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Ql(e)
Culture and embodiment.

UPSC Civil Services Mains 2025 - Anthropology GS 1 - 10 marks - The Nature of Culture

2.1 The Nature of Culture: The concept and Characteristics of culture and civilization; Ethnocentrism vis-a-vis
cultural Relativism.
Core demand of the question

e Define embodiment as an anthropological idea

e Show how culture is lived in the body, not only as symbols in the head

e Name the main theoretical anchors

* Give ethnographic or medical-anthropological examples

Revision summary

Embodiment means culture is lived as a body, not only as symbols in the head.
Csordas, following Merleau-Ponty, treated the body as the ground of culture.
Bourdieu's habitus is class and gender as posture, taste and practical sense.

Mauss described techniques of the body such as walking, swimming and childbirth.
Medical anthropology uses the mindful body and structural violence made flesh.

The body is cultural practice, not a costume.

Introduction

Embodiment means that culture is not only a set of ideas people carry in their heads. It is a
way of being a body in the world. The body is not a biological object with culture painted on
top. Habit, gender, illness, ritual and inequality become flesh.

Body

From body as object to body as subject

Older physical anthropology measured the body. Older cultural anthropology often treated it
as a vehicle for kinship and belief. Thomas Csordas, drawing on Maurice Merleau-Ponty,
made the body the ground of culture. We do not first have a body and then learn culture. We
are a skilled, oriented body.

¢ Pierre Bourdieu's habitus: How one sits, eats, labours and feels shame becomes class and
gender. A child who is taught to eat last, to occupy less space, or to carry head-loads, learns
culture as posture and taste, not only as a rule-book.

e Marcel Mauss: "Techniques of the body" showed that swimming, marching, sitting and
childbirth positions are culturally transmitted. They are as social as a kinship term.

* Against mind-body dualism: If culture is only a text to be read, we never return to gait,
breath, scar and skill.

wrapexams.com - ask@wrapexams.com Page 1



mailto:ask@wrapexams.com
tel:+918595184903
https://wrapexams.com

WRAP Exams Write. Read. Analyse. Practice.

Where it shows up

¢ Ritual: Victor Turner treated the ritual body as a site of transformation. Csordas's work on
charismatic healing treated cure as a bodily event, not only a change of doctrine. A possession
séance or a pilgrimage on foot is embodiment, not a pamphlet.

* Caste, gender and work: Who may enter a kitchen, whose spine is marked by load-carrying,
and whose hunger is served last are political anatomy. Nancy Scheper-Hughes and Margaret
Lock called this the "mindful body": individual body, social body and body politic.

* Medical anthropology: Stunting, stigma of leprosy or disability, and Paul Farmer's
structural violence are embodiment in a health register. Inequality is not only a metaphor when
it is short stature and repeated infection.

* A contemporary example: Masking, distancing and "essential worker" bodies during
COVID-19 showed how a public health rule becomes a trained bodily practice, and how some
bodies were more exposed than others.

Why it matters

The idea sits between socio-cultural theory and biological anthropology. It refuses two

reductions: culture as disembodied meaning, and the body as a culture-free organism.

Flow diagram

Culture -> Embodiment
Embodiment -> Habitus
Embodiment -> Perception and skill

Embodiment -> Illness, gender, ritual

Conclusion

* Embodiment means culture is practised as a body: trained, gendered, sick and skilled.
Csordas and Bourdieu give the vocabulary. Ethnography of ritual, labour and illness gives the
evidence. The argument is a critique of the mind-body split, not a synonym for physical
education.

Facts & figures

Thomas Csordas

He argued for embodiment as a paradigm: the body is the existential ground of culture, not a
biological object plus a cultural overlay.

Pierre Bourdieu, habitus

Lasting bodily dispositions formed by social position. Culture appears as practical sense rather
than a set of explicit rules.

Marcel Mauss

Techniques of the body: culturally transmitted ways of using the body, such as walking, swimming
and childbirth.
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Scheper-Hughes and Lock
The mindful body: individual body, social body and body politic as three lenses on embodiment and

health.
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