. But metaphors are not

merely things to be seen beyond. In fact, one can see beyond them only by

using other metaphors. It is as though the ability to comprehend experience

through metaphor were a sense, like seeing or touching or hearing, with

metaphors providing the only ways to perceive and experience much of the

world. Metaphor is as much a part of our functioning as our sense of

touch, and as precious. (Lakoff and Johnson 1980:239)

It is clear that Lakoff and Johnson think metaphor functions in such a

way that it could be included in a class of human experiences that we

usually restrict to the five fields of hearing, touch, taste, smell, and sight.

Why do many Euro-Americans entertain ideas about everything from

witchcraft, remote viewing, and metaphor to electromagnetic sensitivity

as phenomena that could be classified along with our more mundane

abilities to see, hear, touch, taste, and smell? I would suggest that it has

to do with the specific kind of mind-body dichotomy that pervades West-

ern European/Anglo-American philosophy, cultural traditions, and ways

of being-in-the-world. Almost everyone has had some kind of odd, un-

canny, intuitive experience that they believe provided them with infor-

mation outside of the bounds of the kind of “knowing” they have by

virtue of their five senses. All people orient their body with kinesthesia,

but because kinesthetic knowledge tends not to be conscious, it is the

much more conscious psychic phenomenon, or even literary phenome-

non, that is identified as a sense—even though the objective grounds for

psychic awareness are not firm. But it seems that many Euro-Americans

opt for something mental rather than somatic when contemplating a

sixth sense.

Despite the belief of many Euro-Americans, the five-senses model is

not a scientific fact, and the enumeration of the senses has been a sub-

ject of debate among scholars and philosophers for many centuries (cf.

Classen 1993b; Howes 1991). “The reduction of the sensorium into five

senses was first determined by Aristotle, perhaps for neat numerological

reasons rather than physiological ones; but Galen said there were six,

Erasmus Darwin thought there were 12, and Von Frey reduced them

down to eight” (Synnott 1993:155). From Aristotle to Aquinas and

Descartes, however, cultural traditions have sustained a five-senses model

that privileges mental representations and external modes of knowing.

This construct, I argue, is essentially a folk ideology.
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During the early and mid-nineteenth century a major shift occurred

in the Western world’s approach to the study of sensation and percep-

tion. For several centuries prior to that, the senses were dealt with largely

by the empiricist philosophers (or philosopher-psychologists) such as

Hobbes, Locke, Berkeley, Hume, and Descartes. But the awakening of

science in the nineteenth century was accompanied by the development

and improvement of instruments of observation such as the microscope

and the telescope and an increase in experimental investigations. Ac-

cording to one historian of the senses, such technological innovations

led (in part) to a shift in intellectual climate so that the measurement of
sensation became “an appropriate and reasonable undertaking” (Boring

1970[1942]:34). To put it simplistically, the study of sensation and per-

ception moved at that point from being not only a philosophical inves-

tigation of relations between the external world and the mind but re-

search on the body’s role as well—by physiologists, by sensationistic

psychologists, and by researchers in a new discipline labeled “psy-

chophysics.”

In 1860 Gustav Theodor Fechner (a German physicist and philoso-

pher) established the then new field of psychophysics and wrote that he

envisioned it as “an exact theory of the . . . relations of body and soul or,

more generally, of the material and the mental, of the physical and the

psychological worlds” (from his book Elements of Psychophysics,
quoted in Sekuler and Blake 1994:489). He set out to formalize the meth-

ods that others had developed to study perception, and he aspired to

measure the sensations that physical stimuli evoke in human beings. Such

measurement had the potential to demonstrate, it was believed, the pre-

cise ways in which the mind, body, and world interrelate. Eventually psy-

chophysics was abandoned and specific disciplines emerged so that

physics became distinct from sensory psychology (which focuses on the

response of the human subject to events described in physics) and from

sensory physiology (which focuses on how the sensory equipment of the

human subject transforms physical energy into forms that are useful to

our survival) (see Tibbetts 1969:14–16).

Sensory scientists at the end of the twentieth century would probably

agree on a taxonomy of approximately nine sensory systems: (1) visual

apparatus, responding to luminous and chromatic impressions; (2) au-

ditory apparatus, responding to tonal impressions; (3) olfactory appa-

ratus; (4) gustatory apparatus; (5) tactile apparatus, responding to me-

chanical impressions; (6) tactile apparatus, responding to thermal

impressions; (7) tactile apparatus, responding to kinesthetic impressions;
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(8) labyrinthine apparatus, governing balance; and (9) affective appara-

tus (pleasant and painful), responding to impressions of tickling, itch-

ing, voluptuousness, desiccation, burning, distention, pinching, pressure,

and so forth (displayed graphically in Pieron 1952:32–33, but compare

with Lowenstein 1966:188–197 and with Barlow and Mollon 1982). A

second (and complementary) taxonomic scheme divides the sensations

into three subcategories: extero-receptors, intero-receptors, and proprio-

receptors. The exteroceptive sensations include the classic five, which

provide a person with information about external objects. The intero-

ceptive sensations exert action on internal surfaces: esophagus, stomach,

and the intestines. Finally, proprioceptive sensations provide a person

with information about three conditions: the state of her deep tissue, her

own movements and activity, and the effects of her own displacement in

space (Pieron 1952:28). Neither the ninefold nor the threefold taxon-

omy is accepted by all (see Pieron 1952:28–29 for limitations and con-

tradictions, and see Boring 1970[1942]:523–564 on historical develop-

ments in acceptance or rejection of various sensory fields), but these two

schemes provide a general impression of where conventional science cur-

rently stands. One only need look through contemporary textbooks on

sensory psychology, perception, and physiology to note that while vision

usually receives the greatest amount of space (e.g., Sekuler and Blake

[1994] provide seven chapters on vision, two on the auditory system,

one on touch, and one that combines the chemical senses of taste and

smell), there is almost always information pertaining to proprioception,

kinesthesis, and vertigo or a vestibular sense (e.g., Aronoff et al.

1970:287–290; Alpern, Lawrence, and Wolsk 1967; Barlow and Mol-

lon 1982). The point is that while the taxonomies constructed by scien-

tists (nine sensory systems, or perhaps three) differ from the model of

sensing accepted by most Euro-Americans (five senses, or possibly six),

all of these schemes are culturally embedded. Even within the West, dif-

ferent cultural traditions have treated the senses in varied ways, so that

a French scientist named Claude Bernard spent his lifetime going against

the grain and trying to understand what he termed the milieu intérieur.
In 1859 he explained, “The external phenomena which we perceive in

the living being are fundamentally very complex; they are the resultant

of a host of intimate properties of organic units whose manifestations

are linked together with the physiochemical conditions of the internal

environment in which they are immersed. In our explanations we sup-
press this inner environment and see only the outer environment before
our eyes” (quoted in Alpern, Lawrence, and Wolsk 1967:140, emphasis
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added). I have invoked these reflections of Bernard here because he rep-

resents a minority voice in the West but articulates what I believe many

Anlo-Ewe people would consider eminently reasonable: a concern with

the milieu intérieur—the internal environment, or what Anlo people refer

to as seselelame (feeling in the body, flesh, or skin).8

interpretive framework

This is a study of some of the processes by which history is turned into

nature (Bourdieu 1977:78), and I trace these processes through an ethno-

graphic examination of sensing, embodiment, and identity.9 My starting

point lies in efforts to excavate the sensory order of a cultural commu-

nity, because in the first instance I believe that sensing cannot be under-

stood or defined in any universal way, but involves cultural variation (cf.

Classen 1993b; Howes 1991; McLuhan 1962; Ong 1967, 1991; Stoller

1989b; Wober 1966).10 More important, however, to my theoretical

point of view, I believe that in a cultural community’s sensorium we find

refracted some of the values that they hold so dear that they literally

make these themes or these motifs into “body.” In other words, a cul-

tural community’s sensory order reflects aspects of the world that are so

precious to the members of that community that (although they remain

largely unconscious and habitual) they are the things that children grow-

ing up in this culture developmentally come to carry in their very bod-

ies. So the senses, I believe, are ways of embodying cultural categories,

or making into body certain cultural values or aspects of being that the

particular cultural community has historically deemed precious and dear.

In Anlo-Ewe-speaking contexts, in fact, the notion of se or sese (which

will receive a great deal of focus and elaboration throughout the book)

not only is the closest idea we have to the English term for sensing but

also refers in their world to the idea of obedience and adherence, which

I suggest illustrates the way in which sensing grounds a person in mate-

rial reality and forms a strong basis for the actual maintenance of san-

ity. The perceptual framing of that material reality, however, is not with-

out a cultural basis, and hence we return to the problem of how history

becomes turned into nature. These embodied forms, then, constitute vital

aspects of a people’s sense of identity, and within the notion of identity,

I believe, are subsumed their ideas and experiences of well-being and

their conceptions of the person and the self.

It is here that I feel the significance of this study can be found. We live,

these days, with an intense and profound paradox: “difference” is being
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washed away (in sociological as well as academic and scholarly venues),

yet at the same time it is the basis of everything from minor neighbor-

hood and interpersonal tension to full-fledged and full-scale genocide.

When an “Anlo person” lives in Toronto, Paris, London, Chicago, or

New York, what is it that continues to sustain a feeling, an idea, or a

sense of being Anlo? If one has lived in the West for twenty years and

spoken French or English most of one’s life, what is the basis for con-

tinuing to identify as Anlo?

I believe this quality of “being Anlo” has something to do with the

very sensory orientations one develops in the early years of life, that these

ways of sensing and ways of apprehending the material world (or ad-

hering to reality) are formed through “the symbolic mediation of expe-

rience” (Shweder et al. 1998:887) and are so deeply inscribed, so

“durably installed” (Bourdieu 1977:78), that they are unconscious, ha-

bitual, and literally “made body.” So I start by trying to understand an

Anlo epistemology of sensing—to trace an indigenous theory of sensing,

or what seems to be a portion of a more generalized theory of inner

states—because in that sensory order I think we will find some of the

basic cultural categories used by parents and caregivers in their child-

rearing strategies or in the way they shape bodily practices and psycho-

logical mentalities. This, I believe, has a great deal to do with ontology

or Anlo ways of being-in-the-world. So to understand what it means to

be Anlo, I try to trace what is carried in the body (the mind being part

of the body) all the way back to how sensory orientations have been con-

ceptualized (historically) and deposited or installed—as if by nature—

into Anlo persons.11

My study has as one of its precedents a long-standing though minor-

ity or even marginalized interest within anthropology in issues of per-

ception. These concerns date back as far as 1883, when Boas’s Baffinland

study of how Eskimos perceived the color of seawater led him to con-

clude that the eye was “not a mere physical organ but a means of per-

ception conditioned by the tradition in which its possessor has been

reared” (Ruth Benedict quoted in Stocking 1968:145). Subsequent stud-

ies have either agreed with Boas or concluded that the most salient as-

pects of human perception are precultural, and research has not ad-

vanced much beyond these two basic claims. For example, at the turn of

the century interest in optical illusions led to a series of tests by British

psychologist and ethnologist W.H.R. Rivers that led to the “carpentered-

world hypothesis” (Bock 1988:10–11). Simply put, this proposal sug-

gests that people who grow up in an environment that is highly carpen-
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tered will learn to use angles in perceiving distances whereas those who

live in round or oval houses will not develop such perceptual habits. And

while additional research has been carried out on the susceptibility to il-

lusion of differing populations (Segall, Campbell, and Herskovits 1966),

the conclusions drawn are merely that the basic process of perception is

the same for all human groups and that where differences occur it is due

to experience rather than a result of inherent “racial” or “biological”

distinctions.

Questions about the influence of language on perception were taken up

by Edward Sapir and Benjamin Lee Whorf, who concluded that the effects

were probably more on conceptual structure than at the actual level of

perception (Whorf 1956:158).12 Hallowell (1951, 1955) was concerned

with how the cultural structuring of perception influenced personality or-

ganization and the practical experience of the individual, but his ideas were

not followed up until quite recently (Csordas 1994b). Other significant

contributions to the study of culture and perception include work on prox-

emics and the ethnography of communication, which clearly demonstrated

cultural variation in attention to and use of different sense modalities (E.T.

Hall 1959, 1966). At the other end of the spectrum is ethnosemantic re-

search, which suggested that color terminology “evolves” in societies from

a simple to complex set in a fairly uniform order—implying a universal-

ity to the way human groups apprehend certain “basic” colors (Berlin and

Kay 1969). However, controversy over this and subsequent color termi-

nology research continues (see Bock 1988:173–175 and, more sig-

nificantly, Lucy 1992:177–187 for a thorough review and critique, espe-

cially in relation to the question of linguistic relativity), the details of which

are somewhat beyond the scope of this study. Two things stand out about

this small body of literature. First, most of the work—from Boas to Berlin

and Kay—focuses primarily on sight or on audiovisual perception, ne-

glecting other bodily and sensory modes such as touching, tasting, and ol-

faction (although Hall’s work is an exception). Second, while there is good

evidence that perception is culturally shaped, it is a research arena that has

been neglected by anthropology.13

Beyond issues of perception, a second precedent for my study lies in

the more general interest within anthropology in the body as an object

of study (Blacking 1977) and in the interrelatedness of body and mind

(Scheper-Hughes and Lock 1987). An early anthropological awareness

of cultural variation in “techniques of the body” (Mauss 1935), plus

studies of the links between bodily habit and character (Bateson and

Mead 1942) and an understanding of the extent to which metaphor
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stems from the “natural symbol” of the body (Douglas 1970), all

spawned an array of rich ethnographic research in the latter part of the

twentieth century. Recent studies range from a focus on the symbolic

significance of different aspects of the body (e.g., Obeyesekere 1981;

Seeger 1981) to the role of body imagery in health and healing practices

and beliefs (e.g., Kleinman 1980; Lock 1980) and even the body as a site

where political consciousness is expressed through practices and signs

(e.g., Comaroff 1985; Feldman 1991) or as a site where social contra-

dictions play themselves out (e.g., Lindenbaum 1979; Mullings 1984).

But while sensing clearly involves something bodily, anthropological

studies focusing on the body as an object have paid little explicit or sys-

tematic attention to sensory processes or to the way the senses serve as

culturally constructed orientational processes.14

Sensorial anthropology, because it is concerned with “how the pat-

terning of sense experience varies from one culture to the next in accor-

dance with the meaning and emphasis attached to each of the modali-

ties of perception” (Howes 1991:3), appears, in part, to answer this

deficiency. In fact, the senses seem to be experiencing somewhat of a ren-

aissance, with a profusion of works appearing in the past decade from

wide-ranging perspectives. Most notable are efforts to define and set an

agenda for the anthropology of the senses (Howes 1991) and various so-

ciohistorical analyses of the sensorium (Howes 1992; Classen 1992,

1993a, 1993b, 1997). In addition, sociological analyses of the body and

the senses in Western culture have served to excavate the sources of our

assumptions about sensing in general (Synnott 1993) and to demonstrate

the extensive symbolic power and significance of some of the less stud-

ied of the senses, such as smell (Classen, Howes, and Synnott 1994).

Since the early 1980s, Paul Stoller has attended to the senses in his ethno-

graphic work among the Songhay of Niger (1980, 1984a, 1984b), and

his approach ranges from epistemological challenges to the extreme vi-

sualism of the West (1989a, 1997) to sensual ethnography aimed at evok-

ing tastes, smells, sounds, and feelings from worlds that anthropologists

attempt to represent (1989b, 1995, with Olkes 1987; also see

Seremetakis [1994] for a similar approach). Furthermore, numerous re-

cent ethnographies pay close attention to the role of the senses in illness,

healing rituals, and concepts of the body (e.g., Csordas 1994b; Desjar-

lais 1992; Devisch 1993; Lock 1980; Ohnuki-Tierney 1981a; Roseman

1991), and while not all of these are situated specifically within an an-

thropology of the senses, they certainly demonstrate the symbolic

significance of culturally distinct sensory orientations.15
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The past two decades have given rise, then, to fruitful studies that ex-

plore sensory experience and symbolism, the significance of sensory

meanings in cultural descriptions and analyses, and so forth. What seems

lacking in this arena, however, is some explicit theorizing about the pre-

cise processes by which sensing contributes to cultural difference.16 So

in addition to cultural histories and political economies of sensory ex-

perience, we need a better understanding of the role played by culture in

developmental and psychological dimensions of sensory perception.17

My own study revolves around the following questions: What are the

basic bodily impressions in a given tradition that constitute something

we might gloss roughly as “sensations” or “immediate experiences”?18

How are the boundaries of the foundational category of immediate bod-

ily experience defined? What components or what experiences do mem-

bers of particular cultural groups include in this category? What mean-

ings are then associated with the different components? And what are

the particular cultural ways in which different senses are thought to

synesthetically interplay? In other words, I am interested in the basic cul-

tural meaning system that governs sensing within Anlo-Ewe traditions,

practices, and philosophical thought. I am suggesting that we cannot ad-

dress more general problems of how perception and meaning-making

take place until we grasp how a cultural group reconciles the set of senses

or immediate bodily experiences that warrant attention in the first

place.19 I believe that comparative studies of personhood, identity, and

“intentional worlds” (Shweder 1991:74) benefit from an explicit account

of sensory orders and sensory engagement. And while this book does not

claim to represent a panacea for the problems and questions that I have

raised, it is a gesture in our efforts to build an explanatory framework.

Theoretically, the present work draws on several different approaches

within psychological anthropology, most notably those referred to as cul-
tural psychology and cultural phenomenology. It is from cultural psy-

chology in particular that we can hear the strongest critique of general

psychology’s assumptions about so-called basic psychological principles

(Markus, Kitayama, and Heiman 1996). Cultural psychology refers to

the interdisciplinary study of how “cultural traditions and social prac-

tices regulate, express, and transform the human psyche, resulting less in

psychic unity for humankind than in ethnic divergences in mind, self, and

emotion” (Shweder 1991:73). It is the study of how “subject and object,

self and other, psyche and culture, person and context, figure and ground,

practitioner and practice, live together, require each other, and dynami-

cally, dialectically, and jointly make each other up” (Shweder 1991:73,
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1999:63). Within this approach, the analytic attention to the “reciproc-

ity and mutual embeddness of culture and psyche” (Shweder 1999:63)

necessitates that certain concepts or principles deemed “basic” by many

general psychologists be reexamined for the socially constructed, histor-

ically grounded, and culturally variable nature of their makeup (Markus,

Kitayama, and Heiman 1996:863–864). These so-called basics include

concepts such as “person” and “situation” and also principles and

processes such as “representation,” “persuasion,” “knowledge activa-

tion,” and “information-seeking” (Markus, Kitayama, and Heiman

1996:864), and to this list I would add sensing and perceiving. So a fun-

damental assumption in this approach is that “psychological processes

are not just ‘influenced’ but are thoroughly culturally constituted, and as

a consequence, psychological processes will vary with sociocultural con-

text” (Markus, Kitayama, and Heiman 1996:859). While not denying

that there may be certain psychic universals within the human species,

cultural psychologists argue that “psychologists may be prematurely set-

tling on one psychology, that is, on one set of assumptions about what

are the relevant or most important psychological states and processes,

and on one set of generalizations about their nature and function”

(Markus, Kitayama, and Heiman 1996:858). This book will examine

some of those sociohistorically constructed generalizations about the na-

ture and boundaries of what we refer to as “the senses,” while simulta-

neously describing another cultural way of depicting how sensation func-

tions in relation to perception, meaning-making, and identity.

Cultural phenomenology focuses on how embodied experience,

thought, feeling, and psychological orientations all interrelate. Embod-

iment and orientation are central themes within phenomenological an-

thropology (Csordas 1994c:340; Desjarlais 1992; Jackson 1996; Stoller

1989b). For now let me just indicate that largely because of its extensive

attention to processes of perception (e.g., Csordas 1990:8–12; Hallow-

ell 1951) and its recognition of the body and bodily experience as the

“orientational locus of the self” (Csordas 1994c:340; Hallowell 1955),

this approach has played a significant role in shaping my methodologi-

cal strategies and argument. For instance, the assertion that perception

begins in the body and ends in objects (rather than the other way around)

has been borrowed from Merleau-Ponty and applied to anthropological

issues so that we can address the question of cultural mediation in ap-

prehension of one’s environment and apprehension of one’s own orien-

tational states (Csordas 1990:9), or what Hallowell called (1955) the

“behavioral environment of the self.” This theoretical premise is not un-
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like cultural psychology’s notion of “intentional worlds” (Shweder

1991:73–76). Here I simply note that while other approaches within psy-

chological anthropology are occasionally brought into the discussion,

cultural phenomenology and cultural psychology serve as the greatest

influences in this exploration of the social structuring of sensory per-

ceptions and orientations.

Finally, let me say a few words about why I have written this book and

what I believe its significance is for anthropology. Identity and ethnic dif-

ferences in how identity is defined are of enduring concern within anthro-

pology. But presently it is more popular to focus on cultural and transna-

tional flows, on the blurred boundaries between (and the internal diversity

within) previously deemed homogenous “cultures” and on the pitfalls of

searching for “essences” that definitively identify (perhaps stereotype) a

specific cultural group. In fact, essentializing a cultural group is probably

the greatest faux pas one can commit in anthropology these days. While I

agree with many of the efforts to question and challenge certain assump-

tions about the uniformity of a given people or what (in the past) seemed

to produce a static and ahistorical picture of a cultural group, some aspects

of the current trend worry me. For instance, anthropology’s turn toward

greater attention to political economy, history, discourse, and power seems,

at times, to be at the expense of attention to culture. What I mean is that

it seems all too easy to deconstruct culture or point to things that we can-

not claim a group of people share exclusively or share in such a way that

they constitute a “cultural group,” a “cultural community,” or (to use

Shweder’s term [1999:64]) a “self-monitoring group.” But the challenge

remains for anthropology to spell out precisely what it is that a given set

of people share and also how this so-called cultural stuff that they share is

acquired or internalized.20 This book, while not claiming to have a defini-

tive answer to that problem, takes seriously the notion of sensibility and

the human function of perception as distinct aspects of this process that de-

serve more careful (and more deliberately theoretical) examination.21

My interest in the senses and in the notion of sensibility, then, is inex-

tricably tied to anthropological concerns about cultural difference, and I

am in agreement with both the assertion that “it continues to be mean-

ingful to talk about different ways of life” and the claim that “the idea

of culture invites us to make some kind of distinction between different

ways of life” (Shweder 1999:65). So while it may be currently unpopu-

lar to allude to notions of core and traditional culture as well as to theo-

rize about what exactly that means, it is that classic and (in my mind) un-

resolved issue in anthropology that is at the center of this inquiry.
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Throughout years of studying and contemplating the nature of cultural

difference, certain ideas and concepts continually captured my imagina-

tion: orientations, way of life, forms of being-in-the-world, practices and

mental states that reinforce each other, habitus, somatic modes of atten-

tion, things that are performatively elaborated within a cultural group,

intentional worlds, and so forth. These various terms and ideas seem strik-

ing in that each is aimed at articulating the complex interrelationships

among culture, psyche, soma, and sociality. In this same vein, I want to

propose that we think about sensibility as a term that unites individual

experience with perception, thought, cultural meaning, and social inter-

action. I am therefore suggesting that a sensibility is a field where habit-

uated bodily sensations link to individual feelings, attitudes, orientations,

and perceptions and finally to cultural themes, motifs, and ethos.

the argument

My argument begins with the claim that sensory orders vary based on
cultural tradition, and hence sensoriums may be different from one cul-
tural group to the next.22 Chapter 2 provides background on what con-

stitutes Anlo-land and on what I mean when I use the phrases “Anlo-

Ewe” and “Anlo-speaking people.” Part 1 (consisting of chapter 3)

describes the process involved in researching and documenting a sensory
order, focusing largely on the first step of understanding the local lexi-

con for the senses and then laying out some of the local Anlo categories

for sensory experiences.

My second claim is that sensoriums also encode moral values in the
process of child socialization. Such embodied forms and sensibilities are
learned (acquired, internalized, developed) at an early age through child-
socialization practices. Part 2 then focuses on embodiment and takes

the reader from the language of the senses to some initial ethnographic

explorations of the socialization of sensory orientations. Chapter 4 re-

volves around kinesthesia, or sensations related to movement, and how

this domain represents a cultural category for Anlo notions of moral

disposition and character. Chapter 5 provides select discussions of

birthing and child-raising practices and beliefs that illustrate the senso-

rial dimensions of socialization routines. This chapter is not meant to

be a comprehensive account of childbirth and child-socialization prac-

tices in Anlo-land but rather an exploration of my second proposition,

which focuses on how cultural categories and sensory orientations are

learned at an early age.
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Third, sensoriums help shape notions of identity and of the person.
That is to say, the first two stages of this process help assure that notions

of the person both differ culturally and yet appear natural. The third sec-

tion of the book focuses, therefore, on identity and takes up the onto-

logical question of what it means to be a person in particular cultural

ways and how the sensorium helps us to understand this issue. Chapter

6 explores how the identity marker Anlo (as in their name) derives from

an inward turning bodily posture (called NlO) enacted by an ancestor at

a pivotal point in their migration journey three hundred years ago. I sub-

sequently argue that the cultural memory of NlO kinesthetically and sen-

sually encodes a complex dimension of Anlo ethnic identity: NlO is the-

matized and continually rehearsed in the conditioning of sensibilities

about what it means to be a person in Anlo ways. Chapter 7 revisits the

argument about balance that I mentioned at the opening of this chapter:

that Anlo-Ewe people consider balancing (in a physical and psycholog-

ical sense, as well as in literal and in metaphorical ways) to be an essen-

tial component of what it means to be human. Several significant com-

munal rituals are described in chapter 7 and then analyzed for what they

reveal about the prominent role that balancing plays (both the practice

of balancing and the bodily experience of balancing) in Anlo-Ewe cul-

tural heritage and historical traditions.

Fourth, sensoriums also help to shape understandings and experiences
of health and illness. For instance, hearing things that those around you

do not or cannot hear or seeing things that others deem invisible or non-

existent are symptomatic of insanity and losing one’s grounding in real-

ity (or they indicate adherence to an alternate reality). Part 4 therefore

focuses on well-being and explores what I call intracultural variation in

sensory orders.23 I begin in chapter 8 by addressing cosmological theo-

ries as well as religious practices and beliefs, because it is only if we have

a grasp of this foundation that we can begin to understand Anlo episte-

mologies and modes of being-in-the-world. Anlo-Ewe traditional reli-

gion is reexamined as a system of the body or as a set of techniques for

sensory manipulation. When interpreted through the lens of an indige-

nous sensorium, vodu and other practices appear as external extensions

of the interoceptive, proprioceptive modes that are highly valued in other

domains of Anlo life. This chapter focuses, then, on how the senses are

reflected and incorporated in the cosmological realm and the relation-

ship that holds to perceptions of reality and to how people know things.

In turn, definitions and experiences of well-being, strength, and health

are inextricably tied to spiritual or religious practices and beliefs. In chap-
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ter 9 I address initial issues related to being without certain senses in

Anlo cultural contexts, such as the meaning and experience of blindness,

deafness, a loss of limb mobility and the kinesthetic sense, and so on. I

also take up the issue of how speaking is considered a sense by many

Anlo people and the ramifications of being mute, as well as how insan-

ity is defined in this context as total loss of one’s senses.

The conclusion, consisting of chapter 10, begins with a synopsis of

my argument, then moves to a conceptual discussion of the four claims

advanced in the book. This explanatory section presents my interpretive

framework in abstract (rather than ethnographic) terms so that it might

be used by students of culture working in other areas of the world. I then

conclude the final chapter with some remarks on the role of ethnogra-

phy in research on sensory orientations and on how the senses can help

us to better understand cultural difference.
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