
Editorial

Jonathan Skinner

In this second issue of the year, I am pleased to
present a group of papers focused on ‘Embodi-
ment and Teaching and Learning in Anthropol-
ogy’. Inspiration for this volume came from the
25th Anniversary Conference at St Andrews
University, Scotland, marking twenty-five years
of Social Anthropology at the university. The
event was organised by Dr Mark Harris at the
start of 2005 and was billed as ‘Ways of Know-
ing’. Versions of papers given by Greg Downey
(Notre Dame) and Cristina Grasseni (Bergamo)
are added to, first by Nigel Rapport (Concor-
dia) with Noa Vaisman (Cornell), who were in-
volved in ‘A Cornell–St Andrews Knowledge
Exchange’ as part of the activities of the Centre
for the Anthropological Study of Knowledge
and Ethics (CASKE) at St Andrews; and second,
by two articles derived from research at The
Queen’s University Belfast (Jonathan Skinner
and Kirk Simpson, and Jonathan McIntosh).
We are grateful to research and seminar partic-
ipants and informants at all of these institu-
tions for their input and comments.

The order of the articles runs from Rapport
(with Vaisman) to Skinner and Simpson, Mc-
Intosh to Grasseni and Downey. This running
order is deliberate as Rapport’s piece reflects
upon some teaching and learning themes (the
role of embodiment in teaching and learning,
teaching as the creation of an open and human-
ising space, and learning as personal transfor-
mation) which are continued in all of the subse-
quent articles. These subsequent articles present
research and teaching results from the class-
room (the teaching and learning of the anthro-

pology of dance [Skinner and Simpson] and
the teaching and learning of gamelan playing
amongst children with learning impairments
[McIntosh]), and from the field (an informal
disciplining of vision amongst dairy breeders
and their children in northern Italy [Grasseni]).
And in the final article, Downey returns this
special edition to learning and education as
transformation—physical and (neuro)physio-
logical—as he recounts how training in capoeira
movements, movements which are set to per-
cussion-based music (cf. McIntosh), result in a
habituation of the senses: the ‘deep encultura-
tion’ of the human brain, as well as the body, in
the words of Merlin Donald (2001: 212). In other
words, after Rapport, there follow four articles
examining how people learn through practice
and play—four examples of the body in dia-
logue. This teaching and learning special issue
then closes with some reviews of the ‘Ways of
Knowing’ conference written by postgraduate
participants and several book reviews.

Like V.S. Naipaul’s The Enigma of Arrival,
Rapport (with Vaisman)’s contribution reads
like a meditation: a search for the writer’s self;
an autobiographical portrait of an intellectual
landscape. In both there is an elevation of the
life of the mind. And in both there is a reflec-
tive consideration of home: for Naipaul it is
the joys of homecoming after years of wander-
ing; for Rapport, I detect, perhaps, further rest-
lessness associated with his homemaking in a
new land in which he is presently resettling.
Further to these parallels, in Naipaul’s work—
a world created by sheer will in which the immi-
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grant must invent the earth beneath their feet—
there runs a narrative criticising colonialism for
its damaging effects upon the Third Worlder, a
thesis similar to Rapport’s (1997; 2003) biogra-
phical exegeses against social-structural con-
straints upon the individual (the individual
transcends polities, histories, ethnicities…). In
these parallels, the ‘transcendental homeless-
ness’ found in the form of the novel meets the
moral imperative of homelessness as a caring
condition (cf. Said 1984). The individual is not
a mind out of body, however—extraterrestrial.
The ‘two’ work in conjunction with each other,
as Rapport found his fieldwork corpus incor-
porated into his intellectual corpus, his ‘intel-
lectual development’ related to ‘moments of
bodily being’, as he notes in his article, when
working ‘physically’ as a farm worker and as a
hospital porter. If contorting and moulding the
body shapes, affects and influences the mind,
then the role of embodiment should be treated
as a not insignificant area of concern and atten-
tion in teaching and learning, particularly in
anthropology. Learning, Body and Dialogue (or
Engagement): this triangle of themes in these
articles raises the additional question of what
the body learns when it does things together
with other bodies, as well as alone? For Rap-
port, its learning processes and the results of
that learning are still internal to itself. What,
then, are the implications of this conclusion for
the higher and further education environments
still designed around a physical ‘status quo’ as
students sit and listen uniformly in cramped
auditoriums?

‘How do people arrive at their convictions?’
Rapport asks at the start of his article. And of
equal importance, he asks ‘how do they come
to change them’? Starting from the position of
embodiment as the ‘elemental vector’, Rap-
port suggests that we affirm and come out of
ourselves, working and transforming self-
knowledge and social knowledge, the individ-
ual projecting from the physical as the intellect
and intellectual development are connected with
the body and bodily being. This is especially

apparent in anthropology, where we seek the
radical alterity of the other and, in so doing, 
in desiring difference, we become ever uncom-
fortable and dissatisfied with the same—we get
“antsy” with our selves. In response to this, Rap-
port finds himself most comfortable in the being
and becoming of the body and the self (moulded
respectively through patient weight training
and personal study), than with the starkness of
arrival—if that is possible, and with the clo-
sure to possibility that it brings. ‘Non-arrival’
is Rapport’s preferred enigmatic and existen-
tial state, one open and with motility and pos-
sibility; one that can be equated with the ideal
characteristics of the classroom.

Rapport’s final thoughts turn back from an-
thropology to teaching and learning. If field-
work experiences and memories are that much
more intense if they are physical, and if these
actions and activities ‘decide’ our thoughts and
convictions, then would—and should—not
teaching and learning experiences be more mem-
orable and formative if they were to involve
the body? This question is explicitly taken up
in the second article in this issue, ‘Community
and Creativity in the Classroom’ (Skinner and
Simpson), a report on the experience and test-
ing of teaching and learning techniques such
as the use of the guest instructor. This second
article begins with a quotation from a final-year
anthropology student which is in keeping with
Rapport’s comments about the distinctive and
practical experience of otherness so inherent in
anthropology: “I think every module in some
way in anthropology should be able to work in
some way of the students participating in what
they are learning about because it’s what anthro-
pology’s about. It’s crucial to the understand-
ing. It makes it so much more clear when you’re
actually experiencing it as well as learning about
it.” Understanding is developed through partic-
ipation, ‘performances of understanding’, Skin-
ner and Simpson contend, taking a leaf out of
Tim Ingold’s (2002) ‘learning is understanding
in practice’ research findings. Skinner and Simp-
son report on the establishment of a participa-
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tory anthropology module imbued with the
ideas of Lave and Wenger (1991): knowledge is
social, contained in skills and conveyed and re-
generated through the group. Where Rapport
stressed the individual and their body (social
knowledge from the individual’s experiences),
the focus of this report is on learning in the
group (the community of learners collaborating
and negotiating understanding). Here, knowl-
edge is treated as mutual. Student feedback from
the module corroborates the embodied learn-
ing thesis, whether extracurricular activities
(readings, fieldwork and group dance partici-
pation); learning journals (evocative memories,
creative writing, poetry or self-reflexive com-
mentary: “we are able to use our bodies to think,
as well as act with”; “the combination of read-
ings, performances and hands-on apprentice-
ship makes critical anthropological ideas touch
our senses in different ways”); self-esteem
studies and feedback questionnaires (“it’s eas-
ier to understand if you’ve done it yourself”).

In a second contribution on teaching and
learning from Queen’s, on group learning and
embodiment, Jonathan McIntosh examines how
teaching and learning practice must shift to 
accommodate learner needs. Writing about ap-
plied ethnomusicology, McIntosh appraises
the use of Balinese gamelan in Northern Ireland
as a sociotherapeutic musical tool. Interestingly,
he compares the teaching and learning of ‘gam-
elan knowledge’ amongst students, as well as
children with different learning impairments
(visual and hearing). Central to McIntosh’s ar-
ticle is the thesis that ‘knowledge is acquired
through developed modes of intuitive and ex-
periential learning’—‘teaching with the mallet’
(maguru panggul), as it is known in Bali. Gam-
elan learning typically involves intuitive ob-
servation and imitation as students learn
melodies and how to strike and ‘damp’ the in-
strument. Because this oral music-making tra-
dition relies upon memory skills, these physical
skills are firmly rooted in body memories. This
means that the instrument is well suited to im-
paired learners such as the deaf who compen-

sate for their loss of hearing with their acutely
developed skills at mimicry, and so it has been
adopted onto the British National Curriculum
for Children with Visual and Learning Impair-
ments. McIntosh recounts, in this article, how
he had to change his teaching and learning prac-
tices for the children, to co-create new British
sign language (BSL) words for the hearing 
impaired (who were gifted at copying hand
movements when playing but had difficulties
keeping the beat and adjusting the volume of
their playing), and to invent new games in
which to ‘pass the beat’ amongst visually im-
paired students (a game which also assisted
with the orientation of the student’s body in
relation to their instrument). In sum, McIntosh
concludes, procedures for teaching and teach-
ing techniques are context specific, social in
process and, for the gamelan, embodied in ac-
cumulated knowledge.

The fourth article in this special issue takes
us further out of the classroom by delving into
Alpine northern Italy where Cristina Grasseni
examines the disciplining of cow breeders’ vi-
sion. Grasseni suggests that breeders and their
families have a skilled vision which informs an
‘ecology of practice’ that in turn instructs breed-
ers as to how to look at the animals as well as
how to shape the animals through selective
breeding. Grasseni’s ‘ecology of practice’ re-
connects with Rapport’s article where he holds
to the view that the body is the place where
cognition, convention, social practice and eco-
logical process meet, i.e. the ‘human ecology’ of
the body. Grasseni also connects with the work
of Skinner and Simpson as she goes on to sug-
gest that the breeders’ skilled vision is articu-
lated in didactic fashion as breeders and farmers
come together as a community of practitioners
in dialogue at cattle fairs. After Lave and Wenger
(1991), Grasseni argues that learning is situated,
‘a social process of co-participation’ (see also
McIntosh, this volume), and that this extends
to our vision as well. Knowledge, then, is em-
bedded—and perhaps also embodied—in the
community. In terms of ideal cows, there is a
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‘co-evolution’ of an ideal type. This is best ex-
emplified in her fieldwork with breeders and
their families, in the play of children who milk
their herds of plastic toy-cows, representations
of the real thing and their parents’ trophies of
model cows, all of which ‘maintain a pedagog-
ical intent and function, in that they re-state
the validity of the ideal form that the breeders
have purportedly infused in the live flesh of
their cows’. The ‘lifelong learning’ of the breed
expert might also be seen to bear similarities to
Rapport’s lifelong moments of learning al-
luded to in its neverending ‘non-arrival’.

Crossing disciplines, taking anthropology to
neurophysiology and physical education, Greg
Downey, in the fifth and last article in this spe-
cial issue, presents a detailed example of skill
acquisition to show how learning has the po-
tential to literally shape and alter the inner body
as well as the outer body, not just its outer
shape (outside form such as muscle definition
and movement) but also its inner content (the
sensitivity of the central nervous system and
cortical plasticity). Downey is an anthropolo-
gist who not only dances salsa but also studies
capoeira, using the latter as an example of skill
development, specifically neurological and per-
ceptual impact: training in how to perform the
bananeira, an upside-down inversion of the body,
is an exercise in developing equilibrium, for
example, one which fine-tunes perceptual sys-
tems relating to the inner ear, vision and pres-
sure sensors in the hands and the feet. Downey
explores the skill in terms of ‘motor-perceptual
loops and open-ended abilities’, rather than 
information-processing models. Further to this,
Downey explores the rather trendy but some-
times trite coinage of the anthropological con-
cepts of ‘embodiment’ and ‘embodied culture’
with more than usual incisive and invasive ex-
ample. His work, then, explores how culture
might have physiological effects—in his own
words, ‘[t]aking seriously the organic nature of
the culturally inflected human body means at-
tempting to span the gap between our discipline
and biological sciences’. Capoeira apprentice-

ship gives us a model of ‘corporeal encultura-
tion’, which echoes the previous articles but
goes a stage further in its detailed and physio-
logical consideration of sensory modification,
rather than just stopping with general comments
about the behavioural dimensions of percep-
tual skill. To conclude on Downey, the senses
are, after all, partly a skill, capable of being cul-
tivated, trained and taught.

For Rapport, it is physical experience that
significantly influences human thought. For
Grasseni, it is the artefact which mediates hu-
man thought as well as the group and personal
experience. For Skinner and Simpson (and Mc-
Intosh), it is movement (and music) which
works as mechanism, medium and stimulus
for thought. And for Downey, movement and
its practice and disciplining not only influence
human thought, but reshape the processes of
human thought as well. In all of these articles
there is also a sense that the learning space has
useful ‘artisanal’ possibilities which are impor-
tant to retain and to translate—from the cow
shed in northern Italy or northern England, or
the dance or community music hall—to the
classroom. Furthermore, there is an articula-
tion in each of these articles in line with Mills
and Harris’s (2004: 8) recent comments about
teaching and learning when they wrote the fol-
lowing: ‘Profound learning is creative, embod-
ied and never-ending, not simply about a set of
pre-ordained “learning outcomes” that can be
mapped onto a degree programme or course
specification’. Anthropology is that ‘guild’ dis-
cipline (one of craft socialisation and informal
apprenticeship [cf. Mills 2004: 26]) well placed
to respond to these teaching and learning chal-
lenges. Indeed, in the same publication, Corsín
Jiménez (2004) makes the point that teaching
anthropology has an ‘ethnographicness’ qual-
ity to it as the dialogue between student and
teacher duplicates and reduplicates anthropo-
logical knowledge. For Rapport, though the
body might be in dialogue, this learning re-
mains an individual thing, a by-product of the
‘shared’ space. We invite you, in this issue, to
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read the articles and to make up your own
mind on this matter, and we hope that the arti-
cles stimulate some reflection upon your own
teaching and learning practices—in a group
and/or as an individual.

Jonathan Skinner is a lecturer in Social 
Anthropology in the School of History and 
Anthropology at Queen’s University Belfast. 
His email is j.skinner@qub.ac.uk.
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